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Confrontation With Aggressive Peers at School: Students' Reluctance to
Seek Help From the Teacher

Richard S. Newman, Brian Murray, and Catherine Lussier
University of California, Riverside

Asking for assistance from a teacher is generally viewed by elementary school students as a way of
avoiding rather than resolving peer conflict. However, there are situations when it is appropriate and
perhaps necessary to seek help. This study investigated such situations. Vignettes that portrayed
aggressive peer conflict at school were presented to 128 3rd and 4th graders, who were asked what they
would do and why. Students' self-perceptions of peer relations also were measured. At Grade 3, boys and
girls were equally likely to go to the teacher for help, whereas at Grade 4, girls were more likely than
boys to do so. At Grade 4, girls showed greater interest than boys in resolving conflict and "getting things
back to normal." At Grade 3, students interested in revenge tended to go to the teacher. At both grades,
boys were more concerned than girls that help seeking might lead to hassles with the teacher or reprisals
from classmates. Boys who perceived themselves as popular and girls who perceived themselves as
unpopular were relatively likely to seek help. Relations between help seeking and children's grade level,
gender, and self-perceptions are discussed in terms of goal and strategy components in a social-
information-processing model of conflict resolution.

An increase in violence on the school campus highlights the
need to understand the dynamics of aggressive peer conflict. A
good deal of research on aggression, bullying, and personal ha-
rassment at school has focused on the perpetrator. Studies have
examined personal characteristics of aggressive children and en-
vironmental and societal factors that help explain why particular
children become violent (e.g., Hymel, Bowker, & Woody, 1993;
Olweus, 1978; Parke & Slaby, 1983; Staub, 1996). There has also
been research on victims of aggression, focusing on behavior
patterns and psychological profiles that place children at risk for
victimization (e.g., Boulton, 1999; Hodges, Malone, & Perry,
1997; Perry, Kusel, & Perry, 1988; Schwartz, Dodge, & Coie,
1993). An aspect of peer conflict that has not been adequately
studied is how potential victims react when they are confronted by
an aggressor at school. Facing personal harassment and potential
danger, elementary school students often must make a difficult
decision: "Should I go to the teacher for help?" How children
decide whether to seek help during aggressive peer conflict at
school is the topic of this study.

Elementary-aged children who experience interpersonal conflict
with their peers typically are reluctant to go to an adult authority
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for assistance. Help seeking is perceived as a way of avoiding
rather than resolving conflict. Children who are socially well
accepted, in particular, prefer to use prosocial, constructive strat-
egies (e.g., discussing the situation) without relying on adults. But
these findings apply to relatively mild conflicts, for example, ones
that involve struggle for personal control (e.g., two friends have
opposing views about which movie to see), equal rights (e.g., two
children have an equal claim to something, for example, they
approach the computer at the same time and both want to use it),
or ambiguous provocation (e.g., a child bumps into a peer, and it
is not clear whether the bump was accidental or intentional;
Bernzweig, Eisenberg, & Fabes, 1993; Chung & Asher, 1996;
Erdley, 1996; Graham, Hudley, & Williams, 1992; Murphy &
Eisenberg, 1996). Little is known about help seeking in the context
of more serious conflict. In situations involving a rights infraction
(i.e., when another child tries to interfere with a legitimate, prior
claim to some object, location, or activity), fourth and fifth graders
who are well accepted by their peers respond most frequently with
verbal assertion (e.g., demanding return of stolen objects or force-
fully requesting that interference stop). Importantly, the second-
most frequent response of these students is seeking help from an
adult (Hopmeyer & Asher, 1997). When physically assaulted by
another child, preschoolers typically go to an adult for assistance
(Fabes & Eisenberg, 1992).

Although elementary-aged children shy away from adults in
many conflicts, it is likely that, when pushed "far enough," chil-
dren recognize that getting help from a teacher is not only socially
acceptable but also sometimes necessary. In addition to the seri-
ousness of the conflict, several other factors (e.g., goals and
emotions evoked during conflict, personal characteristics of the
child, and specific features of the conflict) may be related to
children's willingness to seek help from the teacher. We explored
these relations, focusing on the following questions: Do particular
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goals and emotions evoked during peer conflict predict children's
help seeking? Are certain children more likely than others to seek
help? Do particular characteristics of the conflict support or dis-
courage help seeking?

Goals and Emotions in Relation to Help Seeking

According to a social-information-processing model, individu-
als engage in several cognitive and affective processes prior to
responding to conflict (Crick & Dodge, 1994). For example, chil-
dren encode and interpret situational cues surrounding the conflict,
make an attributional inference about whether the other child had
hostile intent, and form goals (i.e., representations of the desired
outcome) for the specific situation. Goals of affiliation, control,
avoidance, and revenge play a particularly important role as me-
diators between initial encoding of cues and eventual selection and
execution of strategies (Erdley & Asher, 1996; Lochman, Way-
land, & White, 1993; Renshaw & Asher, 1983). In addition to
goals, emotions influence children's response to conflict (Berko-
witz, 1993; Graham, Hudley, & Williams, 1992; Whitesell &
Harter, 1996). Fear and anger, in particular, motivate adaptive
coping strategies (Beaver, 1997; Roth & Cohen, 1986). Over-
arousal (e.g., inappropriately intense anger), however, can lead
children to select goals that interfere with appropriate responding
and successful conflict resolution (Eisenberg, Fabes, Nyman,
Bernzweig, & Pinuelas, 1994).

How are goals and emotions related to students' help seeking
during peer conflict? According to Chung and Asher (1996), help
seeking is motivated by fear and goals of avoidance. Are there
times, however, when children go to an adult to resolve rather than
avoid conflict? An important premise of our study was that help
seeking serves different purposes for different children. Going for
assistance does not necessarily mean that a child is motivated by
fear or by desire to avoid conflict. Indeed, students may exhibit
mature and adaptive instincts and decision making in seeking
assistance. They may realize they cannot resolve a conflict on their
own and believe the teacher's help is necessary. Some students
may be motivated by anger and desire to get the perpetrator in
trouble with the teacher. Similarly, not going for help is not
necessarily indicative of self reliance. Students may be reluctant
because of fear of subsequent retaliation from the perpetrator.
Perhaps, others are reluctant because they believe that help is not
available or, if available, not adequate for resolving the problem.
Our aim was to see whether particular goals and emotions are
related to help seeking, and further, whether these goals and
emotions function as mediators between individual differences in
children and help seeking.

Child Characteristics in Relation to Help Seeking

Different individuals, each with his or her unique developmental
history and personality, interpret situational cues during conflict
differently (Berkowitz, 1977). In the study, we examined three
particular child characteristics (i.e., grade level, gender, and self-
perceptions) that may be related to help seeking.

Grade Level

During elementary school, there are important changes in the
school environment that may influence how students feel about

seeking help when confronted by aggressive peers. Over the years,
students experience less personal attention from teachers, more
explicit social comparison with peers, and greater expectation for
independent problem solving (see Paris & Cunningham, 1996).
There is increasing social pressure to resolve conflict indepen-
dently. During nonaggressive conflict, older elementary-aged chil-
dren (i.e., at Grade 4 and beyond) rarely seek help from adults
(Bernzweig et al., 1993; Chung & Asher, 1996; Hopmeyer &
Asher, 1997; Murphy & Eisenberg, 1996). In this study, we
focused on Grades 3 and 4, the grades that traditionally divide
lower elementary (i.e., kindergarten to Grade 3) and upper ele-
mentary (i.e., Grades 4 to 6) school. Despite their closeness in age,
third and fourth graders may have different views about help
seeking. As children make the transition from lower to upper
elementary school, they encounter contextual changes that con-
ceivably heighten their sense of vulnerability and perceived need
for help (Astor, 1999). For example, they have increased play-
ground autonomy and are grouped with older and bigger peers
(i.e., fifth and sixth graders) during lunchtime and physical activ-
ities (e.g., sports) at recess. At the particular school where we
conducted the study, recent statewide policy change limited class
size to 20 and 32 students at lower and upper grades, respectively.
Class size may impact student help seeking because, in larger
classes, students tend to be more aggressive and feel less secure,
and teachers have less opportunity to help students with interper-
sonal problems (Porwoll, 1978; Rutter, 1983).

We expected that fourth graders would experience more inci-
dents of peer conflict and be more reluctant to seek help than
would third graders. However, fourth graders may be better
equipped than third graders to make prudent decisions about how
to handle dangers around them. Over the elementary school years,
children become more aware of their strengths and weaknesses and
better able to interpret interpersonal cues necessary for knowing
when, how, and from whom to seek assistance (Barnett, Darcie,
Holland, & Kobasigawa, 1982; Dodge, Pettit, McClaskey, &
Brown, 1986; see also Ruble & Frey, 1991). Hence, fourth graders
may have greater sensitivity to potentially dangerous situations
and be more likely to restrict requests for help to situations that
truly require teacher intervention. We also expected, for reasons to
be discussed later, that grade level would moderate relations be-
tween both gender and self-perceptions and help seeking.

Gender

Boys and girls typically resolve peer conflict differently (Shantz
& Hartup, 1992; Shantz & Shantz, 1985). Girls are more likely
than boys are to pursue goals and use strategies that are considered
prosocial, constructive, and sometimes avoidant. Girls often try to
resolve conflict and, at the same time, maintain a relationship with
the other child, whether by sharing, discussing, taking turns, or
acquiescing to the other's position. Boys, on the other hand, are
more likely to pursue goals and use strategies that are controlling,
coercive, and sometimes hostile and vengeful (Hopmeyer &
Asher, 1997; Miller, Danaher, & Forbes, 1986; Murphy & Eisen-
berg, 1996). For boys, especially, going to an adult for help tends
to diminish teachers' perceptions of their social competence and
peers' perceptions of their popularity (Chung & Asher, 1996).
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We expected that girls would be more likely than boys to go to
their teacher for assistance during aggressive peer conflict. Be-
cause girls are especially likely to exhibit a dependency orientation
as they get older (Huston, 1983; Nadler. 1998), a difference due to
gender may be most evident at Grade 4, and a difference due to
grade level may be most evident among boys. We also expected
that boys and girls—if they sought help—would do so for different
reasons (i.e., relations between particular goals and help seeking
would differ for boys and girls). Girls may be especially motivated
by a desire to resolve conflict (Shantz & Shantz, 1985). Because of
concerns about peer-related danger at school (Astor, 1999), girls
may also go to the teacher out of fear. Boys, on the other hand,
may be motivated to seek help by a desire for revenge, especially
at Grade 3. Whereas fourth-grade boys who are interested in
retaliation against an aggressor are likely to "take things into their
own hands" (cf. reactive aggression; Crick & Dodge, 1996), third-
grade boys may be likely to view the teacher as the official
classroom disciplinarian and hence their "ally" in meting out
retaliation.

Self-Perceptions of Peer Relations and Physical Ability

Self-system processes (e.g., self-perceptions and self-esteem)
play an important role in children's school adjustment (Berndt &
Keefe, 1996; Harter, 1998). Individual differences in two specific
dimensions of self-perception (i.e., peer relations and physical
ability) may be related to help seeking. In relatively mild conflict,
children who are perceived by others as having positive peer
relations tend to avoid help seeking. Boys, in particular, think that
relying on classmates indicates a lack of independent resourceful-
ness (Chung & Asher, 1996). In this study, we focused on chil-
dren's self-perceptions, rather than others' perceptions, of peer
relations. Children who feel confident about their peer relations
may be indifferent to whether a classmate approves or disapproves
of their seeking help from a teacher. However, for children who
lack confidence in their peer relations, the thought of going to a
teacher may magnify an already strong sense of vulnerability
vis-a-vis classmates' negative reactions and may attenuate any
desire to seek help. Hence, we expected a direct relationship
between self-perceptions of peer relations and help seeking. Be-
cause older children are particularly sensitive to negative reactions
from classmates (Ruble & Frey, 1991), an association between
self-perceptions of peer relations and help seeking may be most
evident at Grade 4.

We also examined help seeking in relation to self-perceptions of
physical ability. With physical threat present in many aggressive
conflicts, children with a positive sense of their physical ability
may feel able to protect themselves without help from the teacher.
However, children with negative self-perceptions may feel ill
equipped to resolve interpersonal conflicts on their own. We
expected an inverse relationship between self-perceptions of phys-
ical ability and help seeking. Because younger children are par-
ticularly vulnerable to physical aggression (Astor, 1999), an asso-
ciation between self-perceptions of physical ability and help
seeking may be most evident at Grade 3.

Characteristics of Peer Conflict in Relation to Help
Seeking

It is likely that children's help seeking differs according to
certain characteristics of the conflict. We considered two general
types of aggressive conflict that are prevalent at the elementary
school level (i.e., instrumental aggression and bullying aggression;
see Crick & Dodge, 1996). In instrumental aggression, the perpe-
trator's aim is acquisition of something that belongs to another
child (i.e., similar to rights infraction), and in bullying aggression,
the perpetrator's aim is to dominate, intimidate, or harass. We also
considered whether several specific features of peer conflict (i.e.,
the aggressor's physical size and gender and the presence or
absence of onlookers) were related to help seeking. We expected
that children would be especially likely to go to their teacher when
they experience a physical threat, for example, when they are
confronted by a student bigger (vs. smaller) than they are (Astor,
1999). Likewise, because of potentially greater physical (vs. rela-
tional) aggression from boys than from girls (Crick & Grotpeter,
1995), we expected that girls would be more likely than boys to
seek assistance when confronted by a student of the opposite sex.
Finally, we expected that children would be especially likely to go
for help if confronted by an aggressor when they are by them-
selves. In the absence of onlookers, children may experience
greater physical threat and greater social acceptance of help seek-
ing (Astor, 1999).

In sum, the purpose of this study was to investigate third and
fourth graders' willingness—or reluctance—to seek assistance
from their teacher when confronted by aggressive peers at school.
We were interested in the extent to which help seeking was related
to (a) goals and emotions evoked during conflict; (b) children's
grade level, gender, and self-perceptions; and (c) characteristics of
the conflict.

Method

Sample

The elementary school from which we chose our sample is in an
ethnically diverse, urban area of southern California. Twenty-three percent
of families represented at the school received assistance under the Aid to
Families With Dependent Children Program, and 61% of students were
enrolled in a free-lunch program. We initially targeted students from all
(i.e., three) Grade 3 and all (i.e., three) Grade 4 classrooms at the school.
Students were asked to participate in the study if they had, according to
school records and teachers' reports, at least average proficiency in English
and were not involved in special education programs. We received parental
consent for 132 students (i.e., 86% of all eligible students). Because of
illness, four students completed only the first session of the study; their
data were not used.

The sample of 128 children consisted of 62 third graders (33 boys and 29
girls; M age = 8.5 years) and 66 fourth graders (35 boys and 31 girls; M
age = 9.5 years). Ethnicity of the sample was representative of the student
body at large; 45% of the participants were Hispanic (predominately
Mexican American), 42% were White, 9% were African American, and 4%
were from other ethnic groups (Asian American, Filipino, and Pacific
Islander). Distributions of different ethnic groups were nearly identical
across the two grades and two genders.
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Materials

To measure children's self-perceptions, we used two scales (i.e., peer
relations and physical ability) of the Self-Description Questionnaire
(SDQ-I; Marsh, 1992). Self-perceptions of peer relations involve the
child's views of his or her popularity and ease at making friends. Self-
perceptions of physical ability involve the child's views of his or her
athletic abilities in sports and games. Each scale consists of eight items;
each item is rated on a 5-point Likert scale.

To measure children's response to aggressive peer conflict, we devel-
oped a set of 10 vignettes, with the intention that stimuli would represent
both instrumental and bullying aggression. To confirm that students at the
middle of the elementary-school years were personally familiar with these
types of peer aggression, Brian Murray, who is a school psychologist,
conducted individual, open-ended interviews with 10 students from
Grades 3 to 6; the children were evenly split between boys and girls. He
asked the children to describe past situations at school when they had been
hassled by another child and considered going to a teacher for help because
they were either angry or afraid. Richard S. Newman and Brian Murray
categorized responses; children almost uniformly mentioned situations
involving (a) theft, (b) rules being broken (e.g., an aggressive peer pushing
in line), and (c) personal harassment.

With this information, in addition to instruments developed by Chung
and Asher (1996) and Hopmeyer and Asher (1997), we constructed 10
vignettes, each representing an incident of aggression. With an independent
group of two third graders (i.e., a boy and a girl) and two fourth-grade
boys, we refined the content and wording of the vignettes and the sequenc-
ing of questions in our instrument. Finally, we printed each vignette on an
index card and asked a group of 18 adults (i.e., 12 women and 6 men,
ages 27 to 45, none of whom had occupations involving either education or
psychology) to "sort the cards into piles that go together." With only
several exceptions, responses confirmed a differentiation among (a) instru-
mental aggression involving objects, (b) instrumental aggression involving
positions, and (c) bullying aggression.

In each hypothetical incident, a victim is unambiguously confronted by
another child; the aggressor is identified as a same-sex peer; and the
incident occurs either in the classroom, lunchroom, or hallway outside the
classroom (i.e., places where adult supervision would be expected). Each
vignette is approximately 30 words in length. Six vignettes portray instru-
mental aggression involving objects (i.e., a peer steals a game and refuses
to give it back; steals a cookie and tells you to "get lost"; refuses to give
back a set of markers he or she has borrowed; steals a candy bar and
"student-of-the-month" award; persistently tries to cheat by looking on
your test; persistently tries to embezzle your lunch money). Two portray
instrumental aggression involving positions (i.e., a peer pushes in front of
you in the lunch line and tells you to "shut up"; refuses to get off the
computer when it is your turn). Two portray bullying aggression (i.e., a
peer keeps making fun of you and poking you in the back with a pencil;
keeps calling you names and swearing and laughing at you). Sample
vignettes are presented in Appendix A.

Procedure

Each participant was seen in two sessions that were separated by several
weeks. In the first session, which was conducted by Brian Murray, children
filled out the SDQ-I in their classroom. In the second session, one of two
female undergraduate research assistants interviewed the children individ-
ually, writing down responses verbatim to all questions.

After reading aloud the first vignette, the interviewer asked children four
questions in the following fixed order: (a) "What would you do?" (b)
"What's your reason for using that strategy?" (c) "How angry would you
be?" and (d) "How scared would you be?" The first two items, involving
strategies and goals, respectively, were open ended; the last two items,

involving emotions, were rated on 5-point Likert scales ranging from 1 (not
at all angry/scared) to 5 (very angry/scared). Vignettes were presented in
one of four randomized orders. On completing the last vignette, the
interviewer went back to the first vignette and proceeded with additional
questioning. If the child had not spontaneously mentioned that he or she
would get help from the teacher or other school authority, the interviewer
asked for a reason for reluctance (i.e., "When you told me earlier what you
would do in this situation, you said you would [interviewer provided the
participant's earlier response]. I am wondering why you wouldn't ask your
teacher or some other adult to help"). Regardless of whether the preceding
question was asked, the interviewer then inquired as to whether physical
size and gender of the aggressor and presence or absence of onlookers
would affect the child's help seeking. Specifically, children were asked
five questions, in random order: "In this situation, would you ask for help
if (a) the student is bigger than you? (b) the student is smaller than you? (c)
the student is a boy/girl? [interviewer provided the participant's opposite
sex] (d) there are other students around? and (e) there aren't any other
students around?" Children responded with either "yes" or "no" to each of
these five questions.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

We averaged items from the two SDQ-I scales: peer relations
(SPpeers; Cronbach's a = .84; M = 3.64, SD = .95) and physical
ability (SPphysical; a = .75; M = 4.05, SD = .76). According to
separate factor analyses of responses to vignette items that in-
volved either strategies, goals, or emotions, children did not sys-
tematically differentiate among the three types of aggression.
Hence, for each measure to be described next, we summed re-
sponses across the 10 vignettes.

In analyses of variance (ANOVAs) that tested effects of class-
room, interviewer, and presentation order on self-perception and
vignette measures, there was only one significant effect (involving
a strategy) due to classroom, one effect (involving anger) due to
interviewer, and one effect (involving fear) due to order of pre-
sentation of vignettes. Subsequent analyses pooled subjects on
each of the three variables. Because of sample size, we used only
Hispanic, White, and African American children for testing effects
of ethnicity on self-perception and vignette measures. With
ANOVAs, there was only one significant effect, on SPphysical,
F(2, 120) = 4.14, p < .05. With multiple t tests using the
Bonferroni procedure, p < .05, African American children
(Af = 4.67, SD = 0.44) had higher self-perceptions of physical
ability than did both White (M = 4.00, SD = 0.77), f(63) = 2.78,
and Hispanic children (M = 4.00, SD = 0.74), f(67) = 2.88.
Because there were so few children other than Hispanic and White,
we used only these two groups in ANOVAs that tested Ethnicity X
Grade, Ethnicity X Gender, and Ethnicity X Grade X Gender
interactions. There were no significant effects.

Grade and Gender Differences in Vignette Measures

To interpret significant F ratios and control Type I error in the
following ANOVAs and multivariate analyses of variance
(MANOVAs), we used multiple t tests with the Bonferroni pro-
cedure, p < .05 (see Bray & Maxwell, 1985).
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Strategies

Brian Murray and Catherine Lussier independently examined
responses, following procedures of Bakeman and Gottman (1986).
All three authors discussed units of coding, decided on a coding
scheme involving 11 categories (for examples, see Appendix B),
and jointly coded each protocol. If children mentioned more than
one strategy per vignette, each was coded; however, multiple
codings were infrequent. We summed over all vignettes the num-
ber of times each strategy was mentioned. Because of low fre-
quencies of all except help seeking, we dropped two categories
(i.e.. emotional and vague responses) and collapsed across several
others. We collapsed (a) physical and verbal assertiveness into a
category of "assertiveness"; (b) physical and verbal aggressiveness
into a category of "aggressiveness"; (c) acquiesce and ignore into
a category of "passivity"; and (d) polite request and share or take
turns into a category of "politeness." An independent coder exam-
ined 60% of the protocols and assigned one of the five categories;
interrater agreement was adequate (Cohen's kappa = .91). Fre-
quencies of strategies, by grade and gender, are presented in
Table I.

Because the five strategy measures were not independent, we
used a multivariate procedure. In a Grade (2) X Gender (2) X
Type of Strategy (5) MANOVA, there was a main effect of
strategy, F(4, 121) = 204.94, p < .001, and interactions of
Gender X Strategy. F(4, 121) = 2.76, and Grade X Gender X
Strategy, F(4, 121) = 2.54, both ps < .05. Children reported more
help seeking than any other strategy, rs(127) > 17.87, more
assertiveness than any other strategy except help seeking,
rs( 127) > 4.51, and more passivity than either aggressiveness or
politeness, fs(127) > 3.82. There was only one child who never
said he would seek help; 16 children (10 boys and 6 girls) said they
would do so on all vignettes.

To interpret interactions, we conducted separate Grade (2) X
Gender (2) ANOVAs for each strategy. For help seeking, there
was a main effect of gender, F(l, 124) = 5.61, p < .05, and a
Grade X Gender interaction, F(l, 124) = 8.97,p < .005. Whereas
there was no gender difference at Grade 3, r(60) = .44, at Grade 4,
girls reported more help seeking than did boys (i.e., on an addi-
tional two vignettes), r(60) = 3.84. Girls reported more help
seeking at Grade 4 than at Grade 3, r(58) = 2.51; boys tended to
report less, f(66) = 1.87, p < .10. In an ANOVA on aggressive-
ness, there was a main effect of gender, F(l, 124) = 8.14, p <
.005. Boys reported aggressiveness more often than did girls.
There were no significant effects in ANOVAs on the other three
strategies.

When students mentioned more than one strategy per vignette,
in addition to coding each individual strategy as already noted, we
classified responses as either a combination (i.e., a listing of
individual strategies presumably carried out simultaneously) or a
sequence (i.e., a clearly stated, temporal progression from one
strategy to another). For example, a response such as "I would say
'stop' and I'd sock him" was classified as a combination (in
addition to it being coded for both assertiveness and aggressive-
ness). A response such as "I would say 'stop,' and then I'd sock
him" was classified as a sequence (again, in addition to both
assertiveness and aggressiveness). The three authors jointly coded
each multiple response. The vast majority involved just two indi-

vidual strategies. Working with original protocols and a list of
codes already assigned to each individual strategy, an independent
coder examined each multiple response; there was agreement in
93% of the cases. After resolving disagreements, the authors
identified five subtypes of sequences: (a) a strategy leading up to
help seeking, (b) a strategy leading up to aggressiveness, (c) a
strategy leading up to passivity, (d) help seeking followed by
another strategy, and (e) others. In all, there were 49 combinations
and 99 sequences made by 29 and 47 children, respectively. Of
the 99 sequences, the frequency of each subtype was 68, 7, 5, 12,
and 7, respectively. In the majority (i.e., 41 of 68) of instances of
the first subtype, children first used assertiveness and then help
seeking; in several of these instances, children explicitly stated
they would use assertiveness and, "if that didn't work," they would
resort to help seeking. With binomial tests, the numbers of differ-
ent children responding with combinations and with each subtype
of sequence did not differ according to grade or gender.

Table 1
Means (and Standard Deviations) of Vignette Measures by
Grade and Gender

Measure

Strategies"
Help seeking
Assertiveness
Aggressiveness
Passivity
Politeness

Goals"
Reset the situation
Revenge
Maintain friendship

1̂ 11 l lj l l \Jv 1 J

Anger
Fear

Reasons for reluctance0

Independent mastery
Potential cost
Lack of potential

benefit
Complacency

Specific features of peer
conflict11

Physical size of
perpetrator

Bigger
Smaller

Opposite gender of
perpetrator

Onlookers
Present
Absent

Grade 3

Boys

(n = 33)

6.6 (2.6)
2.1 (1.9)
0.6(1.4)
1.0(1.2)
0.4(1.1)

7.3(1.6)
1.5(1.3)
0.9(1.2)

3.5(1.1)
1.7(0.7)

.54 (.37)

.22 (.29)

.14 (.21)

.10 (.24)

8.8(2.1)
3.2 (3.7)
5.2 (4.0)

6.4 (3.8)
5.0(4.1)

Girls

(n = 29)

6.3(2.1)
2.1 (1.5)
0.2 (0.7)
1.4(1.3)
0.6 (0.8)

7.3(1.5)
1.3(1.0)
1.1(1.3)

3.6 (0.8)
2.1 (0.9)

.56 (.33)

.12 (.19)

.17(.29)

.15 (.28)

8.7 (2.0)
3.6 (3.9)
7.4 (3.2)

6.1 (3.6)
6.7 (3.5)

Grade 4

Boys

(n = 35)

5.4 (2.7)
2.3(1.7)
1.1(2.2)
1.5(1.5)
0.7(1.1)

6.8(1.5)
1.6(1.4)
1.4(1.5)

3.5(1.0)
1.6(0.6)

.53 (.34)

.21 (.25)

.18 (.24)

.08 (.13)

6.6(3.7)
2.1 (3.2)
4.6 (4.0)

4.2(4.1)
3.7 (4.0)

Girls

(n = 31)

7.6 (2.0)
1.8(1.7)
0.1 (0.4)
1.0(1.2)
0.6 (0.9)

7.9(1.2)
1.2(1.0)
0.8(1.0)

3.8 (0.7)
1.7(0.7)

.69 (.40)

.08 (.21)

.12 (.27)

.11 (.24)

8.4(3.1)
4.1 (4.1)
7.2(3.8)

6.7 (3.3)
6.2(4.1)

* Number of vignettes (out of 10) on which each was mentioned.
b Ratings from 1 (not at all angry/scared) to 5 (very angry/scared).
c Proportion scores, based on number of vignettes that elicited no help
seeking (ns = 25, 25, 30, and 26, across columns).
d Number of vignettes (out of 10) on which children reported help seeking.
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Goals

Responses involving goals were coded in the same way that
strategies were coded. The initial coding scheme included nine
categories (see Appendix B). Children very rarely mentioned more
than one goal per vignette; when they did, we coded each goal.
There were no multiple responses involving temporal sequencing.
We summed over all vignettes the number of times each goal was
mentioned. Because of low frequencies, we dropped two catego-
ries (i.e., emotional and vague responses) and collapsed across
several others. We collapsed (a) replacement of object or position,
reestablishment of control, and termination or resolution of con-
flict into a category of "reset-the-situation"; (b) get-the-peer-in-
trouble and get-back-at-the-peer into a category of "revenge"; and
(c) harmony and avoidance of trouble into a category of "maintain
friendship." An independent coder examined 60% of the protocols
(K = .87). Frequencies of goals are in Table 1.

As with strategies, the three goal measures were not indepen-
dent. In a Grade (2) X Gender (2) X Type of Goal (3) MANOVA,
there was a main effect of goal, F(2, 123) = 508.39, p < .001, and
a marginally significant Grade X Gender X Goal interaction, F(2,
123) = 2.51, p = .085. Children wanted to reset the situation more
often than they wanted to achieve either of the other goals,
fs(127) > 28.26. Because of the exploratory nature of the study,
we examined the interaction with a Grade (2) X Gender (2)
ANOVA for each goal. For resetting-the-situation, there was a
main effect of gender, F(l, 124) = 4.61, p < .05, and a Grade X
Gender interaction, F(l, 124) = 5.00, p < .05. Although at
Grade 3, there was no gender difference, f(60) = .06, at Grade 4,
girls wanted to reset the situation more often than did boys,
t(64) = 3.29. In ANOVAs on the other goals, there were no
significant effects.

Emotions

Ratings of fear and anger, averaged over the 10 vignettes, are in
Table 1. In a Grade (2) X Gender (2) X Type of Emotion (2)
MANOVA, there was a main effect of emotion, F(l, 121) =
471.90, p < .001, and a Grade X Emotion interaction, F(l,
121) = 5.21, p < .05. Overall, children reported more anger than
fear. Whereas there was no significant grade difference in chil-
dren's anger, ?(123) = .54, there was a difference in fear, that is,
third graders reported more fear than did fourth graders,
r(123) = 2.07.

Reasons for Reluctance to Seek Help

When students did not spontaneously mention help seeking,
they were asked why they had not done so. Responses were coded
in the same way as strategies and goals. Children gave no more
than one reason per vignette. The initial coding scheme included
nine categories (see Appendix B). Because of low frequencies, we
dropped vague responses and collapsed several categories. First,
we collapsed (a) desire to avoid trouble with the teacher, (b) fear
of reprisal from the peer, and (c) desire to maintain harmony and
friendship with the peer; each represents a belief that help seeking
has a potential cost—either to oneself, to the other child (and
ultimately to oneself), or to the relationship between the two

children. Second, we collapsed (a) expectation that the teacher
would be unavailable; (b) expectation that the teacher, although
available, would be ineffective in helping; and (c) expectation to
seek help from someone other than the teacher (e.g., peer or
parent); each represents a belief that help seeking may lack poten-
tial benefit. Two categories were left unchanged: (a) desire to
resolve the conflict independently (i.e., independent mastery) and
(b) lack of concern (i.e., complacency). An independent coder
examined 60% of the protocols (K = .90).

For each of the four reasons for reluctance, we computed a score
of relative frequency (i.e., a proportion based on only the vignettes
on which help seeking was not spontaneously mentioned; see
Table 1). In a Grade (2) X Gender (2) X Type of Reason (4)
MANOVA on these scores, there was a main effect of reason, F(3,
100) = 31.05, p < .001, and a Gender X Reason interaction, F(3,
100) = 2.71, p < .05. Children cited independent mastery more
often than any of the other reasons, fs(105) > 8.01. Boys cited
potential costs more often than girls did, f(104) = 2.61; there were
no significant gender differences on the other three reasons,
rs(104) < 1.29.

Specific Features of Peer Conflict Related to Help
Seeking

Responses to each item were coded as either 0 (no) or 1 (yes).
For each item, we summed responses over all vignettes (see
Table 1).

In a Grade (2) X Gender (2) X Size of Aggressor (2)
MANOVA, there were main effects of size, F(l, 124) = 176.76,
p < .01, and gender, F(l, 124) = 4.73, p < .05. Children reported
more help seeking if the aggressor was bigger, versus smaller, than
them. Regardless of size of the aggressor, girls reported more help
seeking than did boys. In a Grade (2) X Gender of Aggressor (2)
ANOVA, there was a main effect of gender, F(l, 124) = 12.52,
p < .01. Girls reported more help seeking than did boys in
situations where the aggressor was the opposite sex. In fact, of 44
children who consistently (i.e., across all vignettes) said they
would seek help, 29 (i.e., 66%) were girls, and of 22 children who
consistently said they would not seek help, 17 (i.e., 77%) were
boys. Finally, the two variables representing help seeking in the
presence and absence of onlookers, respectively, had bimodal
distributions. We trichotomized the variables according to whether
children reported help seeking on none (ns = 18 and 29, for
presence and absence of onlookers, respectively), some (ns = 70
and 66) or on all (ns = 40 and 33) of the vignettes. With four exact
sign tests (i.e., one for boys and one for girls, at each grade), there
were no significant differences in help seeking according to the
presence or absence of onlookers. With a discriminant function
analysis on help seeking, first, in the presence of onlookers, there
were no significant effects due to grade, gender, or Grade X
Gender. With a similar analysis on help seeking in the absence of
onlookers, girls were more likely than were boys to go to the
teacher, Wilks's lambda = .94, / ( 2 ) = 8.13, p < .05.

Relations Among Child Characteristics, Goals, Emotions,
and Strategies

We examined relations in three ways. First, using hierarchical
regression analysis, we tested whether (a) goals and emotions
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added to the prediction of strategies, over and above contributions
from child characteristics (i.e., grade, gender, and self-
perceptions), and (b) grade and gender moderated relations be-
tween self-perceptions, goals, and emotions on the one hand and
strategies on the other hand. We did not test hypotheses regarding
a relationship between goals and emotions. Second, again using
hierarchical regression analysis, we tested whether child charac-
teristics, including moderator effects by grade and gender on
self-perceptions, predicted goals and emotions. Third, using path
analysis, we tested whether goals and emotions functioned as
mediators between child characteristics and strategies. Although
the main focus in all of these analyses was help seeking, we also
examined relations involving alternative strategies.

Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Strategies

Correlations among relevant variables are in Table 2. To repre-
sent moderator effects (i.e., interactions between predictors; see
Baron & Kenny, 1986), we centered component variables at their
means and computed products of the centered variables. Centering
reduces multicollinearity between predictor variables and product
terms composed of the same variables (Jaccard, Turrisi, & Wan,
1990). Each analysis included five second-order product terms
(i.e., Grade X Gender, Grade X SPpeers, Grade X SPphysical,
Gender X SPpeers, and Gender X SPphysical) and two third-order
product terms (i.e., Grade X Gender X SPpeers and Grade X
Gender X SPphysical). Children's ethnicity, which was dummy
coded, and age were included in each analysis as control variables.
Predictors were entered into regression equations in a fixed order,
from Block 1 to Block 5 (see Table 3). To limit the number of
predictors and reduce potential problems with multicollinearity, an
additional group of predictors (i.e., Block 6) was entered in a
stepwise procedure (p < .05). Block 6 included the following
predictors: (a) five variables representing main effects (i.e., anger,

fear, and the three goals), (b) five second-order product terms
representing interactions of grade with each of the main-effect
variables, (c) five second-order product terms representing inter-
actions of gender with each of the main-effect variables, and (d)
five third-order product terms representing interactions of grade
and gender with each of the main-effect variables. Of the Block 6
predictors, only those that were significant are included in Table 3.
Also, Table 3 excludes two strategies (i.e., assertiveness and
politeness) for which analyses provided little additional informa-
tion over and above the correlations in Table 2. For assertiveness,
there was a significant inverse relationship with the goal of re-
venge; however, the regression equation was not significant. For
politeness, the regression equation was significant; however, the
only significant predictor was the goal of maintaining friendship.

Help seeking was significantly predicted by gender and the
Grade X Gender interaction (i.e., consistent with previously re-
ported ANOVA findings). Following procedures of Jaccard et al.
(1990), we examined the Gender X Self-Perception interaction by
regressing help seeking on SPpeers, separately for boys and girls.
For this and all subsequent t tests for slopes, we used the Bonfer-
roni procedure, p < .05. For boys, higher self-perceptions were
associated with more help seeking, unstandardized regression co-
efficient, b = .094, ?(66) = 2.35; for girls, higher self-perceptions
were associated with less help seeking, b = - .091, f(58) = 2.58.
Two goals also predicted help seeking. The less students wanted to
maintain friendship with the perpetrator, the more they went to the
teacher for assistance. We examined the Grade X Goal interaction
by regressing help seeking on revenge separately at each grade. At
Grade 3, greater interest in revenge was associated with more help
seeking, b = .684, ;(60) = 2.82, whereas at Grade 4, there was no
significant relationship, b — - .213, f(64) = 0.79.

Aggressiveness was significantly predicted by gender (i.e., con-
sistent with ANOVA findings). To examine the Gender X Self-

Table 2
Pearson Correlations Among Strategies, Goals, Emotions, Self-Perceptions, Gender, Grade, and Age

Variable

1. ST: Help
seeking

2. ST:
Assertiveness

3. ST:
Aggressiveness

4. ST: Passivity
5. ST: Politeness
6. GO: Reset
7. GO: Revenge
8. GO: Friendship
9. Fear

10. Anger
11. SP: Peers
12. SP: Physical
13. Gender
14. Grade
15. Age

1

-.56***

-.36***

-.45***
-.22*

.26**

.10
-.37***

.06

.04

.03
-.05

.21*

.00

.05

2

—

.12

-.02
.04
.08

- . 2 1 *
.12
.00
.03

- .08
.00

-.07
.01

- .06

3

—

-.09
-.14
-.35***

.55***
- .12
- .12

.10

.03

.25**
-.25**

.07

.10

4

—
-.01
-.12
- .23**

.40***
-.05
-.20*
-.01
- .16
- .01

.04

.05

5

—
-.16
-.22*

.39***

.13
- .13
- .04
- .02

.04

.06
- .11

6

—
_ 49***
- .61***
-.09

.05

.03
- .02

.19*

.00
-.07

7

—
-.30***

.11

.15

.06

.15
-.12
-.02

.08

8

—
.00

- .20*
- .14
- .15
-.07

.04

.02

9

—
.39***
.04

-.05
.18*

- .18*
-.20*

10

—
-.05
-.02

.08

.05

.04

11 12

—
.40*** —
.00 -.29***

-.25** - .16
-.18* - .13

13 14 15

—
.00 —

-.06 .70*** —

Note. Gender coded as 1 = boys, 2 = girls. N = 128. ST = strategy; GO = goal; SP = self-perceptions (of peer relations and physical ability).
* /><.05 . * * / ; < . 0 1 . * * * p < . 0 0 1 .
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Table 3
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Strategies

Predictor

Block lb

Grade
Gender

Block 2
Grade X Gender

Block 3
SP: Peers
SP: Physical

Block 4
Grade X SP: Peers
Grade x SP: Physical
Gender X SP: Peers
Gender X SP: Physical

Block 5
Grade X Gender X SP: Peers
Grade X Gender X SP: Physical

Block 6
GO: Friendship
GO: Revenge
Grade X GO: Revenge

Final F (df)

-.106
.211*

.277**

-.013
.099

.046
-.173
-.247*
-.019

-.015
-.021

-.324***
.025°

-.236**
3.

Help seeking

R2

.065

.141*

.148*

.214**

.214*

.345***
10*** (18, 106)

AR2

.065

.076**

.007

.065

.001

.130***

Aggressiveness

.026
-.263**

-.116

-.022
.196

.173

.010

.068
-.198*

-.131
.008

—
.488***
.227**

5.

R2

.096

.109

.138*

.207*

.219*

—

.451***
17*** (17, 107)

A/?2

.096

.013

.030

.069

.012

—

.232***

/3

.011
-.004

-.180

.121
-.256*

-.168
.258*
.096
.158

-.033
.072

.339***
—
—

Passivity

R2

.008

.040

.086

.178*

.181

.281**
—
—

2.64** (16, 108)

AR2

.008

.032

.046

.092*

.003

.099***
—
—

Note. Gender was coded as 1 = boys, 2 = girls. AR2 denotes the increment in R2 associated with the addition of variables to the regression equation.
N = 128. GO = goal; SP = self-perceptions (of peer relations and physical ability).
" Standardized regression coefficients (i.e., beta weights) were taken from entry of variables into the regression equation.
b Age (in months) and three dummy variables representing ethnicity were entered as part of Block 1 in each regression equation.
c Because the Grade X GO: Revenge predictor was significant, the main-effect variable (i.e., GO: Revenge) was forced into the equation.
*p<.05. ** />< .01 . ***p<. 001.

Perception interaction, we regressed aggressiveness on SPphysical
separately for boys and girls. For boys, higher self-perceptions
were associated with more aggressiveness, b = .096, /(66) = 2.29,
whereas for girls, there was no significant relationship, b = .008,
?(58) = 0.70. The goal of revenge predicted aggressiveness. We
examined the Grade X Goal interaction by regressing aggressive-
ness on revenge separately at each grade. The more that children
wanted revenge, the more they were aggressive, bs = .396,
f(60) = 3.49, and .901, f(64) = 6.99, at Grades 3 and 4, respec-
tively. With a test of difference of slopes, the relationship between
revenge and aggressiveness was especially strong among fourth
graders, ?(126) = 2.95, p < .01. Passivity was significantly pre-
dicted by self-perceptions of physical ability and the Grade X
Self-Perception interaction. At Grade 3, lower self-perceptions of
physical ability were associated with greater passivity, b = —.080,
f(60) = 2.87, whereas at Grade 4, the relationship was not signif-
icant, b — —.003, f(64) = 0.11. The goal of maintaining friendship
also predicted passivity. The more that children wanted to remain
friends with the perpetrator, the more they were passive.

Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Goals and Emotions

We used the same hierarchical procedures as with strategies,
with the following exception. After entering predictors from
Blocks 1 and 2 (i.e., grade, gender, Grade X Gender, and control
variables), we allowed all remaining predictors from Blocks 3-5 to
enter stepwise (p < .05).

For the goal of revenge, the'only significant predictor was the
interaction of gender and self-perceptions of physical ability, j3 =
-.300, p < .001, with a test of the regression equation, F(9,
118) = 2.42, p < .05; R2 = .156. We regressed the goal on
SPphysical separately for boys and girls. For boys, more positive
self-perceptions were associated with greater interest in revenge,
b = .094, f(66) = 3.19, whereas for girls, there was no significant
relationship, b = -.027, r(58) = 1.35. For resetting-the-situation,
significant predictors were gender, j3 = .175, and the Grade X
Gender interaction, /3 = .196, both ps < .05 (i.e., consistent with
ANOVA findings). The regression equation was marginally sig-
nificant, F(7, 120) = 1.93, p = .071; /?2 = .101. For the emotion
of fear, the only marginally significant predictor was gender, /3 =
.156, p = .078, with a test of the regression equation, F(6,
118) = 2.46, p < .05; R2 = . 111. Girls experienced more fear than
did boys (i.e., consistent with Table 2). There were no significant
predictors for the goal of maintaining friendship or for the emotion
of anger.

Path Analysis and Additional Analyses

To use path analysis for testing whether certain goals or emo-
tions mediated relations between child characteristics (including
interaction terms) and help seeking, two assumptions (i.e., a sig-
nificant relationship between predictor and potential mediator and
a significant relationship between predictor and help seeking) had
to be met. In the preceding regression analyses of goals and
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emotions, there was only one significant relationship involving
self-perceptions, and this particular measure (i.e., SPphysical) was
unrelated to help seeking. Hence, assumptions were not met. For
alternative strategies, the only variables that satisfied assumptions
involved the goal of revenge as a potential mediator between the
Gender X SPphysical product term and the strategy of aggressive-
ness. With a path analysis, however, mediation was not significant
(see Baron & Kenny, 1986). Finally, we examined correlations
between (a) relative frequencies of each of the reasons children
gave for reluctance to seek help and (b) grade, gender, self-
perceptions, goals, emotions, and interaction terms (i.e., Grade X
Self-Perceptions, Gender X Self-Perceptions, and Grade X Gen-
der X Self-Perceptions). The only significant relationship involved
gender and reluctance due to potential costs, r = - .25 , p < .01
(i.e., consistent with MANOVA findings).

Discussion

This study adds to a growing literature on developmental and
individual differences in how children respond to conflict. There
has been no prior research on the strategy of help seeking in the
context of aggressive peer conflict at school. Our findings address
three questions: (a) Which students are most likely to seek help
from a teacher? (b) Why do students seek help? and (c) Why do
students not seek help, and what do they do instead?

First, which students are most likely to seek help from a teacher?
Help seeking was related to three child characteristics (i.e., grade
level, gender, and self-perceptions of peer relations). Although at
Grade 3 there was no difference in frequency of boys' and girls'
help seeking, at Grade 4, girls sought help more often than did
boys. For girls, there was more help seeking at Grade 4 than at
Grade 3, and for boys, there was less. At both grades, girls were
more likely than boys were to seek help in potentially dangerous
situations (e.g., when alone) and when the aggressor was the
opposite sex. We expected that self perceptions of peer relations
would be directly associated with help seeking, especially among
fourth graders. The relationship we observed was moderated by
gender rather than grade. Boys who considered themselves popular
sought help relatively frequently, perhaps unconcerned about
classmates' reactions. In contrast, girls who considered themselves
unpopular sought help relatively frequently, perhaps unsure of
their ability to handle interpersonal conflict. Why relations be-
tween self-perceptions of peer relations and help seeking differed
for boys and girls remains a question for further study.

Second, why do students seek help? Children went to the teacher
to accomplish several different goals, consistent with an
information-processing model of conflict resolution that stresses
the functional importance of goals in relation to strategies (Crick &
Dodge, 1994). Most often, children approached conflict with a
goal of resetting the situation (e.g., getting back what was taken
from them, reestablishing control, righting the wrong, ending the
conflict). At Grade 4, but not at Grade 3, girls were more interested
than were boys in achieving this particular goal. The more that
boys and girls at both grades wanted to reset the situation, the more
they went to the teacher for help. Children were especially likely
to seek help when confronted by a peer who was physically larger
(vs. smaller) than them. Presumably, with a larger child, there is a
greater sense of danger and fear. Thus, students appeared to

recognize benefits of help seeking (i.e., the teacher can help with
conflict resolution and provide protection from potential danger).

In addition to conflict resolution and protection, several other
goals were related to help seeking. Maintaining friendship and
revenge added significantly—over and above the influence due to
grade, gender, and self-perceptions—to the prediction of which
children tended to seek help. The less that children cared about
staying friends with the aggressor, the more often they went to the
teacher, suggesting they were aware that help seeking has a cost
(i.e., it is likely to end whatever friendship one has with the other
child). The more that children cared about revenge, the more often
they went to the teacher; however, this was true only at Grade 3.
Third graders may have felt it was socially acceptable and effica-
cious to rely on the teacher for retaliation or perhaps for help in
containing their angry feelings (cf. emotional regulation; Thomp-
son, 1994), whereas fourth graders had different ideas about deal-
ing with an aggressor.

Third, why do students not seek help, and what do they do
instead? The most common reason was because they wanted to
resolve the conflict on their own. Boys in particular expressed
additional concern about potential costs of help seeking (e.g.,
hassles with the teacher and reprisals from the aggressor). When
children attempted to resolve conflict without help from the
teacher, they typically used verbal or physical assertiveness, con-
sistent with Hopmeyer and Asher (1997). Those who were asser-
tive tended to be uninterested in revenge. When they reported a
sequential approach to resolving conflict, children most often
mentioned help seeking preceded by assertiveness, suggesting an
important social-cognitive competence required in conflict reso-
lution (Crick & Dodge, 1994). Children may have recognized that
teacher intervention is most appropriate when used contingently as
a "fallback" (i.e., in case more socially acceptable strategies of
their own are ineffective).

When not seeking help or being assertive, children tended to be
either aggressive, passive, or polite in response to conflict. Al-
though infrequent, alternative strategies were informative of chil-
dren's thinking about help seeking. Students who used verbal or
physical aggressiveness tended to be boys rather than girls, con-
sistent with Crick and Dodge (1996). Among boys, but not girls,
those with positive self-perceptions of physical ability tended to
react aggressively. Boys with positive self perceptions also tended
to be interested in revenge. Perhaps a sense of physical prowess
empowered boys to respond in kind to peer provocation. Although
desire for revenge was related to reactive aggression at both
grades, this relationship was especially strong among fourth grad-
ers. Some third graders who wanted revenge may have gone to
their teacher for retaliation against the aggressor or for emotional
regulation, whereas others chose to respond aggressively on their
own. For fourth graders who wanted revenge, reactive aggression
may have been a more clearcut response.

Students who used either passivity or politeness tended to be
interested in maintaining a friendship with the perpetrator. We
thought that children—in particular, third graders—who had rela-
tively poor self-perceptions of physical ability would be likely to
go to the teacher for help, perhaps as a way to avoid physical threat
associated with certain conflicts. We found that third graders with
relatively poor self-perceptions of physical ability were passive.
That is, rather than go to the teacher for assistance, these children
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tended to acquiesce or do nothing. It is not evident why this was
the case only at Grade 3. To the extent that passivity—and desire
to maintain friendship with a perpetrator—are maladaptive, a
relationship between poor self-perceptions of physical ability and
passivity is consistent with victimized children often being phys-
ically weak (Hodges et al., 1997; Olweus, 1978). Recalling the
earlier reported relationship between boys' self-perceptions of peer
relations and help seeking, we suggest investigating whether chil-
dren who perceive themselves as either physically weak or unpop-
ular are likely to handle conflict in ways that put them at risk of
peer victimization (e.g., avoiding help seeking despite impending
danger; Boulton, 1999; Hodges et al., 1997; Perry et al., 1988;
Schwartz et al., 1993).

One goal of this study was to determine whether there were
grade-related differences in children's response to aggressive peer
conflict. Two sets of findings are most notable. First, although
third and fourth graders did not differ in how angry they became
and did not differ in how much they wanted to retaliate against
their aggressor, they did differ in how their desire for revenge was
related to their actions. At Grade 3, children who wanted revenge
sometimes turned to the teacher for help, whereas at Grade 4,
children were likely to take things into their own hands to get even
with the aggressor. Second, there were several grade by gender
interactions in children's response to conflict. At Grade 4, girls
sought help more often than did boys and had greater desire to
resolve the conflict and "get things back to normal"; there were no
gender differences at Grade 3. Thus, third and fourth graders may
differ in the degree to which (a) they expect—and are expected by
others—to independently solve interpersonal problems and (b)
gender roles (e.g., boys' independence, girls' avoidance of con-
flict) affect their goals and strategies during conflict. The study
does not provide an explanation for these grade differences. Find-
ings no doubt reflect age-related socialization across the elemen-
tary school years (e.g., in children's gender roles, self-awareness,
views of morality, and ability to interpret social cues) as well as
contextual influences (e.g., class size and peer group, classroom
rules, expectations and involvement from the teacher) that may be
salient in different ways for boys and girls at Grades 3 and 4.
Obviously, one cannot draw conclusions about development based
on a cross-sectional study—in particular, one involving just two
grade levels. However, grade differences among children so close
in age suggest there are significant environmental influences at
play. Because third and fourth graders were equally likely to
respond to vignettes with multiple strategies, grade differences do
not seem to be simply an artifact of verbal fluency. Whether due
to grade level or age and whether unique to this particular point in
children's lives (i.e., transition between lower elementary and
upper elementary grades), findings suggest that children's views
about how to deal with aggressive peer conflict change during the
middle years of elementary school.

There are several methodological limitations to this study. First,
there are issues related to the measures we used. Rather than
observing in the classroom or asking about personal incidents of
peer conflict at school, we had children respond to hypothetical
vignettes. Stimuli evoked little fear compared with anger. Chil-
dren—especially fourth graders and especially boys—apparently
did not perceive the hypothetical conflicts as very serious or
potentially dangerous. Because they did not differentiate among

the several types of aggression, we were unable to test whether
children restricted help seeking to "serious" situations. There was
little evidence that emotions were related to goals or strategies; the
single-item measures may not have been adequate to capture
feelings that emerge in real-life situations of aggressive conflict.
Individual differences in self-perceptions were related weakly to
measures of goals, emotions, and strategies; self-schema variables
representing how children feel (rather than think) about themselves
(e.g., self-esteem and self-worth) might show stronger relations.
With revised measures, we can better test whether particular goals
and emotions mediate relations between particular child charac-
teristics and help seeking (see Crick & Dodge, 1994). Finally, our
vignette instrument focused on teachers as potential helpers. Al-
ternatively, we might examine how children rely on their friends
during peer conflict at school. Over the school years, as the role of
peers and friends becomes increasingly important, students no
doubt increasingly turn to one another in the face of aggression
(Berndt & Keefe, 1996).

Second, there are limitations related to our sample. Although
ethnic diversity was representative of the area's demographics, the
small number of African American and Asian American children
precluded adequate examination of ethnic differences as well as
interactions between ethnicity, grade, and gender on vignette mea-
sures. Rather than using ethnicity as a control variable, we should
examine whether boys and girls of different ethnic groups—
perhaps especially as they move to upper elementary grades—
approach peer conflict differently (cf. Graham, Hudley, & Wil-
liams, 1992).

This study addressed a particular aspect of school violence that
has been largely overlooked by researchers and educators. Harass-
ment, physical threats, and aggressive conflicts often are accom-
panied by reports that classmates of aggressive children were
aware of early warning signs but did not go to the appropriate
authorities. Teacher intervention can potentially resolve conflict,
elicit help for children who are at risk of victimization, and elicit
help for those who are at risk of being violent (American Psycho-
logical Association, 1999). However, in busy classrooms and
"unowned places" (e.g., hallways, bathrooms, and playgrounds;
see Astor, Meyer, & Behre, 1999) in which teachers are unavail-
able, intervention may have to be initiated by the child. Seeking
help, at the risk of being labeled by classmates as "tattletale," and
possibly being ostracized, requires social competencies and
affective-motivational resources that unfortunately not all children
possess (Newman, 2000). In this study, we began to investigate
how help seeking during aggressive peer conflict is related to
individual child characteristics and to different goals children try
to achieve during conflict. We focused on two elementary grades
when it may be especially important for students and teachers to be
attuned to early warning signs of victimization and violence.
Actively encouraging children to seek help when necessary is
likely to be an essential part of interventions that are aimed at
making schools safer.
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Appendix A

Sample Vignettes

Instrumental Aggression Involving Objects

"When you get to class, a student approaches you and tells you to give
him/her your lunch money. You say 'no,' but he/she won't leave you
alone."

Instrumental Aggression Involving Positions

"It's your turn to play on the classroom computer. However, the student
who is using it refuses to get off when you ask him/her to."

Bullying Aggression

"The student who sits beside you is a troublemaker. He/she starts making
fun of you and poking you with a pencil. You ask him/her to stop, but
he/she just continues."

Appendix B

Examples of Coding Schemes

Strategies

Note. Mean number of vignettes (out of 10) on which each was
mentioned is in parentheses.

1. Help seeking: "raise my hand and tell the teacher"; "ask the teacher

to come over" (6.4)
2. Physical assertiveness: "I would try to grab it back from her"; "I

would try to cut back in front of him" (1.3)
3. Verbal assertiveness: "I would say 'stop!' "; "keep telling him to stop

bothering me when I'm doing something" (0.9)
4. Acquiesce: "I'll just let him have the cookie"; "it doesn't really

matter, walk away" (0.7)
5. Ignore: "Don't pay attention to him"; "just don't give it to him" (0.5)
6. Physical aggressiveness: "sock him"; "I'd touch him on the back and

when he looks back I'll punch him in the face and take my cookie" (0.5)
7. Polite request: "I would ask him nicely to stop"; "I'd ask him to please

get off because it's my turn" (0.5)
8. Share or take turns: "I'd share my lunch with him"; "ask them to

compromise" (0.1)

9. Verbal aggressiveness: "I'd tell him to shut up"; "swear back at him"

(0.1)
10. Emotional response: "get mad"; "get sad" (0.1)
11. Vague response: responses that were not understood or not catego-

rizable(O.l)

Goals

1. Replacement of object or position: "cause I just want my markers
back"; "cause they'll tell him to give it back" (2.8)

2. Reestablishment of control: "because it was my turn"; "cause I need
it, it's mine, it's important to me" (2.4)

3. Termination or resolution of conflict: "he'll continue unless I do it";
"so he'll stop poking me" (2.1)

4. Get-the-peer-in-trouble: "get them benched for recess or get them
suspended"; "so they will get in trouble" (0.8)

5. Harmony: "cause I don't really like to be mean or anything like that";

"to share" (0.7)

(Appendix continues)
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6. Get-back-at-the-peer: "cause I want to hurt him"; "to get even with
her" (0.6)

7. Avoidance of trouble: "cause he might hit me"; "I don't want to get
in trouble or get him in trouble" (0.4)

8. Vague response: responses that were not understood or not categori-
zable (0.2)

9. Emotional response: "cause he's making me mad"; "I would be sad"
(0.1)

Reasons for Reluctance

1. Desire to resolve the conflict independently: "cause I can handle it";
"it's not my teacher's business . . . it's my business to take care of it" (2.3)

2. Expectation that the teacher would be ineffective in helping: "the
teacher wouldn't do anything"; "cause sometimes teachers don't listen to
me that much" (0.5)

3. Desire to avoid trouble with the teacher: "cause I'd get in trouble
because you're not allowed to get up until we leave the cafeteria"; "cause
the teacher would think I was a tattletale" (0.4)

4. Lack of concern: "cause it's not really that big a deal"; "cause I could
just buy another one" (0.4)

5. Fear of reprisal from the peer: "because if I told, he'd probably try to
do something to me later and cause more problems"; "I'd want to be nice
so she wouldn't take anything else of mine" (0.2)

6. Expectation that the teacher would be unavailable: "cause the teach-
er's never there"; "the teacher might say, 'Put your hands down. No
questions' " (0.1)

7. Desire to maintain harmony and friendship with the peer: "I don't
want to get him into trouble"; "because I wouldn't want to get her mad"
(0.0)

8. Expectation to seek help from someone other than the teacher: "it's
easier for me to tell my big brother"; "I'd tell the lunch lady instead" (0.0)

9. Vague response: responses that were not understood or not categori-
zable (0.0)
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