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Abstract

Prosocial behavior has been related to a variety of positive indices of psychosocial functioning during childhood and
adolescence. However, most studies focusing on concurrent associations and individual-level predictors. This study
examined short-term changes in prosocial behavior, focus on helping, and the relation between the classroom social
environment and students’ prosocial development. The classroom environment was assessed from two perspectives: the
classroom climate tradition and the peer-relations framework. We collected data from 1594 preadolescents in 9 schools
in Bogota, Colombia, four times across one school year. Using a Multilevel Latent Growth Curve model, we examined
the association of the classroom-level social structure (i.e., cohesion and prosocial-related classroom norms) and the
classroom climate (i.e., teacher’s equity, teacher’s support, indiscipline, competition, rules clarity, and participation)
with students” prosocial behavior over time. Results showed that prosocial behavior tended to increase over time and
that only classroom cohesion predicted positive changes in children’s prosocial behavior. These results are discussed
considering the pedagogical implications for educational practitioners.

Keywords: Prosocial behavior, classroom environment, cohesion, group norms, classroom climate

La Relacion Entre el Ambiente Social en el Aula y el
Comportamiento Prosocial de los Estudiantes: Un Estudio
Longitudinal a Corto Plazo

Resumen

El comportamiento prosocial se ha relacionado con diversos indices positivos del funcionamiento psicosocial durante
la infancia y la adolescencia. Sin embargo, la mayoria de los estudios se centran en asociaciones concurrentes y predic-
tores a nivel individual. Este estudio examind los cambios a corto plazo en el comportamiento prosocial, centrandose
en la ayuda y la relacion entre el entorno social del aula y el desarrollo prosocial de los estudiantes. El entorno del
aula se evaluo desde dos perspectivas: la tradicion del clima del aula y el marco de las relaciones entre compaeros.
Recopilamos datos de 1594 preadolescentes de nueve escuelas de Bogotd, Colombia, cuatro veces a lo largo de un afo
escolar. Utilizando un modelo de curva de crecimiento latente multinivel, examinamos la asociacion entre la estructura
social a nivel del aula (es decir, la cohesion y las normas prosociales del aula) y el clima del aula (es decir, la equidad
del maestro, el apoyo del maestro, la indisciplina, la competencia, la claridad de las reglas y la participacion) con el
comportamiento prosocial de los estudiantes a lo largo del tiempo. Los resultados mostraron que el comportamiento
prosocial tendia a aumentar con el tiempo y que solo la cohesion en el aula predecia cambios positivos en el comporta-
miento prosocial de los nifios. Estos resultados se discuten teniendo en cuenta las implicaciones pedagégicas para los
profesionales de la educacion.

Palabras clave: Comportamiento prosocial, ambiente en el aula, cohesion, normas grupales, clima en el aula.
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Introduction

PROSOCIAL BEHAVIOR has been related
to a variety of positive indices of psychosocial
functioning during childhood and adolescence.
Studies conducted in school settings reveal the
importance of prosocial behavior for child and
adolescent development, as it has been related
to several positive outcomes such as academic
achievement (Bergin, 2014; Oberle et al., 2014),
peer acceptance (Layous et al.,, 2012), positive
interpersonal relationships (Carlo, 2014), and
mental health (Nantel-Vivier et al., 2014). Given
its potential benefits, there is a wealth of research
trying to understand the individual and contextual
factors that might predict prosocial behavior (e.g.,
Jambon & Malti, 2022; Manzano-Sinchez et al.,
2021; Wentzel & McNamara, 1999; Yao & Enright,
2023). A context of particular interest for prosocial
behavior development is the school classroom.
Teachers and peers might play an important role
in promoting prosocial behavior as children deve-
lop across each school year. The classroom is one
of the most important places of socialization to
which children have access. Understanding how
prosocial behavior is promoted in the classroom
context (classroom social environment) is im-
portant for several reasons. On the one hand, it
informs teachers about key aspects that they must
consider when designing pedagogical interven-
tions to promote children’s social development.
Secondly, it contributes to the discussion of the
growing literature concerned with understanding
the contextual factors and interactions that may
improve students’ prosocial behavior. In this stu-
dy, we assessed short-term changes in prosocial
behavior across the school year and examined
how these changes varied as a function of the
classroom social environment features.

Prosocial Behavior Development

In the social and developmental psychology
literature, prosocial behavior is defined as volun-
tary, intentional actions that benefit others, as
helping, sharing, and comforting (Bergin et al.,
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2003; Eisenberg et al., 2006; Dunfield, 2014). While
research highlights its multidimensionality and
diverse underlying motivations —ranging from
expected reciprocity to internalized values (Carlo
& Padilla-Walker, 2020; Eisenberg & Spinrad,
2014)— this study focuses on the behavioral ma-
nifestation of helping within the school context.

Developmental studies have made progress
in understanding changes in prosocial behavior
during the school-age years and across the life span.
Overall, longitudinal studies examining changes
in prosocial behavior for school-aged children
have shown inconsistent trends in normative
development. This could be due, in part, to the
diversity of assessment procedures used and the
specificity of the behavior being measured. Studies
have found no changes (e.g., Flynn et al., 2015),
decreases (e.g., Luengo Kanacri & Eisenberg,
2017), or distinct developmental trajectories (e.g.,
Shi et al., 2021) in prosocial behavior across the
school years.

Similarly, studies examining short-term chan-
ges have found different trends. Luengo Kanacri
and Eisenberg (2017) reported a slight increase in
prosocial behavior over 9 months in a Colombian
sample. In contrast, Vagos and Carvalhais (2020)
found no changes over 4 months in Portugal, and
Yang et al. (2018) reported decreases over 1 year in
a Chinese sample. These results suggest that exami-
ning individual differences in prosocial behavior
changes might provide a better understanding of
prosocial development than research on normative
development. Furthermore, investigating short-
term changes and predictors of school context
can inform how prosocial behavior is fostered
in school settings. With these findings as the
background, this study was designed to examine
individual differences in prosocial development
across a school year in a sample of older school-
age children.

[T2]Predictors of Prosocial Behavior

Research has extensively explored individual-
level predictors of prosocial behavior, consistently
finding associations with sex (Popa & Bochis,
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2012), empathy (Taylor et al., 2013), emotional
self-regulation (Carlo et al., 2012), and family
context variables as parental support and modeling
(Sanchez-Queija et al., 2006; Gross et al., 2015).
However, Ecological development theories empha-
size the importance of the interaction between
individuals and the different contexts in which
they develop (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

Within the ecological framework, the school
is a key microsystem that directly influences social
and moral development. Specifically, the social
context experienced in the classroom —including
discipline styles and climate— might play an im-
portant role in shaping students’ prosocial behavior.
Consequently, beyond individual attributes, it is
essential to assess how classroom contextual factors
account for individual differences in prosocial
development.

The peer group, as a social context, plays a
critical role in psychosocial adjustment (Bukowski
& Sippola, 2001; Wentzel, 2014) by offering support
and validation. Personal attributes and group
dynamics shape interactions within the group.
For instance, peer acceptance is often contingent
on prosocial behaviors as helping and sharing
(Wentzel & McNamara, 1999; Eisenberg et al.,
2006). Therefore, it is crucial to understand the
relationship between the social structure of the
classroom as a peer group and the development
of students’ prosocial behavior.

The Classroom as a Social Context for
Prosocial Behavior Development

The classroom is one of the most important
social contexts for children’s socialization. Given
that peer interactions primarily occur within
them, this particular social context is essential
for developing prosocial behavior. The classroom
context can be addressed through two approa-
ches: classroom climate research tradition and
peer relations research framework. Traditional
classroom climate research has defined classroom
climate as the academic, social, and emotional
environment where students learn (Ambrose et
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al., 2010). According to this approach, classroom
climate is determined by the combination of several
interacting factors, which include the students’
interactions, relationships between students and
teachers, teachers’ actions, and the curricula,
among others. Based on this perspective, classroom
climate has been assessed as the shared perceptions
of students about certain classroom features such
as rule clarity, friction, order, and teacher’s support
(Sinclair & Fraser, 2002). A wealth of research has
addressed the association between the classroom
climate and students’ outcomes. For example,
previous research has shown some evidence that
prosocial behavior is related to more positive
perceptions of the classroom climate (Romersi
et al,, 2011). In the present study, we used this
traditional perspective as one frame of reference to
assess classroom climate, and therefore examined
students’ shared perceptions about organization,
participation, rule management, competition,
and teacher’s support, as some of the potential
classroom climate predictors of students’ prosocial
behaviors.

On the other hand, from the peer relations
research framework, the classroom context has
been studied based on the relationships that emerge
through peer interactions, that is, the group social
structure (Rubin et al., 2006). In the process of
group formation and development, patterns of
interactions among the individuals generate the
social features and structure of the group, which
include cohesion, norms, and hierarchy (Bukows-
ki & Sippola, 2001). Within this framework, we
propose that classroom cohesion and norms may
be particularly influential in predicting students’
prosocial behavior.

Cohesion has been defined as the level of
attraction that exists between the members of a
group (Cartwright, 1968). Based on this notion,
some studies from the classroom climate traditio-
nal have assessed cohesion as the perceptions of
the members of a group regarding the closeness
of the bonds among them (Sinclair & Fraser,
2002). However, in the peer-relations literature,
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cohesion has been defined as the “structural inte-
gration within the group that connects and links
individuals to each other” (Bukowski & Sippola,
2001, p. 359). Based on this latter definition, group
cohesion can be observed in the mutual positive
attitudes among classmates (Lott & Lott, 1965) or
as the average number of reciprocal friendship
nominations per child in a classroom (Martin-
Babarro et al., 2017). Classroom cohesion may
be an important contextual factor of influence on
children’s prosocial development because it might
facilitate the transmission of prosocial values
(Ahn et al,, 2010) as well as promote cooperation
within the group (Vos & van der Zee, 2011). For
example, a study by Wach et al. (2018) provided
evidence that adolescents’ willingness to intervene
to prevent bullying situations was associated with
higher levels of classroom cohesion. Based on this,
we predict that a highly cohesive classroom may
foster prosocial behavior among students.
Group norms, on the other hand, have been
defined as the acceptable and/or expected behavior
of the members of a social group (Shaw, 1981).
Theory and research from social psychology show
that individuals are concerned with these norms
and that they will use them to guide their own
behavior (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004). Prinstein
and Dodge (2008) explain that children’s desire
to fit the expectations of an admired group will
drive them to conform to the group’s norms. One
way in which group norms have been assessed is
through norm salience, which refers to a norm’s
prominence that comes from the positive or ne-
gative consequences of enacting the norm-related
behavior. It can be operationalized based on the
behavior of socially prominent peer group members
(Jackson et al., 2015). Henry (2008) studied this
concept in aggressive behavior by looking at the
social rewards (e.g., social status) and punishments
(e.g., peer rejection) that children receive from
their peers for exhibiting aggression. In line with
this, a well-known example of an index of norm
salience is the degree to which social status (i.e.,
popularity) in a group is associated with specific
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forms of social behavior (Laninga-Wijnen et al.,
2018). These normative processes have been mainly
studied with regard to aggressive behavior (e.g.,
Dijkstra et al., 2008; Laninga-Wijnen et al., 2018).
However, little research has been conducted looking
at prosocial-related norm salience. This led us to
include a measure of norm salience for prosocial
behavior as a classroom peer context predictor.

The Present Study

The literature discussed so far indicates that
there does not seem to be a clear pattern of norma-
tive changes in prosocial behavior across childhood
and adolescence, both in short-term and long-term
developmental studies. Also, previous research has
provided clear evidence of the direct associations
between individual characteristics and the deve-
lopment of prosocial behavior. However, there is
yet a need to explain how the social environment
of the classroom predicts the individual differen-
ces in the development of prosocial behavior in
children, to inform educational interventions.
This knowledge can be more informative for
educational practitioners, with studies looking at
short-term changes in prosocial behavior across
the school year. In line with this, the present
study expands on previous research examining
two research questions: a) What overall changes
as well as individual development differences can
be observed in prosocial behavior over the course
of the school year?, and b) What is the association
of the classroom social environment in predicting
those individual differences? For the first question,
we did not predict a normative trend of prosocial
behavior short-term development. However, we
did predict significant individual variations in
changes in prosocial behaviors across the school
year. For the second question, we considered two
approaches to studying the classroom social con-
text: the classroom climate research tradition and
peer relations research-based social structure of the
classroom. We hypothesized that the social struc-
ture classroom variables would be more predictive
of prosocial development, given that they reflect
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more directly the actual relationships that occur
within the classroom. Specifically, we predicted
that classroom social cohesion and prosocial peer
norms would be stronger predictors of prosocial
development than classroom climate.

Method

Participants

Boys and girls (N = 1595, mean age = 10.2
years; 53% male; 47% female), from 63 fourth, fifth,
and sixth-grade classrooms in nine mixed-sex
schools in Bogota, Colombia, participated in the
study. Participants were enrolled in schools drawn
from neighborhoods that varied in socioeconomic
status (SEs). Individual ses was assessed via parental
reports about their household stratification, which
in Colombia is defined by the local government
and ranges from 1 (low) to 6 (high). Classroom
size ranged from 11 to 32 participants (mean size
= 21.98). It is important to note that the students
belong to a single classroom; that is, they take the
class with the same classmates across the school
day, and the teachers from the different subjects
come to students’ classroom to teach their classes.

Procedure

After receiving permission from school admi-
nistrators, the research team visited the classrooms
of the potential participants to tell the students
about the purposes and procedures of the study
and to give those interested in participating a letter
and consent form for their parents. Children who
returned a consent form signed by their parents
participated in the study. The overall participation
rate of the study per classroom was, on average,
79% (range = 65% to 97%). At the end of the study;,
participants received school supplies as a token of
appreciation for their willingness to help us. This
study was approved by the Human Research Ethics
Committee from Concordia University in October
2007, certificate number 30002779.

Data were collected at four-time points, se-
parated by roughly eleven-week intervals (Time 1
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= March; Time 2 = May; Time 3 = August; Time 4
= Qctober). It should be noted that, in Colombia,
the beginning of the school year is in January, so
in this study, students belonged to the same class
across all data points. Participants completed a
multi-section questionnaire during a one-hour
in-class session.

Instruments

For this study, we analyzed four variables
that were part of a larger study: prosocial beha-
vior, classroom cohesion, classroom perceived
norms, and classroom climate features. The
techniques used to measure these variables

were as follows.

Prosocial behavior

An unlimited-choice peer assessment pro-
cedure was used to assess prosocial behavior (see
Rubin et al., 2006, for a description). Each student
was given a list of all the participating children in
their class and a list of several characteristics and
behaviors. They were asked to indicate which of
their participating classmates fit each characteristic
or behavior in the list. This study focused on one
particular aspect of prosocial behavior, helping,
which was assessed with two items (“someone who
helps others when they need it”; “someone who is
willing to help others”; Cronbach’s alpha at Time
1= 0.93). Each child was given a score on each item
indicating how often she/he had been nominated
for it by her/his participating classroom peers.
The final prosocial behavior score was calculated
based on the average of the two items for each of
the four-time points.

Considering the difference in the number
of nominators among classrooms (range = 9 to
31), these peer-nomination-based scores were
corrected for classroom size (i.e., the number of
nominators). To maintain the original scale of the
items (i.e., the number of nominations received),
a regression-based procedure was used (for a re-
view of the procedure, see Velasquez, Bukowski
& Saldarriaga, 2013).
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Classroom cohesion

Based on a peer-relations framework, we used
Bukowski & Sippola’s (2001) definition of cohesion
and operationalized this variable as the number of
mutual attractions among group members. That
is, a highly cohesive classroom was regarded as
one where children nominated more friends and
where those nominated friendships were recipro-
cated. This procedure was previously used in other
studies (e.g., Martin Babarro, 2017). Accordingly,
we used sociometric positive mutual nominations
at Time 1 as our index of classroom cohesion. In
the sociometric questionnaire (Bukowski et al.,
2000), students received a list with the names of
each one of the participants in their class. Same-
sex peers and other-sex peers were grouped in
separate lists. Children were asked to rank their
friends by indicating their first-best friend with

«_»

a “1”, their second-best friend with a “2”, their

«_»

third-best friend with a “3”, and any other friends

« »

with a “4

« »

(they were free to choose as many “4
as they wanted). They completed this procedure
first for same-sex peers and then for other-sex
peers. We counted all positive nominations given
by each child, which consisted of all same-sex and
other-sex friend choices, regardless of ranking.
Then, we calculated how many of those choices
were reciprocated with nominations made by the
nominated friends. Finally, we aggregated the
number of mutual positive nominations at the
classroom level. We also used a regression-based
procedure to correct for classroom-size differences
(see Velasquez et al., 2013).

Classroom Prosocial Norm Salience

This measure was based on the Dijkstra et
al. (2008) norm salience assessment procedure.
With this procedure, the classroom norm is cap-
tured by looking at the prevalence of the targeted
social behavior (in this case, prosocial behavior)
in popular children. To assess social status, we
included a popularity item in the peer assessment
procedure described above to measure prosocial
behavior. Children nominated those children in

DEPARTAMENTO DE PSICOLOGIA FACULTAD DE CIENCIAS HUMANAS

MACARENA MORALES, WILLIAM M. BUKOWSKI

their class who fit the description: “Someone who
is popular”. The score on this variable was the total
number of times he/she was chosen for it by his/her
peers, adjusted for the group size of the classroom
(Velasquez et al., 2013). To calculate the classroom
prosocial norm salience index, students whose
social status scores were one standard deviation
above their classroom mean were identified and
their overall prosocial scores were averaged for
each classroom.

Classroom Climate

The available evidence suggests that a positive
classroom climate creates an adequate environ-
ment for students to exhibit behaviors that help or
benefit others. For example, in classrooms where
satisfactory socio-affective interactions are esta-
blished, a suitable environment is created to reduce
bullying and violence, giving way to the possibility
of developing prosocial behaviors like helping
others (Manzano-Sanchez et al., 2021). Based on
the traditional classroom climate perspective, we
assessed the classroom climate dimensions from
students’ perceptions. An adaptation of Brand and
colleague’s school climate questionnaire (Brand et
al., 2003) was used to measure teachers’ support,
rule clarity, and participation. In addition, we used
an adapted version of the Learning Environment
Inventory to measure competition, indiscipline,
and teachers’ equity (Fraser et al., 1982). The clas-
sroom climate is a complex construct in which
multiple factors intervene; however, due to data
availability, we have limited the measure of clas-
sroom climate to these three dimensions. This
leaves out other important aspects of classroom
climate. However, we consider that the aspects
measured are relevant as they are mainly areas
in which teachers have the agency to influence
through their classroom practices.

For the teachers’ items, given that students
were taught by several teachers, they were asked
to rate how many of their teachers exhibited the
described behavior. Ratings were made with a
five-point Likert scale (1 = none of my teachers;
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5 = all of my teachers). An example of the items
used in these scales was “How many of your
teachers go out of their way to help students?”
(teachers’” support, Cronbach’s alpha = .77, ICC
=.05), and “How many of your teachers give the
same amount of help to all of the students” (tea-
chers’ equity, Cronbach’s alpha = .76, ICC = .05).
For the other scales, students reported on their
level of agreement (1 = total disagreement, 5 =
total agreement) with some assertions related to
the classroom functioning. An example for each
scale is: “In my class, students understand what will
happen to them if they break a rule” (rule clarity,
Cronbach’s alpha = .64, ICC = .05), “In my class,
we are asked for our opinion on things that affect
the class (participation, Cronbach’s alpha = .65,
ICC =.10), “In my class, students always try to do
better than the others” (competition, Cronbach’s
alpha =.60, ICC = .04), and “In my class, teachers
spend alot of time trying to organize the students
(disorganization, Cronbach’s alpha = .69, ICC =
.10). Each scale was assessed with three items. A
classroom-aggregated score of students’ percep-
tions across the scale items was calculated and then
averaged across the items to obtain a classroom
index of each of the six measured features.

Missing Data

Given dropout, inclusion of new students, or
incomplete responses, a range of 2 to 15 percent
of the data were missing at some points during
the study. Results from Little’s (1988) missing
completely at random (MCAR) test indicated that
the data were not missing completely at random,
X (2256) = 3280.30, p < .05. Under the assumption
that the data were missing at random, multiple
imputation of 20 datasets was conducted using
the software known as Amelia II (Honaker et al.,
2011). Data from this study belonged to a larger
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study, and all the variables assessed in the broader
study were included in the imputation model. To
account for the hierarchical nature of the dataset,
classroom identification was ‘dummy coded’ and
included in the imputation procedure.

Plan of Analyses

Multilevel latent growth curve modeling
(MLGC) analysis was undertaken with MPlus 7.0
(Muthén & Muthén, 2011) to examine growth in
prosocial behavior across the school year and the
effect the classroom variables at the beginning of
the school year over this growth. MLGC was used to
define a two-level model: students and classrooms.
The general model is illustrated in Figure 1.

For the purposes of the present study, we
defined two types of models. The first was an un-
conditional model, which included only the growth
factors (intercept and slope) at the student and
classroom levels, based on the four-time repeated
outcome measures, without any covariates at the
student or classroom levels. This model allowed
us to estimate the mean of the intercept and slope
of prosocial behavior, as well as the variability of
these growth factors across students and clas-
srooms. Given that this paper aimed to test what
classroom features were related to overall positive
or negative changes in prosocial behavior across
the school year, this model tested linear changes
in prosocial behavior.

The second set of models introduced clas-
sroom predictors of the intercept and slope at
the classroom level and control covariates at the
student level (sex, age, and socioeconomic status).
To compare the effects of the classroom climate
indices with those of the social structure measu-
res, we tested a model with each set of measures
separately and then a model with all the measures
simultaneously.
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Figure 1.

Multilevel latent growth curve modeling: Classroom effects on prosocial behavior.

Prosocial Prosocial Prosocial Prosocial
Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4

Wk
Age
Sex

SES Level 1. Student

Level 2. Classroom

Social structure

Cohesion
Prosocial norm
Climate
Teacher’s equity
Teacher's support

Competition
Rule clarity
Disorganization
Participation
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Results

Descriptives

Table 1 presents student-level correlations. As
can be seen, prosocial behavior is positively related
to sex, age, and sEs. That is, girls, older children,
and children from higher ses backgrounds tend

Table 1

to obtain more nominations from their peers as
helping others. Table 2 shows classroom-level corre-
lations. Those results indicate that only classroom
cohesion has a statistically significant correlation
with prosocial behavior at all times. Competition
and disorganization in the classroom are related to
lower levels of prosocial behavior at Time 2.

Student-level correlations, means, and standard deviations

SES Female Age Prosocial T1 Prosocial T2 Prosocial T3 Prosocial T4
SES 1
Female -0.01 1
Age A74%* -0.036 1
Prosocial T1 213** 276%* .052* 1
Prosocial T2~ .237** .284%* .072%* .839%* 1
Prosocial T3 .285%* 269%* .069** 791%* .838** 1
Prosocial T4  .301** 261%* .055* .764** .801** .830** 1
Mean 3.003 472 10.253 5.669 5.709 5.671 6.167
SD 1.042 499 1.047 3.835 3.995 3.825 3.978
Note. * p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001
Table 2
Classroom-level correlations
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 9 10 11
1 Prosocial T1 1
2 Prosocial T2 .830** 1
3 Prosocial T3 774**  856** 1
4 Prosocial T4 743**  839**  .844** 1
5  Cohesion T1 A14%* B11** 456**  478%* 1
6  Prosocial norm T1 -0.023 0.096 0.023 0.076 0.027 1
7 Competition T1 -0.104 -255* -023 -023  -0.122 -279* 1
8 Disorganization T1 -0.084 -296* -0.151 -0.217 -0.159 -0.187 0.226 1
9 Participation T1 0.022 -0.007 -0.047 -0.014 -0.085 0.21 -0.077 -0.059 1
10 Rule clarity T1 0.138 0.063 0.115 0.022 -0.078 0.158 0.052 -0.04 A476%* 1
11 Teacher'sequity T1 0141 0207 0.152 0.146 -0.043 505** -290* -356** 0214 .255% 1
12 Teacher's support T1 0.068 0.069 0.097 0.072 -0.137  .493** -295* -0.136 0.228  .385** .854**
Note. * p<0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

Mean Changes in Prosocial Behavior
Across the School Year

We estimated an unconditional linear growth
model to test whether children’s prosocial behavior
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changed across the school year. The loadings of
the intercept growth factor were set to 1, and the
loadings of the slope growth factor were set to
0, 1, 2, and 3, representing respectively a starting
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point at Time 1 and a linear change across four
equal-interval points. Given the nested nature
of the data, these growth factors were estimated
both at the student and the classroom level. This
linear change model fits the data well (RMSEA =
0.043; CFI = 0.989). On a scale from o to 20 no-
minations, the classroom mean level of prosocial
behavior at Time 1 was 5.753, and the growth rate
was positive and statistically significant. Prosocial
behavior scores increased on average by 0.171
per wave over the four-wave school period, each
wave corresponding to approximately 11 weeks.
The results showed significant variance in these
growth factors between classrooms (variance of
the intercept = 2.001, p < .001; variance of the
slope = 0.120, p < .001). This led us to examine
what factors were related to between-classroom
differences in the initial levels of prosocial behavior
and the growth trajectories.

Classroom Association with
Students’ Prosocial Behavior

Based on the unconditional model described
above, we included three control variables, speci-
fically age, sex, and sEs, as student-level covariates
of the intercept and slope. At this level, the results
suggested that sex and sEs were related to initial
levels of children’s prosocial behavior, while age
showed no relation with the intercept (see Table

Table 3

MACARENA MORALES, WILLIAM M. BUKOWSKI

3, Model Demographics). Results show that girls
and children coming from higher sgs backgrounds
start off with higher levels of prosocial behavior.
In contrast, none of these demographic variables
showed a statistically significant effect on the
student-level slope.

At Level 2, we included classroom variables
as covariates of the classroom-level intercept and
slope (see Figure 1). Given that our interest was
to compare the association of classroom social
structure variables with classroom climate varia-
bles, we tested a model with the social structure
variables and then a separate model with the clas-
sroom climate variables. For the social structure
model, we included cohesion and prosocial norms
as predictors of prosocial behavior (see Table
3, Model Social structure). This model showed
a good fit to the data (RMSEA = 0.036; CFI =
0.99), and classroom level coefficients show that
both cohesion and norm salience have a positive
and statistically significant effect on intercept
(coefficient for cohesion= .146, p<.o1; coefficient
for norm salience= .263, p<.0o01); while only co-
hesion showed a positive and significant effect on
the slope (coefficient = .038, p<.05) of prosocial
behavior. The between-group variance explained
by the classroom social structure (compared to the
Demographics model) was 65.7% for the intercept
and 2.9% for the slope.

MLGC sequential models for classroom effects on prosocial behavior

Models
Unconditional Demographics Social Climate Social st.ructure
structure and climate
Model fit
Chi-Square Test 63.039*** 71.219*** 80.343*** 96.177%*** 104.169%**
Degrees of freedom 16 22 26 34 38
RMSEA 0.043 0.037 0.036 0.034 0.033
CFI 0.989 0.990 0.990 0.989 0.989
TLI 0.992 0.989 0.988 0.984 0.983

Student-level coefficients

Intercept covariates
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Models
Unconditional Demographics Social Climate Social st.ructure
structure and climate
Sex (Female) 2.189*** 2.182*** 2.198*** 2.192%**
(0.209) (0.206) (0.209) (0.207)
SES 0.552%** 0.620*** 0.551%** 0.599***
(0.133) (0.120) (0.137) (0.120)
Age 0.027 -0.006 0.089 0.054
(0.113) (0.099) (0.120) (0.105)
Slope covariates
Sex (Female) -0.046 -0.049 -0.047 -0.048
(0.047) (0.047) (0.046) (0.047)
SES 0.024 0.013 0.025 0.016
(0.034) (0.034) (0.034) (0.034)
Age 0.020 0.010 0.018 0.011
(0.028) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029)
Classroom level coefficients
Intercept covariates
Cohesion 0.146** 0.138**
(0.053) (0.050)
Prosocial norm 0.263*** 0.248***
(0.044) (0.044)
Disorganization 0.074 0.112
(0.453) (0.420)
Teacher's equity 2.034 0.883
(1.255) (0.984)
Competition -0.645 -0.256
(0.587) (0.396)
Teacher's support -1.661 -0.444
(1.319) (0.975)
Rule clarity 1.572 0.781
(0.941) (0.770)
Participation -0.135 -0.379
(0.536) (0.486)
Slope covariates
Cohesion 0.038* 0.034*
(0.017) (0.017)
Prosocial norm -0.022 0.022
(0.022) (0.022)
Disorganization -0.207 -0.175
(0.139) (0.134)
Teacher's equity -0.293 -0.277
(0.350) (0.323)
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Models
Unconditional Demographics Social Climate Social st.ructure
structure and climate
Competition -0.250 -0.224
(0.188) (0.181)
Teacher's support 0.293 0.334
(0.475) (0.431)
Rule clarity -0.149 -0.115
(0.333) (0.320)
Participation -0.050 0.007
(0.195) (0.196)
Intercepts
T1 intercept 5.753 2.699* -0.568 -3.609 -3.989
(0.200) (1.254) (1.081) (5.011) (3.975)
T1-T4 Slope 0.171%** -0.090 -0.033 2.340 1.629
(0.058) (0.310) (0.380) (1.353) (1.417)
Variances/residual variances
Intercept 2.007%*** 1.247*** 0.428* 0.990*** 0.378*
(0.376) (0.275) (0.175) (0.252) (0.154)
Slope 0.120*** 0.105** 0.102** 0.090** 0.089**
(0.035) (0.037) (0.037) (0.033) (0.033)
Proportion of explained variance
Intercept 0.657 0.206 0.697
Slope 0.029 0.143 0.152

Notes. Unstandardized coefficients. Standard errors in parentheses. p-value: *** p<0.001. ** p<0.01. * p<0.05

To examine whether the classroom climate
variables predicted differences in prosocial be-
havior, we included disorganization, teacher’s
equity, competition, teacher’s support, rule clarity,
and participation in another model (see Table 3,
Model Climate). These results showed that none of
the variables predicted either the intercept or the
slope of prosocial behavior. Despite the absence
of a significant relationship, this climate model
explained some proportion of variables in relation
to the demographics model (20.6% of the intercept
and 14.3% of the slope). This could be due to the
fact that six variables were included in the model.

Finally, a model with both the classroom
social structure and climate variables was tested
(see Table 3, Model Social Structure and Climate).
This model fits the data well (RMSEA = 0.033;
CFI = 0.989). Again, both cohesion and norm

DEPARTAMENTO DE PSICOLOGIA FACULTAD DE CIENCIAS HUMANAS

salience have a positive and statistically significant
effect on the intercept (coefficient for cohesion=
.138, p<.o1; coeflicient for norm salience= .248,
p<.oo1), but only cohesion showed a positive and
significant effect on the slope (coefficient = .034,
p<.05) of prosocial behavior. The between-group
variance explained by this model (compared to the
unconditional model) was 69.7% for the intercept
and 15.2% for the slope.

Discussion

This study examined changes in the prosocial
behavior of preadolescents, as well as the role of
the classroom social environment as a predictor
of positive changes in students’ prosocial behavior.
Multilevel linear growth curve modeling was used
to analyze the data to accomplish this purpose.
Overall, results indicated that fourth, fifth, and

UNIVERSIDAD NACIONAL DE COLOMBIA



THE ASSOCIATION BETWEEN THE CLASSROOM SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT AND STUDENTS’ PROSOCIAL... 209

sixth graders in Bogotd, Colombia, tend to in-
crease their prosocial behavior over the course of
the school year. In addition to this, more positive
changes were found for students who are in highly
cohesive classrooms.

Regarding the average change rate of prosocial
behavior, results showed a positive trend toward
changes across the academic year for these prea-
dolescents. Specifically, children tend to receive
about one-half of a nomination more at the end
of the year. No hypothesis was posed a priori in
this regard, given the inconsistencies found in
the direction of prosocial behavior change from
previous short-term and long-term longitudinal
studies. However, it was interesting that the present
results were consistent with another short-term
study from a Colombian sample (Luengo Kanacri &
Eisenberg, 2017) that also found a slight increasing
tendency in prosocial behavior across a 9-month
period. Although these results are not generali-
zable, they might suggest a cultural tendency in
these preadolescent students to become more
helpful with their classroom peers as they get to
know each other over time.

Beyond average changes and in line with
our hypothesis, we found significant variations in
the way that individual children develop over the
course of the school year. That is, children differ
significantly in the way their prosocial behavior
unfolds over time. This highlights the importance
of investing more research into understanding in-
dividual differences in developmental trajectories.
This study contributed in this direction by looking
at contextual predictors of prosocial behavior
development. Currently, research in this field has
thoroughly explored the role of individual variables
as sex and emotional competencies (e.g., Popa &
Bochis, 2012; Carlo et al., 2012). However, it has
been well recognized by theoretical frameworks
such as the ecological theory (Bronfenbrenner &
Morris, 2006) that contextual factors may be as
important as individual attributes. In line with
this, the present study explored the predictive role
of the school context on prosocial development.
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Given that peer groups provide regular and
significant opportunities to develop social con-
nections among children (Bukowski & Sippola,
2001), as well as a social reference for normative
behaviors (Prinstein & Dodge, 2008), in this
study, we focused on the social classroom en-
vironment. Particularly, we assessed classroom
context variables from the traditional classroom
climate perspective (Ambrose et al., 2010) and
from a peer relations framework (Rubin et al.,
2006). Consistently with our hypothesis, results
showed that the classroom social structure was a
better predictor of positive social development in
children compared to students’ perceptions about
the classroom climate. Whereas concurrent or
longitudinal significant effects were found for the
social structure variables, no effects were found
for the classroom climate variables.

Particularly, this study highlights the role of
cohesion, that is, the “structural integration within
the group that connects and links individuals to
each other” (Bukowski & Sippola, 2001, p. 359),
as a predictor of a higher increase in students’
prosocial behavior across the school year. This
finding is consistent with the idea that cohesion
may contribute to eliminating barriers among
members within a group and fostering cooperation
(Vos & van der Zee, 2011). In contrast, and contrary
to our expectations, classroom prosocial norm
salience was only concurrently associated with
prosocial behavior at the beginning of the year; no
longitudinal effects were found. It is possible that
prosocial behavior might change as a function of
the interaction among several norms. In a study
by Laninga-Wijnen et al. (2020), for example,
classroom prosocial norms affected both prosocial
and aggressive behavior only under low levels of
classroom aggressive norms. Therefore, further
research needs to be conducted to understand the
complexity of normative processes in relation to
prosocial behavior.

This study yielded relevant contributions
to the field. However, the conclusions should be
considered cautiously, given some limitations that
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need to be noted. First, both prosocial behavior,
cohesion, and norm salience were all measured
via peer nominations. The significant effect of
these variables, but not climate, might be partly
explained by shared method variance. Second,
the absence of effects of the classroom climate
variables in the prediction of prosocial develo-
pment could be attributed to the attenuation of
the coeflicients due to the low reliability of those
measures or to a lack of power at the classroom
level to detect these effects. We only had a sample
of 63 classrooms in 9 schools, which could restrict
the variability of our data and, in turn, the size
of the examined associations. Third, prosocial
behavior was measured focusing only one type
of behavior, that is, helping. This limits our possi-
bility to provide a comprehensive understanding
of this multidimensional construct. Fourth, we
used students’ report about the proportion of
teachers that exhibit a particular behavior, to
assess certain characteristics of classroom climate.
This might have introduced some measurement
error as teachers’ behavior might be dependent
on certain characteristics of the classroom (e.g.,
perceptions of equity might vary as a function
of the number of students with special needs).
Finally, it is important to highlight a possible
weakness in the simplicity of the interpretation of
our hypothesis. Although Latent Growth Curve
Modeling results are open to causality attributions
in the relations of the variables, the nature of the
examined variables could add some complexity
to the understanding of prosocial development.
Our results showed a concurrent relation bet-
ween baseline classroom cohesion and student’s
prosocial behavior. This could implicate that high
levels of prosocial behavior among students might
be an important condition and requirement for
initial levels of classroom cohesion. In this sense,
the results in this study could also be interpreted
from a feedback loop perspective, where prosocial
behavior might promote higher levels of cohesion,
which in turn potentiate an increase in prosocial
behavior and so on. Therefore, alternative and
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more complex longitudinal models need to be
tested for a more comprehensive understanding
of the dynamics between individuals and the
social systems within which they interact (Bron-
fenbrenner & Morris, 2006).

The results of this study highlight the role
of classroom cohesion as a precursor of prosocial
development in children. On the one hand, this
poses some advantages of adopting a peer relations
theory framework to understand and assess the
social structure of the classroom environment. On
the other hand, it raises some practical questions
on how schools and teachers can foster prosocial
development by promoting classroom cohesion.
In this study, cohesion was measured as the ave-
rage classroom level of reciprocated friendships.
Therefore, schools and teachers may implement
cooperative pedagogical strategies to foster, not
only close and intimate dyadic friendships, but
also ample peer interactions among students.

In this study, we assessed other classroom
characteristics that could be hypothesized to be
related to cohesion, as teachers’ support, tea-
chers’ equity, and an environment of competition.
However, these variables were not significantly
correlated with cohesion. Therefore, new studies
need to explore other factors that could potentially
improve or undermine the bonding among the
students in the classroom. For example, classroom
sitting arrangements, as well as rotation of students’
membership to a classroom across school grades
are typical issues over which schools and teachers
have control, and that could be related to the
closeness of the connections among the students
in their class. In this sense, further exploration
of the social phenomena examined in this study
might yield important pedagogical implications
for educational practitioners to improve their ca-
pacity to potentiate children’s social development.
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