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Abstract

The relationships of deviant talk and role taking during peer interaction, association with deviant peers, and growth
in overt and covert conduct problems during kindergarten and first grade were examined in a community sample of
267 boys and girls. At entry to kindergarten, high levels of overt and covert conduct problems predicted association
with deviant peers, and deviant peer association predicted deviant talk and role taking during peer interaction during
kindergarten. Association with deviant peers, and deviant talk and role taking predicted growth in overt and covert
conduct problems on the playground, in the classroom, and at home during kindergarten and first grade. Peer
processes associated with growth in conduct problems that escalate rapidly during late childhood and adolescence
appear to occur in earlier childhood. These peer processes may play a central role in the evolution of conduct
problems to include covert as well as overt forms.

Research suggests that peers play a strong roienal and aggressive behavior first developed
in the emergence and maintenance of earlgt home(Shaw, Owens, Giovannelli, & Wins-
onset, life-course persistent antisocial behavew, 2001, and diminish opportunities for the
ior (Moffitt, Rutter, & Silva, 2001; Snyder, acquisition of social skills and supportive peer
2002. Peers’ contribution to risk for anti- relationships.

social behavior is often described in terms of The second process, selective peer affilia-
two developmental processes that are sequeien, occurs during adolescence as adult mon-
tially linked as children move through child-itoring is reduced and children have increasing
hood into adolescendélinshaw & Lee, 2008 access to a broad set of peers. Children who
The first process, occurring during the elemerare highly aggressive are likely to select as
tary school years, entails a pattern of coercivigziends and close affiliates peers who are sim-
interaction with peers that is often accompaiarly aggressive and antisocigairns, Cairns,
nied by peer rejection. These peer experiencéeckerman, Gest, & Gariepy, 1988Given
maintain and exacerbate children’s opposincreased opportunities for unsupervised ac-
tivities (Osgood, Wilson, Bachman, O’Malley,

& Johnson, 1998 the mutual affiliation of
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& Patterson, 1996 and active collusion and persistent, and generalized antisocial behav-
coparticipation in deviant actéaird, Jordan, ior (Patterson & Yoerger, 2002
Dodge, Pettit, & Bates, 2001Selective peer  Data concerning the contribution of peers
affiliation, talk about and endorsement of deto the initiation and growth in covert conduct
viant activities, and coparticipation in deviantproblems during early elementary school are
acts are important sources for the rapid growtbparse and indirect. Snyder, West, Stockemer,
in conduct problems during adolescence, incibbons, and Almquist—-Park4996 demon-
cluding delinquency, drug use, and sexual astrated that young children’s selection of pre-
tivity (Patterson, Dishion, & Yoerger, 2000 ferred peer affiliates is tied to the relative rates
These two sequential peer processes may positive social responses provided during
contribute differentially to covert and overtpeer interaction, similar to selective peer af-
conduct problemgHinshaw & Lee, 2008 filiation and its underlying social processes
Earlier peer coercion and rejection facilitatedentified during later childhood and adoles-
the persistent display of overt, aggressive be&ence(Conger & Kileen, 1974; Hops, Alpert,
havior. Deviant peer affiliation and peer devi-& Davis, 1997. Peer affiliates and friends
ancy training in later development support theerve a number of positive social functions.
acquisition and shaping of conduct problem3hey provide sources of information, influ-
that are more surreptitious in expression, suaénce, and social support that enhance social
as stealing, drug use, vandalism, and truan@ompetence(Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker,
(Loeber & Stouthamer—Loeber, 1998; Reid &1.998. However, they may also foster prob-
Eddy, 1997. Early-onset and persisting anti-lem behavior. Snyder, Horsch, and Childs
social trajectories entail a developmental courdd997), for example, found that young chil-
in which later onset, covert forms are layerediren selectively affiliate with peers similar
on earlier appearing and persistent overt form$ themselves in aggression. Selective affilia-
The combination of overt and covert conduction with aggressive peers, in turn, predicted
problems during childhood increases risk fochanges in observed and teacher-rated aggres-
early and multiple arrests and a variety of othesion over a subsequent 3-month period. These
negative outcomes during adolescence arthta provide preliminary support for the hy-
early adulthood Patterson & Yoerger, 1999 pothesis that affiliation with deviant peers
Overt and covert forms of conduct prob-increments risk for conduct problems during
lems, although correlated, are distinguishablearlier childhood in a manner comparable
in terms of genetic loadingedelbrock, Rende, to that occurring in later childhood and
Plomin, & Thompson, 1995 age of initia- adolescence.
tion, developmental course and stability, and “Deviancy training” refers to social pro-
sequellae(Loeber & Stouthamer—Loeber,cesses occurring during peer interaction that
1998. Overt forms appear during the pre-shape and encourage the subsequent perfor-
school years and normatively diminish duringnance of antisocial behavigbDishion et al.,
the elementary school years. Covert forms, b$996). This training occurs when children talk
contrast, appear during the early elementaigbout deviant topics, engage in role taking
school years and normatively increase duringhat imitates norm-violating activities ob-
adolescencélLoeber, Delamatre, Keenan, &served in family and neighborhood settings
Zhang, 1998 Individual differences in covert and in the media, and when peers respond in a
conduct problems are clearly discernable bganner that indicates approval or endorse-
age 10(Patterson & Yoerger, 1999and ear- ment of such talk and imitation. Deviant talk
lier prototypes can be reliably ascertained bgnd role taking during peer interaction create
5 years of agéLoeber et al., 1998 Temporal and elaborate script$layes & Wu, 1998that
stability in covert conduct problems is discernguide the performance of rule-breaking behav-
able as early as 5 years and increases with age in other settings, and that designate when
(Verhulst, Koot, & Berden, 1990 Early ini- and where such behavior may be performed to
tiation into covert conduct problems is assogain reinforcement and avoid adult surveil-
ciated with progression to more seriouslance and punishment. As such, deviancy train-
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ing may be particularly involved in shapinggarten; (b) high levels of overt and covert
surreptitious, covert conduct problems. Onceonduct problems at the transition to kinder-
established, these scripts may take on rulgarten promote association with deviant peers
governed properties that actually reduce seland involvement in peer deviancy training;
sitivity to natural environmental contingenciesand (c) deviant peer association and peer de-
that typically accrue to and discourage antiviancy training facilitate the development of
social behaviofRiegler & Baer, 1988 conduct problems during the early elementary
Deviancy training has been observed durschool period, and make a more powerful con-
ing the social interaction of adolescent friendsribution to growth in covert than in overt
(Dishion et al., 1995 and predicts growth in forms of those problems.
delinquency, early drug use, and early sexual
intercourse(Patterson et al., 2000It is un-
clear whether peer deviancy training occurMethod
prior to adolescence. Antisocial adolescents
have substantial opportunity to locate and afParticipants
filiate with peers similar to themselves, and
have large amounts of unsupervised time t®he participants were 133 girls and 134 boys
talk about and practice deviant activitiesvhose mean age was 5.3 years at the initial
(Stoolmiller, 1994. In contrast, younger chil- data collection poin{entry to kindergarten
dren have access to a more limited array a&nd 7.2 years at the last data collection point
peers, primarily classmates and neighborhod@xit from first grade. A community sample
children, and are more closely supervised byas obtained by using a recruiting strategy
adults(Snyder, Reid, & Patterson, 2008low- targeting three cohorts of kindergarten chil-
ever, young children have the opportunity taren(n = 352 who enrolled in one elemen-
engage in deviant talk and imitation of norm+ary school in each of 3 consecutive years.
violating behavior during peer interaction andnformed parental consent and child assent
play in schoolyards and backyards where aduitere obtained for 76% of the pool of potential
supervision is minimal(Snyder, Brooker, participants. Participants were reimbursed for
Patrick, Snyder, Schrepferman, & Stoolmillertheir involvement at an approximate rate of
2003. $10/hr. The target school served a low socio-
Association with deviant peers and peeeconomic neighborhood in a metropolitan area
deviancy training are likely to co-occur and towith a population of 350,000. Seventy-one
conjointly facilitate growth in conduct prob- percent of the children were European Amer-
lems. Precocious knowledge about drugs aridan, 19% African American, 5% Hispanic
drug use, sex, aggression, and other deviahatino, and 3% Native American, and 2% were
activities, and a willingness to talk about andAsian American. At kindergarten entry, 43%
imitate such activities during play are likely toof children lived in intact families with two
be salient social stimuli in young children’sbiological parents, 28% in single-pargipire-
peer groups. This knowledge and talk maglominantly mother head of househpl@mi-
then be used to identify like-minded peers antles, 21% in blended family households, and
to provide a venue around which to organizd% in other family configurations. The me-
social interaction and to gain approval. Al-dian per capita family income was $8,300;
though deviant peer association and devian@8% of the children lived in families with
training are interrelated, each may make indéncomes below the poverty line. Forty-six per-
pendent contributions to growth in conductent of the parents completed high school,
problems, and may more powerfully incre-34% had education beyond high school, and
ment growth in covert than overt conduc20% had less than a high school education.
problems. Seventy-five percent of two-parent families
In summary, the following hypotheses weravere composed of dual wage earners, and 9%
tested:(a) deviant peer association and peeof the families were without any employed
deviancy training occur as early as kinderadult at the time of recruitment.
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Data collection was continued after partici-appropriate interactive games at a table. During

pants made school or residential moves duthe second 15 min, the children engaged in
ing kindergarten and first grade. At least partialree play on an & 12 ft rug, using an array of
data were available for the 267 children firsplay materials such as “dress-up” clothes, Bar-
assessed in the fall of kindergarten as followsie dolls, action figures, Lego’s, trucks and
97.3% in the spring of kindergarten, and 96.9%ars, a Fisher—Price farm set, and so forth.
in both the fall and spring of first grade. DataThese samples of peer interaction were ob-
availability for the various measures as a petained during the school day, as the children
cent of the total sample were peer deviancwere accessible during noon break, recess, and
training at 94%; playground observations ahonacademic periods. Interaction was video-
97% in spring kindergarten and fall first gradetaped using a wide-angle lens from a distance
and 90% in spring of first grade; parent re-of approximately 15 ft, with a sensitive micro-
ports of child behavior at 92% in spring kin-phone placed adjacent to the play area.
dergarten, and 89 and 87% in fall and spring These multioccasion samples of peer inter-
of first grade, respectively; teacher reports oéction(total= 90 min for each child as target
child behavior and affiliation with deviant peerswere coded using the Antisocial Content Code
at 97% in spring kindergarten, 94% in fall(ACC; Oeser & Schrepferman, 2002an age-
first grade, and 88% in spring first grade.appropriate modification of the Topic Code
Parameters were estimated in AMOS 4.@developed by Poe, Dishion, Griesler, and An-
(Arbuckle & Wothke, 1999 using the full in- drews(1990. The focus of the ACC is on the
formation at maximum likelihoodFIML) es- content of children’s talk and role taking dur-
timation method. FIML does not delete caseig play. The ACC provides a real-time inter-
missing from one or more waves of data colval coding of the occurrence of normative talk
lection, nor does it delete cases missing one and play and each of six different forms of
more variables within a wave of data collectalk and role taking with deviant content ac-
tion. This procedure avoids biased parameteording to the following rank-order hierarchy:
estimates that are likely to occur if pairwise osex, alcohol and tobacco, sneaky actitsisal-
listwise deletion procedures are used to coning, cheating, or lying aggression and swear-
pensate for missing datArbuckle & Wothke, ing, authority defiance, and “gross” body
1999; Wothke, 2000 functions. The ACC also codes the response
of each nontarget peer to each display of de-
viant talk and role taking by the target child.
These responses are coded dichotomously as
Peer deviancy trainingA construct for peer positive(agreement, laughter, reciprocation of
deviancy training was derived from video-deviant talk, and role taking, or other forms of
tapes of peer interaction of each of the parpositive attentiohor as not positivéignoring,
ticipating children obtained during thenonreciprocal play and conversation, distress,
kindergarten year. Each child was assigned @asmplaints, dismay, correction, disapproval,
the target child on three occasiofmce in the threats to tell an adult The occurrence of
early fall, one in midyear, and once in the lateeach of the categories is described by rate per
spring, and as a nontargeted coparticipatingninute, and peer responses as a percent of
classmate on a minimum of six occasionspositive responses.
Combinations of same-gender classmates were The topography for each of the categories
sampled in a semirandom fashion across ofer deviant talk and role enactment in terms of
casions; such semirandom sampling waselevance for young children was iteratively
needed to accommodate children’s availabidefined by four experienced observers of child
ity during the school day. playground interactiorfall graduate students

On each occasion, the target child and/hisor postdoctoral trainegsn the basis of watch-
her same gender classmates were engagedrg videotapes of 20 children whose inter-
two tasks. During the first 15 min, the chil-action with peers had been globally rated as
dren played one of several structured agetemonstrating a high frequency of “deviant”

Measures
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talk and role enactment. Each observer trarthe fall and spring of kindergarten, were de-
scribed verbal behavior or described role takfined by the single comparable item from the
ing that they construed as deviant or “nornparent’s Child Behavior ChecklistAchen-
violating” for young children. The observersbach, 1991 Two indicators, one each ob-
then worked collectively to define specific cod-tained in the fall and spring of kindergarten,
ing categories for deviant talk and role takingvere defined by the mean externalizing scale
and for positive peer responses. This contirscore on the TRF for three peers whom a child
ued until consensus was reached on categorizeminated as his or her best friends. Finally,
ing child talk and role taking for several hourstwo indicators, one each obtained in the fall
of peer interaction, and resulted in a codingnd spring of kindergarten, were defined by
manual with descriptions and exemplars fothe mean externalizing scale score on the par-
each coding category. ent Child Behavior Checklist for the three peers
Coders were then trained to a criterion ofvhom a child nominated as his or her best
65% agreement on a code by code lejdhs- friends.
criminating among the various forms of devi-
ant talk and role taking, and ensuing peeChild overt and covert conduct problenthild
responsesand to 80% agreement on discrim-overt and covert conduct problems were as-
ination of deviant from normative talk andsessed in each of three social ecologlesme,
role taking(collapsing across the deviant cateelassroom, and school playgroundn each
gories. Weekly recalibration meetings wereof four occasiongfall and spring of kinder-
held to minimize observer drift and to main-garten, and fall and spring of first grade
tain coder reliability. Ongoing coder agree-These data were used to estimate six linear
ment was estimated in a quasirandom fashiagrowth models, reflecting overt and covert
for 230(32%) of the total 723 occasions. Per-conduct problems in each of the three social
cent agreement and kappa indices of codercologies.
reliability for the occurrencégonoccurrence
of deviant talk/role taking were 91.2% and Overt and covert conduct problems on the
.73, respectively. Percent agreement and kappéayground.An adaptation of the behavior ob-
coder reliability for positive peer responses taervation system described by Weiss, Dodge,
deviant talk or enactment were 77.1% and .6@Bates, and Petti{1992 was used to code
respectively. children’s behavior on the playground. This
Three indicators were derived from this codinterval coding system classifies child behav-
ing: one from early fall interaction, one fromior into one of several mutually exclusive and
midyear interaction, and one from late springollectively exhaustive categories every 10 s;
interaction. The indicator for each assessmettte category used in current research ascer-
point was the observed rate per minute witlained the rate per minute with which a target
which a target child engaged in the six differchild was physically aggressive toward peers.
ent classes of deviant talk or role enactmenThe behavior of participating children was
These indicators were fit to a growth modebbserved on the school playground on six
for child deviant talk and role taking duringseparate occasions in the félept.—Oc}.and
the kindergarten year. in the spring(April-May) of the kindergarten
year (mean child ages= 5.3 and 5.9 years,
Deviant peer associationA construct for respectively, and on four separate occasions
children’s association with deviant peers durin the fall (Sept.—Oct. and in the spring
ing kindergarten was defined using eight indi{April-May) of the first grade yeaimean child
cators. Two indicators, one each obtained iages= 6.3 and 6.9 years, respectivelyOn
the fall and spring of kindergarten, were deeach occasion, the behavior of each child was
fined by a single item from the Teacher Reebserved and coded for 5 mine., 30 consec-
port Form(TRF; Achenbach, 1991 “hangs utive 10-s intervals The mean cross-occasion
around with children who get in trouble.” Tworate per minute at which children were ob-
additional indicators, one each obtained iserved to direct physical aggression toward
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peers at each developmental point was calcu- Overt and covert conduct problems at home.
lated, and used as indicators in the growtRarents’ ratings of overt and covert child con-
model for overt conduct problems on the playduct problems were obtained in the fall and
ground. spring of kindergarten and first grade, using

Coders also made a series of 5-point Likerthe Child Behavior ChecklistAchenbach,
item ratings at the end of each 5-min observat991). The scale for overt conduct problems
tion occasion to assess low base-rate behasensisted of 23 items, such as argues, disobedi-
iors. One item, “the child engaged in sneakent, fights, and tantrums. Internal reliability
behavior’(e.qg., lying to an adult, blaming oth- of the overt scale wag > .90 at each devel-
ers for one’s own misbehavior, talk with devi-opmental point. The scale for covert conduct
ant content was used to assess covert condu@roblems consisted of nine items, such as lies,
problems on the playground. The mean of thsteals, doesn'’t feel guilty, and runs away from
Likert ratings for this item across occasionsiome. Internal reliability of the covert scale
was calculated at each developmental poinlyas « > .70 at each developmental point.
and these means were used as indicators in tiibese data were used to estimate linear growth
growth model for covert conduct problems ormodels for overt and covert conduct problems
the playground. during kindergarten and first grade.

Coders were trained to a minimum kappa
agreement of .70 prior to data collection for Overt and covert conduct problems in the
each of the developmental points at whiclelassroom.Teachers’ ratings of overt and co-
playground observations were obtained. Obrert child conduct problems were obtained in
server agreement was assessed on 10% of @ile fall and spring of kindergarten and first
occasions. Interval by interval coder agreegrade, using the TRFAchenbach, 1991 The
ment on physical aggression ranged from 65cale for overt conduct problems consisted of
to 69%. Intraclass correlations of the rate pe26 items, such as argues, crdalllies, dis-
minute of physical aggression and mean rabbedient, teases, and tantrums. Internal relia-
ings of sneaky behavior generated by indepeiility of the overt scale waa > .93 at each
dent coder pairs ranged from .60 to .8l developmental point. The scale for covert con-
ps < .001). There were no statistically reli- duct problems consisted of seven items, such
able variations in coder agreement by childs lies, steals, and does not feel guilty. Inter-
gender, coder, or developmental assessmerdl reliability of the covert scale was> .60
point. at each developmental point. These data were

Children were observed during free playused to estimate linear growth models for overt
periods on the school playground. Coders lcand covert conduct problems in the classroom
cated themselves at a distance and perspectidering kindergarten and first grade.
to see and hear social exchanges between chil-
dren. When a child was not visible or rela-
. . ) Results
tively proximal to the coder, observation was
interrupted until proximal contact could beAnaIytic approach
reestablished. Children’s reactivity was mini-
mized by exposure to practice coding, nonThe analyses were carried out in a series of
responsiveness of coders to child behaviosteps. All variates were first screened for out-
and by discontinued observation when sudiers and for normality. No transformations
tained behavioral reactivity was apparent. Pesvere used. Basic descriptive statistics for each
interaction on the playground was relativelyindicator were calculated and are described
free of adult constraints and largely deterbelow. Prior to testing the models represent-
mined by the natural interests and affiliationsng the central hypotheses, simpler compo-
of the children. Detailed information aboutnents of these complex models were tested.
the strategies and methods employed for mal-hese simpler models included a latent con-
ing playground observations is available irstruct for deviant peer association, and latent
Snyder, Brooker, et a[2003. growth models for peer deviancy training and
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Table 1. Observed rates of deviant talk and role taking, and peer positive responses

Positive
Rate Per Minute Those Response
e — Displaying From Peers
Category of TallkRole Taking Mean SD (%) (%)
Sex 0.041 0.096 29 49
Drugs & alcohol 0.004 0.004 11 50
Sneaky(lie, steal, cheat 0.042 0.070 67 37
Gross(body functiong 0.039 0.082 42 59
Defy authority 0.038 0.044 75 27
Aggression, swearing, obscenities,
& delinquent 0.066 0.085 68 36
All forms
Total 0.230 0.233 92 37
Early fall 0.157 0.221 78 33
Midyear 0.251 0.312 85 40
Late spring 0.305 0.278 90 37

for overt and covert conduct problems on th@layed some form of deviant talkole taking
playground, at home, and in the classroom. lan each half-hour occasion for whidgl)he
the last step, the various growth models andas the target of codingsee bottom three
the peer deviancy training construct were conrows, Table 1. The various categories of de-
bined to evaluate support for hypotheses “iancy training occurred at roughly equiva-
and 3. All structural equation and latent growthent rates(about once every 10-15 miwith
models were tested using AMOS 4(Br- the exception of drugs and alcohol. However,
buckle & Wothke, 1998 there was substantial between-individual vari-
ability in the rates and the incidence of devi-
ancy training. Deviant talk and role taking
engendered positive peer responses 37% of
the time, with some variation according to the
Peer deviancy trainingA central issue con- type of deviant content.

cerns how often young children actually en- Rates of deviancy training appeared to in-
gage in talk about deviant topics, engage inrease during the kindergarten year, as shown
role taking with deviant content, and obtainin the bottom portion of Table 1, from about
positive responses from peers for doing samnce every 7 min in the early fall to about
The rate per minute at which children wereonce every 3 min in the late spring. As a re-
observed to engage in each of the six categsult, rates of deviancy training were fit to a
ries of deviant talk and role takin@lternately linear growth model, with the intercept set at
referred to more simply as deviancy trainjng midyear to reflect chronic levels of deviancy
and the conditional probability of positive peettraining across the kindergarten year. The
responses to such talk and role takiaggre- model fit the data quite welly? (2, 266 =
gated across categorjee shown in Table 1. 1.56,p = .458, comparative fit inde¢CFl) =
Kindergarten children engaged in deviancy999, root mean square error analy&RM-
training about once every 5 min, on the averSEA) = 0.001. The mea(0.235 and between-
age. Nearly every child was observed to enndividual variancg0.036 for chronic levels
gage in some form of deviant talkole taking of deviancy training during kindergarten were
at least once during the total 1.5 hr of obsersignificant(p < .001 for both. On average,
vation, and over 75% of the children dis-deviancy training increased over tiniposi-

Descriptive information and
preliminary analyses
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Table 2. Means and standard deviations for overt and covert conduct problems and
for deviant peer association in fall and spring of kindergarten and first grade

Kindergarten First Grade
Fall Spring Fall Spring
Adjustment Index M SD M SD M SD M SD
Deviant peer association
Associates with deviant peers
Teacher report 0.17 044 0.25 0.55 — —
Parent report 0.15 035 0.25 0.49 — —
Externalizing score of best friends
Parent report 0.62 0.70 0.71 0.83 — —
Teacher report 0.34 037 035 033 — —
Overt conduct problems
Parent report 0.66 023 065 025 059 028 0.62 0.26
Teacher report 022 032 027 035 027 036 032 0.40

RPM playground phys. aggression 0.30 0.35 0.31 0.33 0.28 0.34 0.32 043
Covert conduct problems

Parent report 023 021 025 025 022 024 0.26 0.28
Teacher report 0.09 0.17 0.16 0.23 0.14 0.20 0.18 0.24
Playground rating “sneaky” 148 046 155 053 152 059 157 0.62

Note: All variates are represented as mean item scores. The potential range for parent and teacher reports is 0-2.
Playground rate per minuté&RPM) of physical aggression and ratings of sneaky behaypotential range= 1-5) are
averaged across 4—6 observation occasions.

tive slope mean; 0.076 < .001), with sig- Overtand covert conduct problenmBhe means
nificant between-individual variatiorislope and standard deviations for overt and covert
variance= 0.016,p < .01) in growth over conduct problems at home, in the classroom
time. and on the playground at each of the four
developmental points are shown in the lower
Deviant peer associationThe item-level portion of Table 2. With the exception of par-
means and standard deviations for the eiglent reports of child conduct problems at home,
measures of deviant peer association in thel other measures showed increasing means
fall and spring of the kindergarten year arend variances across the four assessment points
shown in the top of Table 2. Teachers’ androm the beginning of kindergarten to the end
parents’ ratings of children’s association withof first grade. Previous analyses indicated that
deviant peers were small in siZeneans= the children in this sample displayed a full
0.15-0.25 on a 0-2 scaldeacher and parentrange of overt and covert conduct problems,
reports of the externalizing behavior prob-and that mean levels of conduct problems ex-
lems of children’s self-reported best friendseeded those derived from normative samples
were larger(means= 0.34-0.71 on a 0-2 (Snyder, Brooker, et al., 2003
scalg. A construct for deviant peer associa- Linear growth models with intercepts set at
tion defined by these eight indicators wadall kindergarten were fit to each of the six
tested, including a priori correlations betweewariable sets for overt and covert conduct prob-
fall and spring error terms for common parentlems shown in the bottom portion of Table 2.
and teacher-reported indices of deviant pedts shown in the right-hand portion of Table 3,
association. The model fit the data adequateliinear growth models for each of the trajecto-
x? (23, 266 = 36.99,p = .046, CFI= .987, ries fit the data adequatelyll ps > .01, all
RMSEA = 0.059, and all of the indicators CFIs> .980, all RMSEAs< 0.08). The group
loaded significantly on the construgt < .01). means and between-individual variatign-
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Table 3. Linear growth models for overt and covert conduct problems

Intercept Slope Fit
Adjustment Model M Var. M Var. x? p= CFlI RMSEA
Overt conduct problems
Parent report 0.655 0.054 —-0.026 0.006 10.78 .013 .997 0.002
(46.30 (9.41) (-3.83 (342
Teacher report 0.222 0.103 0.033 0.009 12.03 .061 .994 0.057
(11.73  (9.67 (4649 (3.82
RPM playground 0.304 0.125 0.047 0.021 2.48 .480 .999 0.001

phys. aggression (1452 (6.89 (3.1% (3.92

Covert conduct problems

Parent report 0.254  0.044 —-0.008 0.004 13.18 .040 .992 0.062
(18.49 (8.02 (-1.33 (3.09

Teacher report 0.092 0.029 0.025 0.007 14.21 .014 .985 0.077
(112.73  (9.67 (4649 (3.82

Playground rating 1.490 0.211 0.021 0.018 3.11 .795 .999 0.001

of “sneaky” (54.72 (7.53 297 (1.79

Note: Critical ratios for the parameters in the growth models are shown in parentheses. Degrees of freeglom for

6 for all models except parent report of overt conduct problédfs= 5; correlation between errors for spring
kindergarten and fall first grade are estimatezhd rate per minutetRPM) of playground physical aggressiédf = 3;
autoregressive paths are included between fall and spring kindergarten, spring kindergarten and fall first grade, and fall
and spring first grade

tercept means and variangder fall kinder- Tests of hypothesized models

garten conduct problems were significant for

all six trajectories. The slope means were podWo sets of models were fit to the data. The

itive and significant for teacher-reported overfirst set of models examined the relationship

and covert conduct problems, and for pIayOf ngiant peer as.sociation and peer deviancy
ground observation of physical aggression ani§iining to growth in covert conduct problems

sneaky behavior; children, on average, showe the playground, at home, and in the class-
increases in each of these forms of conduéPOom. The second set of models examined the
problems from fall kindergarten to spring offelationship of deviant peer association and
first grade. In contrast, parent-reported oveR€er deviancy training to growth in overt con-

and covert conduct problems showed meafUct problems on the school playground, at

declines over time, significant for overt buthome, and in the classroom. A generic repre-
not for covert forms. sentation of these models is shown in Fig-

More critical for hypothesis testing, indi- Ure 1, qnd the results of tests of the models are
vidual differences in change in conduct probShown in Table 4. All parameters for the paths
lems during the kindergarten-first grade perio§hown in Table 4 and described below in their
(slope variancewere significant for six of Standardized form.
the seven trajectories, and marginally signif-
icant for the remaining trajectory for sneakyModels predicting growth in covert conduct
behavior on the playground. The reasonablgroblems.The results for the models of covert
fit of linear growth models and reliable indi- conduct problems are shown in the left por-
vidual differences in conduct problems in falltion of Table 4. Greater levels of deviancy
kindergarten and in change in conduct probtraining during kindergarten were predicted
lems over time provide the conditions requiby higher levels of deviant peer association in
site to using the growth models to test th&indergarten in models for covert conduct
hypotheses. problems on the playgrouridecond row, left
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rpm deviant talk rpm deviant talk rpm deviant talk
kindergarten 1 kindergarten 2 kindergarten 3
assoc dev peers
cbel fall K 1 0
1 1
assoc dev peers intercept 1 -1 slope
cbcl spring K deviancy deviancy
1 training training
assoc dev peers
uf fall K
#2
assoc dev peers
trf spring K
‘\ deviant 5
peer #6
cp of pref peers associa-
cbel fall K tion
cp of pref peers
cbcl spring K
#3 #4
cp of pref peers
trf fall K #1
cp of pre peers Intercept slope
trf spring K conduct 1 0 conduct
problems problems
3
1
1 2
1
conduct problem: conduct problem: conduct problem: conduct problem:
fall kindergarten spr. kindergarten fall 1% grade spr. 1" grade

Figure 1. A generic model of the impact of early conduct problems, association with deviant peers, and peer deviancy
training on growth of overt and covert conduct problems in kindergarten and first grade.

column, Table 4p = .55,p < .01), at home increments displays of deviant talk and role
(second row, second columb;= .65, p < enactment.

.01), and in the classroonsecond row, third The status of deviant peer association dur-
column from left;b = .62, p < .01). Higher ing kindergarten as a mediator between covert
levels of deviant peer association during theonduct problems at kindergarten entry and
kindergarten year were predicted by highechronic rates of deviancy training was tested.
levels of covert conduct problems at kinderThe direct path from covert conduct problems
garten entry on the playgrourid = .45,p < in fall kindergarten to deviancy training dur-
.01), at home(b = .41, p < .01) and in the ing the kindergarten year in the absence of
classroomb = .44,p < .01) as shown in the deviant peer associatidwith paths involving
first row in Table 4, first to third columns, deviant peer association set to 0; not shown in
respectively. The display of early covert configure 1 or Table #was positive and signifi-
duct problems facilitates deviant peer assoctant for observed sneaky behavior on the play-
ation, and more association with deviant peerground(b = .50, p < .001), and for parent-
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Table 4. Standardized path coefficients and fit statistics for models of the impact of early
conduct problems, association with deviant peers, and peer deviancy training on
growth of overt and covert conduct problems in kindergarten and first grade

Kindergarten—First Grade Growth in

Covert Conduct Problems Overt Conduct Problems
Standardized Path

Coefficients Playground Home School  Playground Home School

Conduct problems in fall

K — deviant peer assoc.

in K (#1)2 A5 A1x* Ag*x .38* 51** 37
Deviant peer association in

K — chronic deviancy

training in K (#2)2 55** .B5** .62** .50** .64** 63**
Conduct problems in fall

K — chronic deviancy

training in K (#3)2 .18 -.16 —-.04 A2* -.01 .05
Deviant peer association in

K — slope in conduct

problens K & 1st (#4)2 .64 —-.02 .35*% A8** -.19 .33*
Chronic deviancy training in

K — slope in conduct

problens K & 1st grade

(#52 31* A2%x .04 -.19 .30* .02
Growth deviancy training in

K — slope in conduct

problens K & 1st grade

(#6)2 —-.05 .04 .32 -.15 .01 .35*
R?: K & 1st grade growth 51 .16 .22 .16 .05 .21
Fit indices for models

x? (df = 81, 266 102.6 101.2 123.9 108.2 106.7 111.0

p= .030 .051 .002 .026 .024 .016

CFlI .990 .993 .957 .982 .985 972

RMSEA 0.048 0.043 0.068 0.045 0.053 0.047

aThe numbers in parentheses refer to model paths as designated in Figure 1.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

(b= .20,p < .05 and teacher-reportedb = deviant talk and role enactment during
.35,p < .01) covert conduct problems. Givenkindergartert.

the nonsignificant and small parameter values Greater growth of covert conduct problems
for these same direct paths when deviant peduring kindergarten and first grade was pre-
association is included in the modgls just dicted by higher levels of deviant peer associ-
described and shown in the third row, threation, greater chronic rates of deviancy training,
left-hand columns, Table)4deviant peer as- or by growth in deviancy training during the
sociation appears to mediate the relationshiindergarten year. More specifically, higher
between covert conduct problems at kindedevels of deviant peer associatigh = .64,
garten entry and involvement in deviancy train-

ing during the ensuing kindergarten year,

Neither vert nduct problem t kind r_1. We have shown in other published research that the
eéither covert conduct problems a € intercept and slope of deviant talk and role taking is

garten entry nor deviant peer association dur- predicted by the relative rates at which such behavior
ing the kindergarten year predicted slope in engenders positive peer responses.
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p < .01) and greater chronic rates of deviancyion, and high levels of association with deviant
training(b = .31,p < .05) predicted increases peers increment rates of deviant talk and role
in sneaky behavior on the playground duringnactment.
kindergarten and first grade, and accounted The status of deviant peer association as a
for 51% of the variancésee rows four, five, mediator between overt conduct problems at
and seven, first column, Table).4Higher kindergarten entry and chronic rates of devi-
chronic levels of deviancy trainingh = .42, ancy training was tested. The direct path from
p < .01 reliably predicted increases in parentovert conduct problems in fall kindergarten to
reported covert conduct problems during kinehronic levels of deviancy training during the
dergarten and first grade, accounting for 16%indergarten yeafwith paths involving devi-
of the variancdsee rows five and seven, secant peer association set to 0; not shown in
ond column, Table ¥ Higher levels of devi- Figure 1 or Table #was positive and signifi-
ant peer associatiotb = .35, p < .05 and cant in models for observed rates of physical
growth in rates of deviancy trainin@ = .32, aggression on the playgrourid = .64,p <
p < .05 during kindergarten reliably pre-.001), and for parent{b = .29,p < .01) and
dicted increases in teacher reported covert coteacher-reporteth = .31,p < .05) overt con-
duct problems during kindergarten and firstluct problems. Given the nonsignificant pa-
grade, and accounted for 22% of the varianceameters for these same direct paths when
(see rows four, six, and seven, third columngeviant peer association were included in the
Table 4.2 models for overt conduct problems at home
and in the classroonfas just described and

Models predicting growth in overt conductShown in row three, columns five and six,
problems.The results for the models for overtTable 4, deviant peer association appears to
conduct problems are shown in the right pormediate the relationship between parent- and
tion of Table 4. Higher chronic levels of devi-téacher-reported overt conduct problems atkin-
ancy training during kindergarten Wasderggrten entry and mvplvement in deviancy
predicted by high levels of deviant peer assdfaining during the ensuing kindergarten year.
ciation in kindergarten in models for overtDeviant peer association appears to provide
conduct problems on the playgroufgbcond an additional linkage between playground
row, fourth column, Table 4b = .50, p < physical aggression and deviancy training
.01), at home(second row, fifth columnb = rather than serving as a mediator as the path
.64, p < .01), and in the classroortsecond remained significantb = .42, p < .05) after
row, sixth column;b = .63, p < .01). High deviant peer association was added as a poten-
levels of deviant peer association during théal mediator(see third row, fourth column,
kindergarten year were predicted by high levI@ble 4. Neither overt conduct problems at
els of overt conduct problems on the p|ayl<_|nderga}rten entry nor deviant peer associa-
ground at kindergarten enttfirst row, fourth tion during the kindergarten year predicted
column, Table 4p = .38, p < .05), at home slope in deviancy training during kindergarten.
(first row, fifth column;b = .51,p < .01), and Increases in overt conduct problems dur-
in the classroontfirst row, sixth columnp = iNg kindergarten and first grade were pre-
.37,p < .05). High levels of early overt con- dicted by high levels of deviant peer
duct problems facilitate deviant peer associg@Ssociation, high chronic rates of deviancy
training, or by growth in deviancy training

2. Correlations between contemporaneous errortermsfglunng ,the kmdergarten_ year. More Sp-ec-lfl—
teacher ratings of deviant peer association and chilg@lly, high levels of deviant peer association
conduct problems, and parent ratings of deviant pedb = .48,p < .01) reliably predicted increases
_association and child conduct problems were includefh observed rates of physical aggression on
|n_th§3 models. These correlated errors were plannedtﬁe playground during kindergarten and first
priori, and reflect the shared source variance in the d d ted for 16% of th .
indicators for the two constructs. The resulting corregra €, and accounted for 00 € variance
lations were smalirange= —.08—.33 and only about (S€€ fourth and seventh row, fourth column,

half were significant ap < .05. Table 4. High chronic rates of deviancy train-
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ing (b = .30, p < .05) reliably predicted in- over and above the risk engendered by early,
creases in parent-reported overt condugersisting overt conduct problems remains to
problems during kindergarten and first gradehe established. If such continuity is found, the
but only accounted for 5% of the variancdransition to elementary school may serve as a
(see the fifth and seventh rows, column fivesensitive period during which efforts can be
Table 4. High levels of deviant peer associa-made to reduce risk for covert conduct prob-
tion (b = .33,p < .05) and growth in rates of lems when they may be relatively more acces-
deviancy training(b = .35, p < .05) during sible and malleable than in later development.
kindergarten predicted increases in teacher- Devianttalk and imitation of norm-violating
reported overt conduct problems during kinbehaviors were displayed in a variety of forms
dergarten and first grade, and accounted faluring the peer interaction and play of the
21% of the variancesee fourth, sixth, and kindergarten children in this sample. Deviant
seventh rows, sixth column, Table.4 talk and role takingimitation also evidenced
substantial growth during the kindergarten yeatr,
nearly doubling in rate. Peers responded fa-
vorably to deviant talKimitation, and these
Individual differences in overt and covert confavorable responses may serve to maintain and
duct problems, peer deviancy training, and deamplify its expression over timéSnyder,
viant peer association were all apparent aStoolmiller, Patterson, Schrepferman, Oeser,
early as the fall of the kindergarten year inJohnson, & Soetaert, 2004Peer deviancy
this at-risk community sample of young chil-training previously described as occurring
dren. It appears that developmental traject@mong adolescent friendBishion et al., 1995
ries for covert as well as overt conductccurs during the interaction of younger
problems and processes involving associatiachildren in social ecologies like the school
with deviant peers and peer deviancy traininglayground where adult monitoring and con-
typically construed as characterizing latetingencies are diminished. Data indicating that
childhood and adolescendg®ishion, Patter- selective association with deviant peers oc-
son, & Griesler, 199/ originate and evolve curs as early as kindergarten is consistent with
during the earlier childhood. These processgwmevious researckSnyder, West, Stockemer,
may provide a complementary mechanism t&ibbons, Almquist, & Parks, 1996; Vitaro,
the empirically well-established role of peeiGagnon, & Tremblay, 1992 However, the
coercion and rejectiofe.g., Laird etal., 2001 occurrence of selective peer association on
in the development of antisocial behavior. the basis of covert as well as overt conduct
The observed individual differences inproblems during earlier childhootdSnyder
growth of covert conduct problems at homeet al., 1997 is a more novel finding.
on the playground, and in the classroom in Covert as well as overt conduct problems,
these data are consistent with previous redeviancy training, and deviant peer associa-
search indicating that covert conduct probtion in early elementary school may represent
lems are acquired and shaped during earn interlocking set of risk factors and pro-
childhood, well before their more substantiatesses that contribute to risk for early-onset
growth in later childhood and adolescencantisocial development. Children who engage
(Loeber et al., 1998; Verhulst et al., 1990 in high rates of aggressive and stealthy behav-
However, the absolute levels of early appearer at kindergarten entry appear to locate and
ing covert conduct problems are modest, anassociate with one another, either as the result
their topographical expression is limited inof behavioral compatibility or exclusion from
range. The degree to which initiation andther relationships in the larger peer group.
growth in covert conduct problems during earlyDifferential involvement with deviant peers,
elementary school are harbingers of progresa turn, increments rates of children’s deviant
sion to more serious deviant behavior duringalk and role taking during the kindergarten.
adolescencdJessor & Jessor, 1977; PatterAssociation with deviant peers as early as kin-
son, Forgatch, Yoerger, & Stoolmiller, 1998 dergarten provides a venue in which children

Discussion
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locate like-minded peers with whom to en-Association with deviant peers may reflect co-
gage in precocious talk about deviant topicparticipation or coinstigation of disruptive and
and imitation of norm-violating activities. surreptitious behavior, and growth in deviant
Thus, selection and shaping processes appéalk and imitation may reflect the evolution of
to operate quite powerfully in the early peenegative values and attitudes toward teachers,
ecology to foster covert as well as overt formsules, and academic tasks beginning in early
of antisocial behavior. These peer deviancglementary school.

processes are facilitated by child conduct prob- Deviant peer association and peer devi-
lems shaped in family interaction prior toancy training accounted for three times more
school entry(Reid & Eddy, 1997. between-child variation in growth of covert

Deviant peer association at school may hawhan overt conduct problems on the play-
more powerful proximal effects on conductground and at home. As such, these processes
problems displayed in thechool settingDe- may be central to the emergence and growth
viant peer association by itself does not apef covert behavior problems. Association with
pear to promote child conduct problems atleviant peers and peer deviancy training were
home, and suggest limited, same-settiimy not more powerfully related to covert than
contrast to generalized, cross-setlimdfects overt behavior problems in the classroom, per-
at this stage in development. Children whdnaps reflecting the more uniform and consis-
hang out with peers who get in trouble are atent monitoring of child behavior in that setting.
increasing and persisting risk for getting intdReduced tracking of child behavior and in-
trouble themselves when they are in immediereased peer influence do not occur de novo
ate proximity to those peers, implying the opin later childhood and adolescence, but rather
eration of contagion-like process@atterson, evolve gradually as children make the transi-
Littman, & Bricker, 1967. tion to elementary school. Reductions in the

Children’s talk about and imitation of de-immediacy of contingencies and intensity of
viant activities are sufficiently powerful thatadult tracking co-occur with exposure to an
they impact child behavior in the distabme array of peers at elementary school entry. Each
setting. What children “learn” during peer in-child in a kindergarten classroom brings ex-
teraction in kindergarten is apparent in thgosure to varying levels and different kinds of
parents’ perceptions of behavior problems odeviant activities and attitudes prior to school
their children, and the negative impact of thesentry. This knowledge is then pooled during
lessons on behavior in the home persists infeeer interaction. Such pooled knowledge ap-
the first grade. In fact, deviant talk and rolepears to be a potentially important source for
taking(and not deviant peer associatjavere initiation and growth of covert conduct prob-
the only reliable predictors of change inlems(Snyder, Reid, et al., 2003The tandem
children’s conduct problems at home. The norimpact of peer deviancy training and deviant
normative values and attitudes that are repeer association on covert conduct problems
flected or engendered by deviant talk and rolmay accelerate and converge as adult super-
taking may be central to generalization of peevision declines and as a wider range of peers
deviancy training processes across settingsecome increasingly available during late
consistent with the rule-governed formulatiorchildhood and adolescend®ishion et al.,
offered by Hayes and W(1998 and Riegler 1996; Patterson et al., 2000; Snyder, Reid,
and Baen(1989. et al., 2003.

Growth in deviant talk and role taking and The additive contribution of deviant peer
high levels of deviant peer association in kinassociation and peer deviancy training to early
dergarten were reliably related to changes iantisocial development can be inferred with
teacher-reported overt and covert condugome confidence. As measured in this report,
problems during the first 2 years of elementhe two constructs shared no measurement
tary school. Children’s choice of peer associsource variance. In addition, deviancy train-
ates at school and their sensitivity to peeing was assessed during interaction with a ran-
influence affects their classroom adjustmentiom selection of same gender classmates rather
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than best friends. This stands in contrast teupport(PBIS; Kellam, Rebok, lalongo, &
previous researcliDishion et al., 1996in Meyer, 1994; Stoolmiller, Eddy & Reid, 2000;
which peer deviancy training has been asSugai & Horner, 1999have demonstrated ef-
sessed in friendship dyads, an approach thigctiveness in promoting cooperation and in
confounds deviant peer association and pediminishing disruptive behavior, aggression,
deviancy training. These data indicate that pe@nd victimization. Children’s talk and play
deviancy training is a risk process that occurthat involves deviant content as well as their
independent of deviant peer affiliation ratheaggressive and disruptive behavior are poten-
than simply indexing a process by which detially important additional targets of inter-
viant friends influence on another. Even lowerention. Young children’s deviant talk and play
risk children may be negatively affected byare observable and appear to be sensitive to
persistent exposure to and involvement in dggeer contingenciesSnyder et al., 2004 As
viant talk and role taking during interaction ina consequence, PBIS-like interventions that
the broader peer group. systematically alter peer contingencies, such
Going to elementary school entails the exas the good behavior game, might usefully be
perience of a new and challenging environextended to the management of peer deviancy
ment that requires multiple adaptations. Thosaining and to mitigating the early develop-
adaptations invoke risk as well as opportument of covert as well as overt conduct
nity. Past research has established the eapyoblems.
elementary school peer ecology as a powerful Another tactic entails the proactive man-
source of risk for overt conduct problemsagement of peer association to reduce affilia-
(Kellam, Ling, Merisca, Brown, & lalongo, tion among deviant children and its negative
1998; Snyder et al., 199and of risk accruing sequellae. Some recent research indicates that
to chronic victimization Kochenderfer—-Ladd interventions that purposefully arrange the af-
& Ladd, 1996; Snyder, Brooker, et al., 2003 filiation of young, at-risk children with three
The data in this report suggest that this riskr four prosocial peers may influence at-risk
extends to covert conduct problems as well.probands in a positive way without deleteri-
The considerable power of peers to instious impact on the behavior of low-risk peer
gate and amplify problem behavior, and thessociates$Vitaro, 2004.
potential iatrogenic effects of educational With the exception of the overlap between
placements or intervention groups that systenparent and teacher reports of deviant peer af-
atically increase children’s exposure to devifiliation and conduct problems, the constructs
ant peers and deviancy training are increasingfpr the models tested in this report were de-
well documentede.g., Dishion, McCord, & rived from indicators without overlapping
Pouilin, 1999. The data in this report are evensource variance. The models accounted for
more worrisome in that these pathogenic peenoderate to substantial amounts of variance
processes appear to operate as early as enimgrowth in conduct problem@xcept for overt
to elementary school. However, the data ononduct problems in the hor&nd were spec-
peer influence also provide clues about howfied in prospective manner in a longitudinal
such negative influence may be minimizedneasurement framework. The sample repre-
and about how the power of the peer grougents a relatively full range of child adjust-
may be harnessed to promote adaptiveent and family characteristics. As such, the
behavior. validity and replicability of these findings may
First, it is important to recognize the cleare inferred with some increased confidence.
need to actively manage school and other peer However, causal inferences drawn from
ecologies during early and middle childhoodhese data remain tentative. The linkage of
to promote skills development and to reduceeer processes and conduct problems may re-
negative peer influence. Second, there are sorflect third variables such as child tempera-
data about how to go about doing this. Playment or socioeconomic status. The models
ground, classroom, and schoolwide interverpresented here are incomplete, and fail to
tions using positive behavior interventions andepresent a number of other causal variables
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such as parent and teacher discipline artie degree to which the findings derived from
monitoring(Patterson, 1982child character- this single-school community sample general-
istics such as daring and reward dependengze to children, families, schools, and commu-
(Lahey & Waldman, 2008 and group pro- nities with a broader range of characteristics
cesses such as behavioral contagion. Finallig unknown.
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