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 We want to finish up today looking at middle childhood, continuing through and 

then finishing up the final developmental domain of social development.  We had left off 

— we were looking at just some general kind of characteristics of kind of how the 

relationship between children and parents begins to shift and change with more control, 

more responsibility, less supervision being transferred to the child.  We talked about just 

some general kinds of characteristics of friendships and the roles of friendships and 

how they become even more important and more intimate as children get older, and 

that’ll be even more true when we move to the adolescent years. 

 Today what we want to take a look at are three different groups that some 

children may find themselves in.  Now, clearly I’m not suggesting that all children will 

end up in one of these three groups.  There’s probably a high percentage of children, if 

not the majority of children, that very well may not fall into any specific group.  But these 

are three groups that do tend to emerge and I think it’s important that we be aware of 

those three groups, particularly those that either work with children as parents — you 

know, anyone who has a relationship with children this age — and clearly these are 

groups and things that will carry on even on even into the adolescent years. 

 Now, one of those groups clearly is — and we talked about during the preschool 

years that even though children show a preference for other children and who they 

interact with, really the concept of popularity in terms of some kids, you know, being 

more popular within a large group setting, not on an individual basis, really begins to 

emerge, I think, more characteristic of the school age years.  And particularly during the 

middle childhood years and clearly the issue of popularity continues and maybe even 
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becomes more of an issue during the adolescent years. 

 What we want to do is take a look at characteristics of children who tend to fall 

into or be classified in that group of being popular.  Any thoughts about what some of 

those characteristics are likely to be?  And then I’ll put the list up here in a second.  

What do you think are some of the characteristics of children or factors that determine 

those kids who tend to be defined and characterized as being popular within a larger 

group? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Okay.  Clothing and stuff that they have, and that would probably fall into even maybe a 

broader category for sure.  What else?  Other thoughts, if any? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Okay.  Aspects of personality.  Clearly the issue of being outgoing.  We’ll probably see 

that one again.  And I’ll put the list up in a moment. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Physical attraction, without a doubt.  Any others come to mind? 

 Well, let’s look at some of them.  And these are not in any order of priority.  But 

clearly, again, even during the elementary school years, the role of physical 

attractiveness begins to come into play.  And one of the things that we know as a 

society and actually going back to even prior to the school age years, we find that 

physical attractiveness plays a role.  Those that are deemed by our society to be more 

physically attractive than others have an advantage.  They are treated different, people 

respond differently to them, and we clearly begin to see this — you know, to come into 
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play even during this stage of life. 

 We’re not gonna spend a lot of time, you know, talking about physical 

attractiveness, but it does play a role.  And I find it amazing, looking at the research that 

shows the perceptions that people of physically attractive people based only on what?  

Only on that.  Physical appearance.  Without knowing the person at all, simply based on 

how a person looks, you know, influences how people perceive what they’re like.  I 

mean, they’re believed to be nicer and kinder.  I find it interesting that they’re perceived 

to be more moral than those that are less physically attractive. 

 And I did a little experiment just for fun.  A number of years ago when I was at 

another university — and I did this with my college students just to see — and it was not 

a scientific experiment at all, but I thought it was an interesting indication.  On campus 

one day with my camera, I just took pictures of different students on campus walking, 

you know, down one of the busy corridors.  And so I took people of all different shapes, 

sizes, levels of physical attractiveness, and I randomly put them in a slide tray.  And I 

flashed them up on the screen to my students and said, “What I want you to do is write 

down the first one or two words that come to mind when you see that visual image.”  

And what do you think I found, just in general?  Any guesses?  Clearly those that were 

more physically attractive students assigned more positive characteristics or traits. 

 Now, what I found even more interesting was those that were less physically 

attractive — again, kind of by social standards — what I thought was interesting was the 

more negative characteristics given to the individual when that person never had met, 

seen that person before, other than the image on the screen.  And so even our 
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perceptions and how we think what that person is like, you know, is influenced by 

physical attraction.  And we know that children tend to react differently to people who 

are physically attractive.  We also know that adults tend to sometimes as well.  So 

physical attractiveness is one of the characteristics associated with popularity. 

 And again, it doesn’t mean that a child would have to possess all of these or that 

a person who’s not physically attractive may very well still be very popular because they 

may exhibit a number of these other characteristics.  But I think physical attractiveness 

in our society gives people some advantages and disadvantages as well. 

 Pro-social behaviors, especially that of cooperativeness.  Kids who tend to be 

kinder, kids that are affirming to other kids, kids that are more cooperative in their 

interactions with other kids, tend to be better liked.  And again, here at this stage when 

we talk about popularity we’re talking about really two things: kids that tend to be liked 

by other kids and those children that other kids want to be around and spend time with.  

It doesn’t mean that all children end up in that group even though they would like to.  

And there are a number of kids that other children may not interact with, but still if you 

were to ask them “Who are the popular kids in your school?”, these are the kids that 

they would identify.  Whether they’re a part of their social circle or not.  So pro-social 

behavior tends to be one. 

 Kids that are assertive but not aggressive.  Now, how are those different?  I think 

sometimes we have a tendency to interchange assertiveness with aggressiveness, and 

they really are different constructs.  What we find is assertiveness actually tends to be a 

very appealing characteristic.  Aggressiveness, not so.  Again, assertiveness tends to 
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be individuals who are proactive.  You know, they are individuals who are able to take 

an initiative but to do that in a positive kind of way.  Being sensitive to others.  

Aggressive people tend to be more controlling, more domineering, more demanding, 

you know, and they assert themselves but they tend to do that in a more negative kind 

of way.  And what we find is that those children who are able to express their thoughts 

and feelings pretty confidently — and again, self-esteem probably is gonna play a role 

in this to some extent.  Kids again who have fairly high self-esteems, you know, feel 

pretty good about who they are and their capabilities, that’s gonna get exerted, I think, 

in that assertiveness.  But these are children who are able to initiate situations.  And 

when they’re in a group situation, they’re not afraid to say what they think but they do 

that in a positive kind of way.  And they are sensitive to other people’s thoughts, 

opinions and needs, you know.  But these are outgoing kinds of children but they tend 

to do that in a positive way without again hurting others’ feelings, at least intentionally, 

or attempting to control or dominate a situation. 

 Now, I have seen kids who are aggressive or more aggressive who are still 

popular, but they tend to possess some of these other characteristics that will kind of 

balance that off.  But aggressiveness tends to be more characteristic of kids who are 

less accepted and liked by other kids.  Assertiveness, though, does tend to be a positive 

characteristic. 

 Again, this is one of those chicken or the egg kind of situations.  Are popular kids 

given opportunities for leadership or are there certain kids who demonstrate leadership 

abilities and then, as a result of that, become popular?  It probably is a combination of 
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both of those.  What would be — again, thinking of elementary school children, what 

would be some examples of leadership skills that an elementary school child might 

exhibit?  And I think what happens is these kids tend to exhibit or demonstrate these 

leadership skills and then in turn are often given opportunities to be in leadership roles 

that then reinforces not only those skills but some of these other characteristics. 

 Can you think of a skill that would be characteristic of a child who is given 

opportunities for leadership? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Excellent.  And that would be a very strong leadership skill and social skill as well, that 

ability to resolve — you know, particularly between peers and who have that ability to 

negotiate situations, and a lot of that is about being able to make some decisions that 

people are pleased with.  And that’s gonna put you in an opportunity — and particularly, 

again, if you think of it in a school situation where often a lot of stuff is done in group 

work, you know.  Someone again who is able to negotiate a group of other kids to get a 

task done, you know, and to resolve differences or different opinions that may be 

expressed in that group becomes a powerful leadership skill.  They’re gonna be given 

opportunities again to give leadership in those group settings. 

 Can you think of another similar skill or related skill that would be related to 

effective leadership?  Motivation, yeah.  Both themselves, I think, being motivated and 

because of maybe their motivation or their enthusiasm or their drive to get something 

done then tends to motivate others.  Because leadership is the basic belief or the ability 

to get something done and are you able to, working with another group — and again, a 
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group of peers — to get a particular task done.  I think children again who are also 

assertive in terms of being able to express opinions and thoughts and ideas, who are 

creative in ideas and feel confident to share those ideas are also aspects of leadership 

and will put them in those roles. 

 So again, children who demonstrate leadership skills tend to be more popular 

than kids who don’t.  Clearly, outgoing personality is — and even maybe more so than 

physical attractiveness is really key.  All you’ve gotta do is walk into any group setting of 

children of the elementary school age and those kids surface and are really noticeable, 

you know.  And particularly if it’s positive outgoing.  And again, they’re assertive and not 

aggressive.  They’re kids that are fun.  They have a lot of energy.  They’re enthusiastic.  

They’re positive about life and about other people, and other kids just gravitate to that 

person.  

 And probably a lot of that again goes back to those characteristics of self-concept 

that we’ve already talked about which also correlates a lot with this list.  You probably 

could say in a lot of ways kids who have healthy, positive self-concepts are probably 

gonna fall within that popular group.  And then particularly if you add some of the other 

characteristics on top of that in terms of physical attractiveness and such. 

 Once again, this is one of those characteristics we talked about in terms of self-

concept: self-control.  Children who are able to control their emotions to a certain extent 

versus those kids who overreact to certain situations, who tend to be very intense, who 

have constant outbreaks — you know, get angry and frustrated really easily — are not 

the kinds of kids that other kids really like to be around.  And again, going into any kind 
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of a group setting with this age group and you’ll see differences in terms of how kids are 

able to control their own emotions, their own ability to control their impulses, how they 

react to situations, you know, makes a big difference.  And that also often ties in related 

to kids who are easily frustrated, who get angry easy, who have constant outbursts, also 

tend to be also more aggressive.  And these are kids that other children tend not to like 

to relate to very well. 

 And finally again, a very important skill related to popularity is the ability to enter 

a group, to initiate interaction.  And this is both a social skill without a doubt, but clearly 

— and again, some of these other characteristics, clearly these kids are more outgoing.  

They’re more comfortable in new situations.  But clearly it’s tied to popularity.  It is not a 

skill that I feel like I possessed, you know, very well as a kid growing up.  And so to this 

day — and some of that may be more tied to my personality, you know, because I do 

tend to be more introverted.  I tend to move more in small groups of people, small 

circles, and so never was really comfortable.  I can function in larger groups but it was 

not a place that I was really comfortable with.  And so I would be more the child who 

would stand back and watch a lot of what was going on.  And I had a hard time -- you 

know, if kids were outside playing, you know, I would have a hard time knowing how to 

enter that group. 

 I’ll never forget and I never did it again, but I’ve mentioned a couple of times I 

lived across the street from the elementary school.  I remember there was — a bunch of 

kids were playing.  This was not during school.  It was after school time and a bunch of 

kids were playing ball.  So I’d gone over and I was watching, and I wanted to play and 
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was never invited to play.  I think at some point in time I tried to get into the game and 

somehow wasn’t allowed to get into the game, and I remember going home and telling 

my dad.  So my dad came over to the playground and told those kids they had to let me 

play.  Not a good move, you know. Didn’t work out as I thought it would work out. 

 But some of us just really struggled with that skill of being able to enter groups.  I 

think part of that was I never felt like I was someone that was ever a part of any popular 

group, but I sure knew who the kids were out there in terms of watching them.  I watch 

my son — who again has a different personality — and I’m amazed, you know.  We can 

be out of town, can be on vacation, can be someplace, and he’ll see a group of kids 

playing someplace and he’ll get right in the middle and just very naturally become a part 

of what they’re doing.  He’ll begin to play at whatever they’re doing or invite other kids to 

play with what he’s doing.  And it’s funny.  He does that not only with peers, but I’ve 

been in situations where I’ll be darned if he doesn’t have adults playing ball with him as 

well.  My wife and I were walking the track one day — he’ll go with us, but isn’t really 

thrilled about walking the track.  So he’ll go up and take a ball or something and he’ll be 

out there in the football field — the track goes around the football field — and before 

long, he’ll have a group of kids playing ball, you know, or doing something while we’re 

walking the track.  I remember one day a middle-aged adult was out there throwing the 

ball with him, you know, and it doesn’t phase him at all.  Me, I would probably still be 

standing there, watching everybody else play.  But again, a very important social skill 

but also tends to be tied to kids that tend to be more popular. 

 Again, important, I think, to keep in mind that not all kids necessarily who are 



CFD 155 Lecture 19 10 

 

popular will exhibit all of these.  But if you look at popular kids, there are probably gonna 

be several of these characteristics that will be true of them.  And then there’s some 

others that when we get to adolescence that may begin to emerge as being important 

during that stage, maybe not as critical to popularity during the younger — the early 

school age years. 

 Now, the flip side of that.  We find kids that clearly tend to fall kind of in a popular 

group and then we have another group of kids — not necessarily a large group of kids, 

but clearly kids who tend to fall into what we call the rejected group.  These are kids that 

are fairly openly rejected by other kids.  Any guesses of — and again, this group of kids 

do tend to have friends.  They have other kids that they interact with and they tend to be 

other rejected kids.  They tend to kind of form their own little nucleus.  Any guesses 

about what would be characteristic of the rejected children? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They probably do fall into a category of not being accepted and rejected.  It’s not one of 

the ones that had shown up on this particular listing, but clearly those are kids who 

probably — and they may fall more into the third category.  But clearly some could fall 

into this group, but it may be more — and it would be a sense of being rejected but 

probably more not accepted maybe than openly rejected, although I’m sure that 

probably does happen.  Hopefully not by the large number of kids. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And we would want to hope that that would be the case — you know, that there would 

be hopefully a lot more acceptance and positive reactions and responses than rejection.  
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And that the rejection that occurs hopefully is pretty isolated. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Just uncertainty.  There’s a difference in knowing how to respond to differences. 

 All right.  What do you think might be some of the categories of kids who are 

maybe more clearly rejected by larger numbers of other kids?  Any guesses? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

That may be true.  Not actually one that showed up on the list.  I’m not sure kids 

necessarily are rejected only because of physical attractiveness.  Probably some other 

characteristics that may be more characteristic.  Any thoughts?  Rejected kids tend to 

be more talkative.  Now, the differences, kids who are popular and outgoing are very 

verbal.  But what’s the difference?  And again, if you’re not around this age group, it 

may be hard to get a mental image.  But go hang out in an elementary school 

classroom or the cafeteria at lunch. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They know when to talk and when not to talk.  Kids who tend to be more rejected, they 

talk — yeah.  And they tend to talk all the time.  They tend to have difficulty knowing 

when is the appropriate time not to talk.  They also tend to have a lot of difficulty 

listening in situations.  A lot of times what they’re talking about tends to not be pertinent 

to anything — the situation, the context.  These are the kids in the classroom.  They 

talk, you know, but often it has nothing to do with what the topic is or what the teacher is 

wanting.  Or they get in a group situation and what they’re talking about has nothing to 

do with what the other kids are talking about.  They’re just constantly talking. 
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 So the issue isn’t the fact that they aren’t verbal.  It’s the appropriateness of their 

verbal communication.  Clearly, the kids who tend to be more aggressive — and here 

we’re talking really openly aggressive, and sometimes outright intentionally aggressive 

towards other kids, who tend to victimize other kids, who often will be in some of these 

other categories — tend to be kids who are not well liked again by the larger group as a 

whole. 

 Again, they may get a lot of attention at times.  Other kids may find some of what 

they do to be rather humorous at times, but they really tend — kids who tend to be 

overly disruptive in group situations, in classroom situations, often are not kids that are 

well liked by the other kids as a whole.  And part of that is because why?  What often 

happens?  Their disruptiveness frequently will get others in trouble as well, which isn’t a 

positive thing particularly for those kids who typically on their own are in trouble a lot.  

Which then also tends to kind of correlate with — and these two kind of go together — 

these kids tend to be non-group oriented which translates to mean — what’s that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Okay.  Learner.  What else in terms of non-group oriented? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

They may be, but they actually may be very extroverted in some situations.  But the 

bottom line is they tend not to be overly — again, if you think about it in an elementary 

school setting, they’re not overly concerned about what?  Cooperation.  And they’re not 

overly concerned about how they behavior impacts others or the class. 

 One of the things I remember one year that just frustrated me — and again, this 
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is just my own personal bias — but just frustrated me to no end — and I understand the 

theory.  But there was a particular teacher that my son had who basically believed that 

the best way to deal with these disruptive children was to use peer pressure, you know.  

The philosophy was, “What we’re gonna do is punish the entire class.”  So when one kid 

acts up, then everyone in the class had to stand against the wall for a certain period of 

time, lost recess or something else.  And the basic philosophy was what?  Didn’t work, 

but it was the philosophy.  That if we made the whole class basically have to experience 

the punishment, what would be the result?  That the other kids would be so upset with 

the child that had got them into trouble that the majority of the class which had not acted 

out or done whatever the misbehavior was would then put enough peer pressure on 

them that they would straighten up.  Makes sense except for one slight problem.  These 

kids are non-group oriented.  They weren’t concerned that all the other kids were made 

at ‘em, partly because all the other kids were already mad at ‘em or didn’t like ‘em to 

begin with.  So the fact that they were now mad at ‘em and didn’t like ‘em, actually what 

it did was give them part of what they were wanting and that was — and they did get a 

lot of it — attention.  Negative attention, but it was attention.  Negative attention, but it 

was attention. And again, a lot of it is stemming from probably again a lack of 

social skills. 

 And so the strategy really wasn’t overly effective, other than a lot of kids who had 

worked really hard at being good, being really frustrated that they were always having to 

in essence be punished for something that they hadn’t done, you know, and were really 

angry about that.  But it never got translated to the kids that were causing the trouble in 
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a way that really changed that behavior much.  Easy to understand the logic but not the 

logic that worked, you know, with that. 

 And finally, these are kids who tend to have negative self-concepts and low self-

esteem, and it’s probably where a lot of the other behavior is coming from.  And again, 

the motivations behind a lot of their behaviors and the needs that are there are probably 

very real, very valid.  But out of that negative self-image and the lack of learning social 

skills and how to interact with others have gotten themselves in a negative cycle, you 

know.  Wanting to be a part of the group, wanting to be accepted, you know, but not 

knowing how to do that in positive ways that would allow them to be affirmed by the 

group, taken in by the group, by more rejected by other kids.  And again, clearly these 

are kids, I think, that need to be identified and again, helping to build self-esteem, 

helping to teach some social skills, helping them to find more positive ways of 

interacting.  Not necessarily for the goal of being popular, but for the goal of being able 

to really relate and fit in in more positive and healthy kinds of ways. 

 Now, a group that we typically don’t talk about — and maybe not surprisingly — 

but I think there’s probably a lot larger number of children who fall into this group than 

we might think.  You begin to see it at this stage and will see it right on up through 

college, I think, to some extent or what we refer to those kids that are neglected.  These 

are kids again at this age group that simply what?  Who are neglected kids?  Not 

necessarily characteristics, but just in general.  And I think it’s a fairly large number of 

kids sometimes.  The kids who are simply not taken care of.  But here again, we’re not 

necessarily talking about neglect in terms of care per se, though that could be 
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characteristic.  But again, kids in school who -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Excellent.  They’re kind of in a lot of ways the average kids.  They’re not kids that are 

maybe overly popular.  

 And again, some of the kids who are really popular may not necessarily excel 

academically.  Some may, you know.  So they get a lot of attention, positive attention.  

Kids who do really well academically in school, they get a lot of affirmation particularly 

from teachers and from other peers.  And again, they may not necessarily be in a 

certain popular group, but they do get a lot of affirmation.  But they’re also not the kids 

who are in trouble all the time.  They’re often simply kind of a — as you said, and I think 

that’s often very true, kind of the average kid.  And, for the most part, they go relatively 

unnoticed.  They’re not mistreated necessarily, but they don’t get the same positive 

affirmation and support that other kids get or attention that other kids get because, for 

the most part, what do they do?  They don’t stand out in either extreme but at the same 

time they do what, just in general?  And this is partly why they go unnoticed.  They do 

what they’re supposed to do.  They do what’s expected of them.  They do their work.  

 And again, they may not do it on other end of extremes, you know.  It may just 

kind of be average work but, you know, not enough to call attention one way or the 

other.  They’re not kids who misbehave or act out and so in a lot of cases they simply 

go unnoticed.  They may be somewhat shyer kids.  They may be somewhat more 

introverted kids.  They may be children who lack some social skills.  But, for the most 

part, they’re just kids who kind of easily are overlooked. 
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 I had an opportunity for a project when I was in graduate school where it involved 

going back and looking at my elementary school records.  One, I never realized you 

could do that.  Really never had any desire or motivation to do that except for this 

project.  And what was interesting — because I never saw the — these were in the 

permanent records.  So I never saw the comments that teachers made that didn’t come 

out in your printed report cards.  These were all the other comments.  

 And what I thought was interesting is the comment that I saw most frequently 

was these words: “He’s an average kid.”  And when I looked at my grades and stuff, I 

guess that was pretty true, you know.  I didn’t stand out one way or the other, I guess.  

And I don’t remember much of my elementary school years and that’s why it was kind of 

interesting to go back and read what teachers wrote, because I had no recollection or 

remembrance of it at all.  But I think academically I was just kind of pretty average.  I 

sure didn’t excel during the elementary school years but I wasn’t failing, either.  And I 

didn’t excel in any particular area, you know, in terms of sports or any of those kinds of 

things.  I clearly wasn’t in a popular group whatsoever.  I wasn’t rejected, openly 

rejected by anyone else.  I just was kind of like I think many kids.  I was just there.  

 And I think there are a lot of kids who kind of fall into that category.  They kind of 

do what’s expected.  They don’t get into trouble, but they don’t necessarily overly excel 

anywhere and they kind of fall into — and I don’t use this word overly negative 

necessarily, but kind of are neglected or overlooked.  They have limited social 

interactions.  Doesn’t mean they don’t have any, but again these tend to be — clearly 

kids who do — who tend to be more shy and who have trouble initiating social 
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interactions often fall into this group.  

 Again, it’s not that they don’t want to fit in.  It’s not that they don’t have friends or 

they don’t want to have friends.  A lot of times they just have trouble knowing how to 

initiate those relationships and so again they tend to be kids who are kind of on the 

sidelines, watching a lot of what’s going on.  And again, some of that is clearly related to 

self-concept, you know, but some of that’s related again to those skills of how to initiate 

those relationships.  They’re kind of waiting for someone to help with that and again, a 

lot of times nobody notices the need that’s there and provides that kind of support and 

encouragement.  Again, because a lot of the attention is going one of those two other 

directions. 

 Clearly, neglected children — and again, this is in some ways a part of their 

problem — or not problem, but part of the issue is that they rarely offend anyone.  They 

do what’s expected.  They do the right thing, you know.  So they’re not in trouble, you 

know.  And it’s interesting that we tend to focus a lot of energy — and I think about this 

even in terms of students.  You know, students who just do the basic of what’s expected 

and required don’t get a lot of feedback.  Students who go above the bar and excel, we 

write all kinds of comments on their paper.  And students who don’t clearly hit the mark, 

we write lots of comments about that, you know.  And others who really do what’s 

expected of them and do a good job, you know, often — and part of it is because that’s 

what’s expected.  And you did what was expected but we don’t acknowledge that.  We 

don’t affirm that.  We don’t reinforce that a lot of times.  And again, energy goes in those 

other two extremes.  But these are children who clearly don’t offend others. 
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 Often — not always — these are kids who tend to be more lonely.  And again, 

some of that’s due to the lack of social interaction and maybe feeling competent to 

initiate those, but they do tend to be more lonely.  And, in turn, they often tend to have a 

higher level of what?  It’s gonna follow probably from all three of those.  And we don’t 

tend to think of this being a characteristic of school-aged children.  Depression, yeah.  

These are clearly kids that experience higher levels of depression.  And part of that is 

not feeling like — you know, that they are able to or take control of certain areas of their 

lives that they would like to.  And again, these are often kids who want to fit in, want to 

belong, want to feel a part of a particular group. 

 And what’s interesting is again a lot of times, unlike the rejected kids, they’ll 

connect with other kids.  Tends to be other kids like them.  Part of the problem with kids 

who are really lonely, more shy, more reserved — part of the problem is they’re there, 

probably would make wonderful connections but have trouble getting together and 

making those connections.  Unless again someone is on the lookout and will kind of 

help them in that area. 

 And finally, like the rejected kids, often have negative self-concepts, low self-

esteem.  I think it’s one of the groups that as educators, parents, other adults who work 

again not just with school-aged kids but children in general, really maybe need to be 

more on the lookout for kids who fall in this category.  Looking at ways that we can help 

them build confidence in themselves and their abilities.  Help them maybe with some of 

the social skills where they’ll be more confident in initiating more social interactions.  

Once you get that cycle going in the positive direction and they start to have positive 
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social interactions and begin to make some friends, they don’t necessarily desire to be a 

part of the popular group.  They just want to feel like they fit in to some group and that 

they’re noticed, that they’re acknowledged. 

 And I know there are a lot of college students that I know have to sometimes feel 

like that somehow they sit in a classroom and are never acknowledged, never noticed.  

No one pays attention because they simply do what’s expected of them.  But, at the 

same time, they may have a need sometimes to be acknowledged or reaffirmed for the 

fact that they are indeed doing what’s expected of them. 

 So again, we tend to find some kids that fall into clearly the popular group.  

There’s a small group of kids that fall into the rejected group and there’s a portion of 

kids who fall into the neglected group.  Then there’s probably another large group of 

kids who don’t fall into any of these groups.  They probably have a strong support 

network of friends but they just wouldn’t fall into that category of necessarily being 

popular, but they’re sure socially accepted, positive self-esteems, and maybe in some 

ways are a lot more comfortable than being in any of those other three groups. 

 Last thing we want to do is to take a look at — we talked about one of the 

outward pushes, was the push into the world of work and games.  And so clearly games 

become a significant part of children’s lives, particularly during the elementary school 

years.  We want to take a look at a couple of characteristics of the games that children 

are engaged in and differences between boys and girls particularly.  All you have to 

really do is hang out with a group of elementary school kids and I think you’ll be able to 

— and these are generalizations.  They clearly do not fit in all cases with all kids, and 
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there’ll be exceptions to virtually every rule, but these tend to be some patterns that I 

think tend to exist. 

 One of the things that you begin to really see — you’ll see some of it in preschool 

years but you see a lot of it during the elementary school years — is what we call rough 

and tumble play.  You do tend to see this more characteristic of boys.  What is rough 

and tumble play?  You go watch a group of elementary school kids, particularly boys, 

and you will see it.  And it doesn’t stop in elementary school, but clearly it’s 

characteristic of this stage.  How would you describe rough and tumble play? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Contact sports which maybe goes more into the rough, clearly at times.  I guess if 

you’re not around boys at this age, you have a hard reference point for it. 

 What do elementary school boys love to do?  Wrestle.  It’s just a lot of social 

wrestle interaction.  You get a group of boys — and girls will engage in it, too.  But you 

get a group of boys in the swimming pool and what’re they gonna do?  Duck each other, 

flip each other down, hold each other under the water, throw ‘em up in the air — you 

know, those kinds of things.  I think what’s important to understand about rough and 

tumble play is that it has nothing to do with acts of aggression, frustration, or anger.  It’s 

just a type of interaction that typically — again, more so — and I’m not saying girls 

don’t, but you see a lot with boys.  You get a couple of boys together and next thing you 

know, they’re wrestling.  They’re kind of throwing each other down on the ground and 

that kind of thing.  But again, it’s not out of an act of aggression. 

 In fact, what we find is that the kids who engage in rough and tumble play 
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actually are learning social skills.  Now, can you think of a social skill that rough and 

tumble play would actually support?  And it really is a very important one.  And I guess if 

you’ve never done rough and tumble play, it’s hard to relate to it.  Can you think of 

actually how that might benefit a child?  Give and take.  What else do you have to be 

able to do in terms of rough and tumble play?  Self-control.  What do you have to self-

control to make sure you don’t hurt someone — because the intent is not to hurt, but 

you come close to the edge.  You’re holding your best friend down in the water, you 

know, and it’s a matter of how long you hold him down in the water before it moves from 

being fun to being dangerous.  But it’s interesting that you can engage in that rather 

competitive, that regular physical activity and do that in a way that still is play and it’s 

not an act of aggression.  Self-control.  Controlling impulses.  So that as you are being 

competitive — and it is an element of competition, particularly between boys — you 

know, who can pin the other one down — and still do that in a way that you maintain 

control and it doesn’t become aggressive. 

 Part of the problem with really aggressive children is that they have difficulty in 

their rough and tumble play monitoring so that it doesn’t escalate into aggressiveness.  

So actually there are a number of social skills that are gained from, you know, rough 

and tumble play. 

 I have to move through some of these rather quickly so we make sure we get 

done.  Boys play more complex games.  Again, we’re seeing an increasing number of 

— and the best way to illustrate complex games is the concept of organized sports.  

Riding a bike is play but it’s not overly complex.  Playing team sports is.  There are 
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goals for every team sport.  There are positions, you know, that someone has to learn.  

There are rules in complex games and there are strategies that are imparted in those 

games.  You know, the kids are all learning those, learning those positions.  Having to 

work together as a team and bringing 9 or 11 players or 5 players together at one time 

and to work together makes it more complex. 

 Girls tend to play less complex games such as but often doesn’t have those other 

elements.  Barbies.  Don’t often have the element of competition in those kinds of 

things.  Can you think of any other games — we’ve got primarily females in here — that 

you played as an elementary school child?  School.  Again, doesn’t tend to be overly, 

for the most part, competitive.  Tends to be more cooperative in nature.  I don’t know if 

it’s the case today, but hopscotch, jumping rope, some of those kinds of things.  And 

again, there are different levels of complexity, but boys do tend to engage — and again, 

that’s changing.  We have an increasing number of females now that are involved in 

organized sports and that would take in those complex games.  But boys tend to play 

more complex games. 

 Boys’ play groups tend to be larger.  Now, some of that again is directly tied in to 

the issue of the organized sports.  Or even sports, be it organized or unorganized.  Go 

sit out on the playground during recess with the elementary school kids and you’ll 

typically see large groups or a group of boys outside playing kickball, football, 

basketball, or some combination.  What’re you more likely to see some of the girls 

doing?  Playing in the dirt together, swinging.  And it’s interesting.  I’ve gone and 

watched numerous times and girls will be actually swinging, but actually they’re not 
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swinging.  They’ll be sitting on the swing, talking.  Or they’ll be over by the climbing 

equipment, you know, and they may climb up to the top.  And then they sit up there and 

talk.  Or they’ll be underneath and talking, you know.  But you’ll tend to see more of the 

conversation.  And whatever activity they’re doing, they tend to be engaged in the 

conversation which tends to be more important.  Boys, again, tend to be out there in 

larger groups. 

 Again, as we’ve said, related kind of to the organized sports or at least sporting 

activities that they’re engaged in.  Or other games.  Doesn’t necessarily have to be a 

sports game.  It could be a card game.  It could be any number of things.  Boys are 

more likely to engage in competitive games whereas girls play more cooperatively.  And 

again, we’ve kind of illustrated that to some extent. 

 Again, along the same lines and again it’s tied into some of the competitiveness, 

boys’ play involves a focus on status.  Can you think of just — what would be the most 

characteristic example of status?  Again, it’s recess time.  We’ve gone outside.  Can 

you think of where status comes into play? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Excellent.  Who’s the team captain.  And then? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Well, not there yet.  You’re exactly right, though.  Who’s gonna be the quarterback.  But 

before we get to that, what order you get picked in.  And it’s interesting that if you’ve got 

a friend but they’re not the best at that sport, who’s likely gonna get picked?  Friendship, 

as important as it is, won’t often overrule the best player when it comes to that game.  
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You may pick ‘em, but where are they likely gonna get picked?  Towards the end.  And 

there’s nothing worse than being the kid and you get to the end, and the conversation 

goes like this: “It’s your pick.”  “No, you take him.”  “No, that’s all right.  We don’t want 

him.  You take him.”  “But the teams won’t be even.”  “That’s okay.”  Clearly status, you 

know, begins to come into play there. 

 Another example of status where you tend to see this more with boys than with 

girls, a game we called “Kill the Guy with the Ball.”  A game that didn’t have a whole lot 

of logic.  You get a group of guys and an unlimited number can play this game.  And so 

you have a ball — doesn’t matter what the ball is.  Often it was done with a football.  

You throw the football up in the air and someone does what?  Catches it.  And then 

what happens?  You run and everyone chases them.  And the notion is to see how long 

you can hang onto the ball before you get killed by the other 20 people chasing you.  

There’s a number of names for the game.  We won’t mention those.  But before you get 

smeared, you then do what?  You throw the ball up in the air and let somebody else 

grab it, and then you chase them. 

 We did a variation.  I grew up on a private lake as a kid and so we played “King 

on the Dock.”  And so same concept.  The only difference is is the concept was to throw  

everybody off the dock into the water, and the last person standing was king, you know.  

And so if you stood for a while, then the concept becomes for all the other 10 to throw 

that one person off.  Status.  Tends to be much more important for males than females, 

and you see that in a lot of different ways. 

 And finally — and I wish we had more time to cover this in more detail, but boys 
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and girls learn different skills through their play activities.  We’ll address it again later 

‘cause we’ll have a little more time.  When we get to young adulthood and we talk about 

marriage, and we talk about marital relationships, we’re gonna talk about how couples 

relate in a marriage and a lot of how they relate is partly a carryover from the skills we 

learned on the playground.  Cooperation versus competition and status.  They get 

carried over into our adult lives in our world of work and in our adult relationships.  

Maybe not consciously and maybe not what we’re aware of, but we’ll illustrate that later 

on, how that does get played out, like I said, even in our marriages.  And we want to 

believe that status, competition, power, control isn’t at play?  We’ll see if maybe it’s not 

at play more than we think so. 

 All right.  That ends middle childhood. 


