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Social Status of Students with Intellectual Disabilities in 
Special Needs Schools: The Role of Students’ Problem 
Behavior and Descriptive Classroom Norms
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and Christoph M. Müller a

aDepartment of Special Education, University of Fribourg, Fribourg, Switzerland; bBehavioural Science 
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ABSTRACT
Introduction: Individual social status among peers (i.e., accep-
tance and rejection) has important implications for students’ 
social and academic development. The present study investi-
gates the role of individual problem behavior and classroom 
norms in the development of acceptance and rejection among 
students with intellectual disabilities (ID) in special needs 
schools.
Methods: School staff reported on problem behavior and social 
status of 1125 students with ID (M = 11.26 years, SD = 3.76; 31% 
female) in special needs schools at the beginning and end of 
a school year.
Results: More individual problem behavior at the beginning of 
the year predicted students’ lower acceptance and greater 
rejection at the end of the year, controlling for earlier problem 
behavior and other variables. The effect of problem behavior 
was independent of the prevailing classroom norms.
Conclusion: Our findings show that behavioral problems pose 
a risk for social exclusion of students with ID among their peers 
in special needs settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Students’ social status in a classroom refers to how socially accepted or 
rejected they are by their surrounding peers. Individual social status has 
important implications for students’ social and academic development. In 
addition to social belonging as a fundamental human need, more accepted 
students have been found to develop more positively regarding their proso-
cial behaviors and academic skills (e.g., Ollendick et al., 1992; Wentzel et al., 
2021). In contrast, rejected students tend to develop more externalizing 
behavioral problems and to have lower academic achievement over time 
(e.g., Andrei et al., 2015; Laird et al., 2001; Sturaro et al., 2011; Véronneau 
et al., 2010).
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Studies among typically developing children and adolescents have shown 
that students’ social status is influenced by their levels of externalizing and 
internalizing behaviors (for an overview, see Cillessen & Mayeux, 2005). 
Students who exhibit more such problems are at greater risk of low acceptance 
and more rejection among their peers (Henricsson & Rydell, 2006; Sturaro 
et al., 2011). Based on social comparison processes between peers, not only 
individual behavior but also the level of problem behavior among the class-
mates can impact the social status of students (e.g., Stormshak et al., 1999). 
Less is known on this topic for students with an intellectual disability (ID; for 
a definition, see, Schalock et al., 2021) but there are several reasons why it is 
important to consider this question for this group. First, ID is associated with 
increased levels of problem behavior (e.g., Emerson et al., 2001; Nicholls et al., 
2019) such as disruptive, antisocial, and self-absorbed behaviors, communica-
tion disturbances, anxiety, and problems in relating socially (Einfeld & Tonge, 
1995). These behaviors could strongly impact on students’ social status. 
Second, in many countries a large proportion of students with ID attend 
special needs schools (e.g., Kultusministerkonferenz, 2018; Smits & 
Schoonheim, 2016), in which classrooms differ from regular classrooms in 
terms of size and student composition. The role of individual and classroom- 
level problem behaviors in the development of social acceptance and rejection 
of students with ID in such specialized settings has not yet been considered. 
More knowledge on this issue may provide a better understanding of the peer 
relationships of students with ID and help prevent the risks associated with 
rejection and promote students’ acceptance by classmates.

Social Status and Its Association with Individual and Contextual Factors

Social status among classmates is typically assessed using peer nominations 
asking students who they like most and who they like least (other methods 
include peer ratings, and self-, parents-, or teacher reports; Cillessen & 
Bukowski, 2018). Derived from peer nominations, individual acceptance and 
rejection can be determined as the within-classroom standardized numbers of 
“liked most” and “liked least” nominations received. Using this procedure, 
Chang (2004) found that typically developing adolescents received about 17% 
of all possible “liked most” nominations (Chang, 2004) and 25.1% of all 
possible “liked least”-nominations (García-Bacete et al., 2019) from their 
classmates in regular classrooms.

The degree to which students are accepted or rejected by their peers partly 
depends on their individual characteristics. For example, sex (e.g., Cillessen 
& Mayeux, 2005; Coie et al., 1982; Vaillancourt & Hymel, 2006), age (e.g., 
Cillessen & Mayeux, 2005; Coie et al., 1990; Pope et al., 1989), and adaptive 
behavior (e.g., Newcomb et al., 1993) can affect students’ peer status. Many 
studies investigating samples of typically developing students also show that 

2 N. SCHOOP-KASTELER ET AL.



the more problem behavior students exhibit (e.g., Erath et al., 2007; 
Newcomb et al., 1993), the more likely they are to be rejected and the less 
likely they are to be accepted among their classmates (e.g., Breeman et al., 
2015; Leflot et al., 2011; Mercer & DeRosier, 2008; Sturaro et al., 2011; for 
overviews see, Asher & McDonald, 2011; Cillessen & Mayeux, 2005). This 
can be explained by students’ needs for companionship, trust in their 
surroundings, autonomy, efficiency, and the need for connection among 
peers (Asher & McDonald, 2011). Relationships with students with high 
levels of problem behaviors may less satisfy these needs so that these youths 
will be less preferred than others.

The person-group-similarity model (Wright et al., 1986) states that class-
room descriptive norms for problem behavior (i.e., the average level of such 
behavior across all students in a class; Cialdini et al., 1990; Veenstra et al., 
2018) impacts on the association between students’ individual problem beha-
vior and acceptance and rejection. Stormshak et al. (1999), for example, 
showed that the negative effect of aggressive behavior on individual social 
status decreased in regular classrooms where aggressive behavior was norma-
tive. When it was nonnormative, aggressive behavior was more likely to be 
associated with a low social status. Following social comparison theory 
(Festinger, 1954), this observation may be explained by the fact that indivi-
duals compare themselves with others to evaluate or enhance aspects of 
themselves (Festinger, 1954; Kindermann & Gest, 2018; Suls et al., 2002; 
Veenstra et al., 2018). If there is a discrepancy between the behaviors of 
members of the same group, individuals will try to reduce this discrepancy 
by changing their own position or by trying to change the position of other 
group members. To date, several studies in regular classrooms have supported 
the person-group-similarity model for the association between individual and 
classroom levels of aggressive behavior (Boivin et al., 1995; Boor-Klip et al., 
2017; Chang, 2004; Jackson et al., 2015; Powers & Bierman, 2013; Rohlf et al., 
2016; Stormshak et al., 1999; but see, Garandeau et al., 2011) and social 
withdrawal (Boivin et al., 1995; Chang, 2004; Stormshak et al., 1999; but see, 
Boor-Klip et al., 2017).

According to the social-skills model, in contrast, the association between 
individual behavior and status is independent of the classroom context. This 
model found support for other types of problem behaviors than those that 
support the person-similarity group model (e.g., inattention, hyperactivity, 
and social withdrawal; Boor-Klip et al., 2017; Stormshak et al., 1999). An 
explanation for this could be, that behaviors such as inattention and hyper-
activity limit social functioning (Solanto et al., 2009), while others (e.g., 
aggressive behaviors) do not necessarily do so (Stormshak et al., 1999). In 
conclusion, while the person-group-similarity and the social-skills model 
make opposing hypotheses, the existing research suggests that both models 
make correct predictions depending on the types of problem behaviors.
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Social Status in Students with ID in Special Needs Schools

The role of problem behavior in peer acceptance and rejection of students 
with ID in special needs schools rarely has been considered. Compared to 
typically developing students, certain aspects are specific to the situation of 
students with ID and their school context. Students with ID often show 
much higher levels of problem behaviors than typically developing indivi-
duals (e.g., Dekker et al., 2002). This has also implications at the contextual 
level, namely that in special needs schools for students with ID the general 
level of problem behaviors among all students is typically higher than in 
regular schools. Nicholls et al. (2019) found that 53% of all participants in 
a study in a special needs school exhibited challenging behaviors. The peer 
context of special needs schools is also characterized by fewer students per 
classroom (typically 5–10) and more adult supervision than in regular 
schools. To date, it is unclear how these factors affect the association 
between individual problem behavior, social status, and classroom descrip-
tive norms.

There is not much known on the predictors of social status among students 
with ID in special needs schools. It has been shown that sociometric structures, 
such as different status groups, also exist among students with ID in special 
needs schools (e.g., Siperstein & Bak, 1989; for a review see Schoop-Kasteler & 
Müller, 2020). Also, a few cross-sectional studies have shown that the social 
status of students with ID in special needs classrooms was associated with their 
behavioral characteristics (MacMillan & Morrison, 1980; Morrison & 
Borthwick, 1983; Morrison et al., 1983; Santich & Kavanagh, 1997). For 
example, MacMillan and Morrison (1980) found that more teacher-observed 
misbehavior of 287 students with ID or learning disabilities was associated 
with less acceptance by peers in special needs classrooms (according to both 
peer ratings and teacher reports). Considering a subsample of this study, 
Morrison et al. (1983) reported that teachers’ perceptions of these students’ 
disruptive behavior predicted how they were seen by their peers, which was in 
turn associated with social status. Similar results were reported in a cross- 
sectional study by Santich and Kavanagh (1997).

To our knowledge, it has not yet been investigated whether deviation from 
descriptive classroom norms for problem behavior affects the social status of 
students with ID in special needs schools. However, with regards to students 
with emotional and behavioral problems without ID attending special needs 
classrooms, DeSwart et al. (2019) reported that more individual problem 
behavior was related to less peer acceptance and more rejection, independent 
of the descriptive classroom norm and in line with the social-skills model. The 
authors explained this finding by the severe social skill impairments that 
students with emotional and behavioral problems often have (Bradley et al., 
2008) that could impede positive peer interactions and lead to rejection 
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regardless of the descriptive classroom norm. Given similar social problems of 
students with ID (Carter, 2018), comparable processes and results could be 
expected for this group.

In conclusion, much is still unknown about the determinants of social status 
of students with ID in special needs schools. Most of the existing studies used 
cross-sectional designs and relatively small sample sizes which makes it diffi-
cult to reach conclusions on the influence of individual and contextual factors 
over time.

The Current Study

This study used a longitudinal research design with two measurement points 
to address two main goals. First, we examined the influence of individual 
problem behavior on social status (acceptance and rejection) of students with 
ID in special needs schools over time. Based on the existing literature, we 
expected that more individual problem behavior of students with ID at the 
beginning of the school year, would be associated with less peer acceptance 
and more rejection at the end of the school year, controlling for individual 
baseline social status (Hypothesis 1). Second, we examined whether the 
descriptive classroom norm for problem behavior moderated the association 
between individual problem behavior and acceptance/rejection over time. 
Based on findings by Stormshak et al. (1999), we hypothesized that the 
association between individual problem behavior and acceptance/rejection as 
expected in Hypothesis 1 would be weaker the higher the mean levels of 
behavior problems in classrooms (Hypothesis 2). We tested our hypotheses 
with an overall score of problem behaviors typically seen in individuals with 
ID, controlling for students’ adaptive behavior, age, sex and descriptive class-
room norms. We further explored the same analyses for each domain of 
behavior problems separately.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

This study was part of the longitudinal research project “KomPeers” (Müller et al., 
2020) in Swiss special needs schools for students with ID. In Switzerland, these 
schools are attended only by students with a clinical diagnosis of ID (few excep-
tions are possible) and a proven entitlement to enhanced measures based on 
a national standardized classification procedure (Erziehungsdirektorenkonferenz, 
2007). Intellectual disability in Switzerland typically is diagnosed according to 
ICD-10 using an IQ below 70 and limited adaptive behaviors as criteria (World 
Health Organization, 2016). Special needs schools often are combined with a care 
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offer in day structures. The study included two measurement occasions with an 
interval of 7 to 9 months within one school year (T1: August/September/ 
October 2018; T2: April/May/June 2019).

For participation, schools had to be specialized in children and adolescents 
with ID and be located in the German-speaking part of Switzerland. For 
economic reasons, larger schools near the location of the University of 
Fribourg were given priority, resulting in not fully representative data for all 
of Switzerland (for details, see Müller et al., 2020). Sixteen special needs 
schools from six cantons (i.e., areas) participated; 11 schools (69%) were 
located in urban areas, 2 (13%) in periurban communities, and 3 (19%) in 
rural communities. At T2, the average number of students per school was 
75.31 (SD = 27.88, range 29–124); average class size was 6.48 students (SD = 
1.46, range 4–15).

Information about students was collected from school staff. In total, 397 
members of the school staff reported on the students they taught in their 
classroom. Staff members were on average 46.26 years old (SD = 12.53); 86.6% 
were female. Average work experience was 16.34 years (SD = 11.74). On 
average, they had been employed at their school for 10.91 years (SD = 9.73). 
At T2, school staff had been working an average of 18.63 months (SD = 13.16) 
with the students they reported on. Of the surveyed staff members, 60.4% were 
teachers,14.7% pedagogical assistants, 4.3% therapists, 5.3% long-term interns, 
and 5.3% had unspecified positions. For 75.6% of the students, the same 
member of the school staff completed the questionnaire at T1 and T2 (for 
10.9% of the students this information was missing).

The student sample included 1,125 children and adolescents (of 1,177 
students in total attending the schools) from 179 classrooms (of 182 class-
rooms in total). Thus, we had data for 95.58% of all students attending the 
participating schools. Data was not available for the remaining students (n = 
52) due to a decision by parents or staff not to participate. At T2 students were 
on average 11.97 years old (SD = 3.75, range 4.83–19.67); 69% were boys and 
31% girls. Socioeconomic status was measured using the International 
Socioeconomic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI, Ganzeboom & Treiman, 
1996). It was determined from the higher status profession of the two parents 
(Konsortium PISA.ch, 2018). The average ISEI in the sample was 41.13 (SD = 
17.00) indicating a below average SES compared to students in German- 
speaking Swiss regular schools where it is 51.7 (Konsortium PISA.ch, 2018).

Measures

Dependent Variable
Social Status. Studies among typically developing students usually use peer 
nominations to assess social status (Marks et al., 2013). Due to their disability, 
a majority of students with ID participating in this study would not have been 
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able to complete such peer reports (due to limited reading/writing abilities, 
difficulties of understanding, response biases etc.; for reviews see, Coons & 
Watson, 2013; Finlay & Lyons, 2001). Because a main goal of this study was to 
assess the social status of all students in each special needs classroom, staff 
members who observed the students on a regular basis in their classroom filled 
out peer nominations from the perspective of each student, from which accep-
tance and rejection scores were derived. We adapted this approach from earlier 
research among typically developing students in regular classrooms (e.g., Harks 
& Hannover, 2017, 2020; Wu et al., 2001). This procedure requires staff to 
reflect on each student’s single peer relationship in class, instead of directly 
reporting an overall acceptance and rejection score using a Likert scale (but see 
our sensitivity analyses in the Results section where a Likert scale-based mea-
sure was used to additionally test for consistency of our results). Rather than 
generally replacing the peer perspective, the staff reported peer nominations 
used are considered an alternative measure to receive information about stu-
dents` acceptance and rejection in settings where their difficulties make it very 
challenging to validly assess their perspective (see also, Schoop-Kasteler & 
Müller, 2021).

For each student in their classroom, staff members were asked to nominate 
the peers from the whole school (a list of all students was provided) who they 
assumed the student would report as liking most (“Who does this student like 
especially in school?”) and liking least (“Who does this student not like so much 
in school?”). For each question, they could nominate as many students as they 
saw fit. To compute scores for social status, we then counted for each student 
the number of nominations they received. Because our focus was on accep-
tance and rejection in the classroom, we counted nominations received from 
classmates, but not from students from other classrooms in the school. 
Acceptance was determined by the number of nominations received from 
classmates for the “liked” item. Rejection was determined by the number of 
nominations received from classmates for the “not liked” item. The number of 
nominations received was divided by the number of nominators to create 
proportion scores (Cillessen & Bukowski, 2018).

Predictors
Individual Problem Behavior. Problem behavior was assessed using the 
German version of the Developmental Behavior Checklist – Teacher Version 
(DBC-T; Einfeld & Tonge, 2002; Einfeld et al., 2007; Gray et al., 2018). The 
DBC-T was developed to assess behavioral and emotional disturbances in 
children and adolescents with intellectual disabilities (Einfeld & Tonge, 
1995) and consists of 94 items structured in six subscales: disruptive/antisocial 
behaviors (e.g., “hits or kicks others”), self-absorbed behaviors (e.g., “hits or 
bites self”), communication disturbance (e.g., “stands too close to others”), 
anxiety (e.g., “fears particular things or situations (e.g., the dark, insects)”), 
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social relating behaviors (e.g., “refers to do things alone, tends to be a loner”) 
and others (e.g., “talks about suicide”). School staff were required to report on 
the occurrence of specific behaviors in the last two months (not true as far as 
you know – 0, somewhat or sometimes true – 1, very true or often true – 2). The 
DBC-T can yield a Total Behavior Problem Score (TBPS), an overall measure 
of behavioral and emotional disturbance calculated by summing the scores of 
all items. In addition, subscale scores can be determined. For the test of our 
hypotheses, we used an overall mean raw score calculated from the means of 
all subscales with higher values indicating more severe problem behaviors. 
Steinhausen and Winkler Metzke (2005) evaluated the German version of the 
DBC. They reported the same factor structure as for the English version and an 
internal consistency of α = .93 for the total scale (in the current dataset α = 
.95). The reference norms of the DBC-T are based on an Australian sample of 
640 4–18 year-olds with ID (IQ < 50). The clinical cutoff-score of TBPS > 30, 
which determines a level of problem behavior in the psychiatric range, was 
determined based on receiver operating characteristics analyses (Einfeld et al., 
2007).

Descriptive Classroom Norms of Problem Behavior. Following earlier studies 
(e.g., Araos et al., 2014), descriptive classroom norms for problem beha-
vior were operationalized as the classroom average of the individual scale 
means for problem behavior on the DBC-T of all students in the 
classroom.

Control Variables
Demographics. Students’ age (in month) and sex were reported by staff 
members.

Adaptive Behavior. Adaptive behavior was assessed using a German ver-
sion of the Adaptive Behavior Assessment System-3 for teachers (ABAS-3; 
Bienstein et al., 2017; Harrison & Oakland, 2015). This instrument is 
based on the US-version of the ABAS-3 which was extensively evaluated 
and standardized with reference to a representative population-based 
sample of 1896 individuals from the USA (Harrison & Oakland, 2015). 
It contains 174 items across nine subscales. The subscales can be sum-
marized to three domain scores (i.e., conceptual, practical, social) and an 
overall score for adaptive behavior (General Adaptive Composite, GAC). 
The internal consistencies for the GAC were, depending on age, between 
α = .97 and α = .99 (Harrison & Oakland, 2015). In the current data set, 
internal consistency was α = .99. As the control variable in our analyses, 
we used the percentile rank of the GAC, indicating adaptive competence 
relative to age.
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Procedure

The current study was approved by the institutional research commission of 
the Department of Special Education of the University of Fribourg. The 
headmasters of the schools that fitted the selection criteria described above 
were contacted by phone, followed by written information about the study and 
a personal meeting with school management. From 20 schools contacted, 16 
decided to participate.

Data collection was completely anonymous, meaning that the researchers 
never had access to names of students, parents, or staff. Before the beginning of 
the study, parents received written information about the study in a letter from 
the school. In this letter anonymity was guaranteed for parents and their child 
and it was pointed out that no medical diagnoses of students would be 
assessed. Parents were informed that participation was voluntary and that 
they could inform their child’s teacher if they would not like to participate (in 
this case staff did not fill out questionnaires on this student). The letter was 
distributed in nine languages and also delivered in a simple language version. 
Research assistants informed school staff in a personal meeting of the study 
goals and provided a detailed introduction to the questionnaire. School staff 
could decide not to participate.

Statistical Analyses

Descriptive statistics included bivariate correlations between the key variables. 
Multilevel models were then run to test our hypotheses (Raudenbush & Bryk, 
2002). Multilevel modeling accounts for nested data, in this case of students in 
classrooms data (Geiser, 2013). In this study, it could be expected that students 
in the same classroom had an increased probability to share common char-
acteristics because they may have been selected in specific ways and exposed to 
common influences. Analyses were conducted using Mplus version 8 (Muthén 
& Muthén, 2017), which accounts for missing values of unbalanced data by 
using a full information maximum likelihood estimation.

Social status, individual problem behavior, adaptive behavior, sex and age 
were Level 1 variables (student level). Descriptive classroom norms of problem 
behavior were Level 2 variables (classroom level). Separate models were set up 
to predict acceptance and rejection. First, an unconditional model was esti-
mated to determine the Level 1 and Level 2 variances and the intraclass 
correlation (ICC) of the dependent variable. Second, we predicted social status 
at T2 by individual problem behavior controlling for social status at T1 
(Model 1). Third, students’ sex, age and adaptive behavior at T1 were added 
as control variables. Classroom descriptive norm was added as a Level 2-con-
trol variable (Model 2) and this model was used to test Hypothesis 1. Finally, 
the cross-level interaction term between descriptive classroom norm of 
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problem behavior and individual problem behavior was added (Model 3). This 
allowed us to test Hypothesis 2 regarding the moderating effect of the descrip-
tive classroom norm on the effect of individual problem behavior on social 
status. After running Model 2 using the total problem behavior score, we 
repeated the same model using the separate domain scores for problem 
behavior to gain additional exploratory insights.

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 1 indicates the descriptive statistics for the main study variables. On 
average, students received between 20.48% (T1, SD = 22.71%) and 24.58% (T2, 
SD = 24.44%) of all possible “liked” nominations in their classrooms and 
between 7.62% (T1, SD = 16.65%) and 9.68% (T2, SD =19.71%) of the possible 
“not liked” nominations. T-tests indicated a significant increase of received 
“liked” nominations (p < .001) and received “not liked” nominations (p < .001) 
over the school year. Cohen’s effect size value (“liked”: d = −.162; “not-liked”: 
d = −.106) suggested small practical relevance of these effects. Across all items 
the mean of the individual problem behavior scores at T1 was 0.38 (SD = 0.25, 
range 0–1.32). In order to make this value easier to interpret, the average Total 
Behavior Problem Score (TBPS) was also calculated for T1. With a sum score 
of 35.21 (SD = 23.38) the mean TBPS was above the clinical cutoff value of 30 
(Einfeld et al., 2007) and thus indicated generally high levels of problem 
behaviors in the sample. About 51.8% of the students were reported to have 
levels of emotional and behavioral problems above the clinical cutoff of the 
DBC-T (Einfeld et al., 2007). The median percentile rank of adaptive behavior 
at T1 was 3 (range 0–91), suggesting overall low levels of adaptive behavior in 

Table 1. Means and standard deviations for all variables as used in the main analyses (n = 1125).
T1 T2

Variable M SD M SD

Level 1 (Student)
Acceptancea 20.48% 22.71% 24.58% 24.44%
Rejectionb 7.62% 16.65% 9.68% 19.17%
Problem behavior .38 .25
Adaptive behavior 7.94 11.46
Age in years 11.26 3.76

Level 2 (Classroom)
Classroom norm of problem  
behavior

.38 .15

aPercentage of possible “liked”-nominations received 
bPercentage of possible “not-liked”-nominations received 
cRaw score (not true as far as you know – 0, somewhat or sometimes true – 1, very true or often true – 2) 
dPercentile Rank
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the study sample (Harrison & Oakland, 2015). For more information on the 
descriptive statistics and cross-sectional associations between problem beha-
vior and adaptive behavior, please see Müller et al. (2020).

Table 2 shows the correlations between the study variables. At each time, 
acceptance correlated negatively with rejection (small Pearson’s r effect sizes). 
Problem behavior at the beginning of the school year was negatively correlated 
with acceptance and positively with rejection at the beginning and the end of 
the school year (small effects). Higher descriptive classroom norms for pro-
blem behavior at T1 were associated with less individual acceptance at T2 and 
more individual rejection at T1 and T2. These correlations were small. 
Adaptive behavior correlated positively with acceptance and negatively with 
rejection (very small to small effect sizes). Acceptance and rejection were not 
associated with students’ age. Male sex was negatively correlated with accep-
tance at T1 and T2 and positively with rejection at T2 (very small effect sizes).

Main Analyses

Tables 3 and 4 present the results of our main analyses predicting acceptance 
and rejection. The ICC in the unconditional model for acceptance at T2 was 
0.309, indicating that 30.9% of the variance in acceptance was due to differ-
ences between classrooms. The ICC for rejection at T2 was 0.063, indicating 
that 6.3% of the variability in rejection was explained by differences between 
classrooms.

Hypothesis 1 stated that more individual problem behavior at T1 would 
predict less acceptance and more rejection at T2. For acceptance, Model 1 
(Table 3) indicated that more individual problem behavior at T1 significantly 
predicted less acceptance at the end of the school year, controlling for accep-
tance at T1. When students’ adaptive behavior, age, sex, and descriptive 
classroom norm (Model 2) were added to the model, this effect remained 
significant. No significant effects of the control variables were found on 
acceptance.

Table 2. Pearson correlations between all variables (uncorrected for classroom-level differences).
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Acceptance T1 –
2. Acceptance T2 .512** –
3. Rejection T1 −.225** −.197** –
4. Rejection T2 −.206** −.248** .517** –
5. Problem behavior T1 −.127** −.210** .235** .235** –
6. Adaptive behavior T1 .085** .064* −.109** −.097** −.395** –
7. Age T1 .028 −.046 .056 .008 −.174** .111** –
8. Male sex −.098** −.091** .056 .079** .118** −.058 −.041 –
9. Classroom norm of problem 

behavior T1
.022 −.101** .088** .091** .619** −.249** −.292** .095** –

* p < .05; ** p < .01.
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For rejection, more problem behavior at the beginning of the school year 
significantly predicted more rejection at T2 (see, Table 4, Model 1), controlling 
for rejection at T1. The effect of problem behavior on rejection remained 
significant when we controlled for students’ adaptive behavior, age, sex, and 
descriptive classroom norm. There was no significant effect of adaptive beha-
vior, age, or descriptive classroom norm on rejection. Boys experienced 
a larger increase in rejection than girls. Together, these results support 
Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 predicted a moderating effect of the descriptive class-
room norm for problem behavior on the effect of individual problem 
behavior on social status. For acceptance, Model 3 (Table 3) showed no 
significant interaction effect between descriptive classroom norms and 
individual problem behavior on T2 acceptance. Thus, the negative asso-
ciation between individual problem behavior and acceptance did not 
depend on the prevailing descriptive classroom norm in special needs 
schools for students with ID. The same was found for rejection. There 
was no significant interaction effect between the classroom descriptive 
norm and individual problem behavior (Model 3, Table 4). In summary, 
these results suggest that Hypothesis 2 must be rejected.

We conducted two types of sensitivity analyses to test the stability of our 
results. Because the influence of peers increases with age among typically devel-
oping students (e.g., Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003) and our sample included 
a wide age range, we first tested whether the effects of classroom norms for 
problem behavior on acceptance and rejection varied with students’ age. There 
were no 3-way-interactions between individual problem behavior, classroom 
descriptive norms, and age on acceptance and rejection (p > .05), indicating that 
classroom descriptive norms had similar effects at different age levels.

Second, we tested the stability of our results when using Likert scale- 
based data (not true – 0, somewhat true – 1, certainly true – 2) from staff 
ratings. In addition to nominations, staff had rated students’ individual 
overall acceptance and rejection. Individual acceptance scores were deter-
mined by calculating the mean item scores of “The student is liked by 
peers” and “The student is appreciated by peers” (αT1 = .822; αT2 = .811). 
The rejection score was based on “The student is rejected by peers” and 
“The student is excluded by peers” (αT1 =.759; αT2 = .779). When we 
repeated our main analyses using these ratings, the directions and sig-
nificance of individual (p < .01) and classroom-level (p > .05) problem 
behavior effects remained the same as when using the nominations. While 
the control variables had no effects on acceptance using the nomination 
method, adaptive behavior had a positive effect on acceptance using the 
rating method (p < .05). For rejection, the control variables no longer had 
a significant effect when the rating method was conducted.
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Further Analyses

Given that the general level of individual problem behavior was associated 
with later social status, we conducted exploratory analyses for the different 
behavioral domains of the DBC-T (Einfeld et al., 2007). We followed the same 
analytical procedure of Model 2 in Tables 3 and 4.

For acceptance, more individual self-absorbed behaviors (B = −9.143, SD = 
2.456, p < .001), communication disturbances (B = −5.570, SD = 1.814, p < 
.01), problems relating socially (B = −5.041, SD = 1.757, p < .01), and 
problem behaviors in the “other” category (B = −11.069, SD = 2.981, p < 
.001) at the beginning of the school year predicted less acceptance at the end 
of the school year. The results further showed that higher mean levels of 
anxiety in the classroom were related to less individual acceptance at T2 (B = 
−11.800, SD = 5.774, p < .05). There were no significant effects for individual 
disruptive/antisocial behaviors and individual problems in the domain of 
anxiety.

For rejection, more individual disruptive/antisocial (B = 11.392, SD = 2.036, 
p < .001), self-absorbed behaviors (B = 8.344, SD = 3.051, p < .01), and other 
problem behaviors (B = 10.572, SD = 2.914, p < .001) at T1 predicted more 
rejection at T2. Students` levels of communication disturbances, anxiety, and 
problems relating socially at T1 did not predict rejection at T2. Boys experi-
enced a greater increase in rejection than girls (p < .05).

As for overall individual problem behavior, the interaction between the 
descriptive classroom norm and each subtype of individual problem behavior 
was not significant.

DISCUSSION

The goal of this study was to examine, from the perspective of staff, the 
association between individual and classroom-level problem behavior and 
social status development in special needs schools for students with ID. We 
found that students’ individual problem behavior at the beginning of a -
school year predicted less individual acceptance and more rejection at the 
end of the school year. Furthermore, individual problem behavior was asso-
ciated with social status regardless of the prevailing descriptive classroom 
norms.

On average, staff members nominated students to be liked by about one- 
fifth to one-fourth of their classmates, which is slightly more than from the 
peers’ perspective as reported in studies with typically developing students 
using the same standardization method of received peer nominations (e.g., 
17% in Chang, 2004). In the present study youths received approximately 10% 
of all possible liked least nominations, which is less than in research using the 
peer perspective among typically developing students (e.g., 25.1% in 
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García-Bacete et al., 2019). When comparing our results to other studies in 
special needs settings with small classrooms, Breeman et al. (2015) found that 
boys with psychiatric disorders received 37% to 44% of possible “liked” 
nominations and between 22% and 28% of the possible “liked least” nomina-
tions in peer assessments. These numbers are higher; however, comparisons 
are generally limited due to potential differences between perspectives from 
peers versus staff and the fact that our results relate specifically to students 
with ID in special needs schools.

On average, students’ acceptance and rejection as perceived by staff members 
increased over the school year. This could be because peer relationships increase 
over the school year and roles in class become more clearly defined. In line with 
our expectation, students with more initial behavioral problems were less 
accepted and more likely to be rejected later on. This is consistent with reports 
from other school contexts where behavioral problems have been shown to be 
a risk factor against students’ social inclusion at school (e.g., Breeman et al., 
2015; DeSwart et al., 2019; Leflot et al., 2011; Mercer & DeRosier, 2008; Sturaro 
et al., 2011). Also, among students with ID, relationships with peers with high 
levels of problem behaviors may less satisfy needs for companionship or auton-
omy, so that students with such characteristics are less accepted or even rejected 
(Asher & McDonald, 2011). Moreover, being a boy increased the risk to be 
rejected, which is in line with findings for typically developing youth (e.g., Coie 
et al., 1982). One explanation could be that boys have been found to have fewer 
social skills than girls (e.g., Bennett et al., 2005, but see, Volling et al., 1993) 
which contributes to them being more rejected. However, this explanation 
would have to be further tested for students with ID.

After having established the general associations between overall problem 
behavior and social status, our exploratory analyses revealed a tendency that 
some domains of problem behavior were associated to acceptance but not to 
rejection and vice versa. While these results should be interpreted cautiously, 
they suggest directions for future research. The pattern of results we found for 
acceptance indicated that students who were more self-absorbed and had 
problems communicating, relating socially, and other problems at the begin-
ning of the school year were less accepted at the end of the year. This is in line 
with findings for typically developing students showing that less sociability is 
associated with less peer acceptance (Newcomb et al., 1993). Interestingly, 
disruptive/antisocial behavior (including aggression) had no significant effect 
on the future acceptance of students with ID. This is in contrast to findings for 
typically developing students, for whom disruptive and aggressive behaviors 
are consistently negatively associated with peer acceptance (Newcomb et al., 
1993). As the scale to assess disruptive/antisocial problems included a broad 
spectrum of behaviors (e.g., delinquency, direct and indirect forms of aggres-
sion), this finding would benefit from more domain-specific analyses in the 
future (see, also, Sijtsema & Lindenberg, 2018).
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Our exploratory analyses further showed a tendency that students who 
showed more disruptive/antisocial and self-absorbed behaviors as well as 
other problem behaviors were at higher risk to be more rejected over the 
school year. These results correspond to studies among typically developing 
students, showing that both aggressive/disruptive and socially withdrawn 
behaviors can result in peer rejection (for reviews, see, Cillessen & Mayeux, 
2005; Hymel et al., 2002). Overall, the differing predictions of acceptance and 
rejection confirm the importance of considering them separately (Coie et al., 
1982; Newcomb et al., 1993).

Besides the effects of individual student characteristics on their staff- 
reported social status development, our results showed that the effect of 
individual problem behavior on acceptance and rejection was indepen-
dent of the prevailing descriptive classroom norms. This is in line with 
the social-skills model, which assumes that individual behaviors affect 
social status independently of the descriptive classroom norm, and is in 
contrast to the person-group-similarity model (Stormshak et al., 1999). 
In line with what was suggested in terms of hyperactive/inattentive 
behavior among typically developing students (Stormshak et al., 1999), 
one explanation for this result may be that many problem behaviors 
predicting status in the present study may be perceived as so disturbing 
by classmates that their effect is independent of peer norms. Another 
explanation for the lack of a moderating effect of descriptive norms 
could be the severe individual social skill problems of students with 
intellectual disabilities (Carter, 2018; Powers & Bierman, 2013; see, also 
Little & Kobak, 2003, for students with serious emotional disturbances 
in special needs classrooms). These may significantly hamper positive 
interactions with peers and may prevent students with ID to adapt to 
their classmates’ expectations. It could also be that due to their limited 
intellectual abilities (Schalock et al., 2021), students with ID sometimes 
may have difficulties perceiving the descriptive norms among their peers 
which in turn would reduce their ability to adapt accordingly (see, also, 
Cialdini et al., 1990). Also, the social difficulties associated with ID 
could contribute to a reduced density of social relationships within 
special needs classrooms. As social norms are more evident in socially 
dense groups (Haynie, 2001), descriptive norms may be less pronounced 
in special needs classrooms which could explain their reduced effect. 
These explanations are speculative. More research is needed to better 
understand which mechanisms underlie our finding that in special 
needs schools for students with ID the social-skills model and not the 
person-group-similarity model is supported.

An implication of our results is that teachers in special needs schools 
for students with ID need to be aware that, also in this setting, students 
differ from each other in their social status. Given the associations 
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between problem behavior and social status seen, teachers may aim to 
prevent individual problem behavior to increase a student’s social inclu-
sion (e.g., Bierman, 2004; Carter, 2018). Another approach could be to 
address students’ low status through classroom-level interventions 
(Audley-Piotrowski et al., 2015; Farmer et al., 2018). Given our finding 
that descriptive classroom norms did not moderate the effects of indi-
vidual problem behavior and also did not have a main effect on status, 
simply aiming to reduce problem behavior at the classroom level in 
order to increase a student’s status appears not to be sufficient. 
However, there are other approaches to foster students’ positive status 
in classrooms. For example, Van Den Berg and Stoltz (2018) showed 
that changes of seating arrangements in the classroom can increase the 
social status of students with externalizing behaviors. In their study, 
students with externalizing problems were better liked by their seat-
mates and showed fewer externalizing problems over time after a new 
arrangement of seatings (i.e., placing students with externalizing beha-
viors next to students with prosocial behavior and higher status). While 
evidence for the success of such interventions is still lacking for stu-
dents with ID, it will be worthwhile to study such interventions also for 
them.

Strengths, Limitations and Future Research Directions

A main strength of this study was that, to our knowledge for the first time, 
a longitudinal research design was used to examine the role of individual and 
classroom problem behavior in social status development of students with ID 
in special needs schools. The large sample size, high participation rate, and use 
of multilevel analyses allowed us to come to reliable conclusions for the 
questions at hand.

This study also had some limitations. Due to the individual difficulties 
related to ID and with the purpose of gathering most complete informa-
tion for all students in special needs schools, we used staff and not 
student reports on social status. Social status reported by school staff 
can be considered as an alternative measure in settings, where students’ 
difficulties make it very challenging to validly assess their perspective. 
The fact that in two different types of staff reports yielded the same main 
results supports the reliability of our findings. However, future research 
should add information from those students with milder forms of ID 
who are able to report peer nominations. Moreover, direct observations 
of the interactions between students would add important information 
on the mechanisms underlying the present findings.
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Furthermore, the interpretation of our results would have benefited from 
the possibility to directly compare our findings with those collected in other 
school settings for students with ID. It will therefore be important to test 
whether the associations found here will hold for other types of special needs 
and inclusive school settings.

Having found evidence for effects of individual problem behavior on accep-
tance and rejection among students with ID, a next step is also to consider the 
role of students’ competences in status development, such as their prosocial 
skills. These capacities may directly contribute to status but could also buffer 
the negative effects of problem behavior. In addition, the impact of classroom 
characteristics on status development may not only be considered in terms of 
descriptive norms, but also with regards to classroom network characteristics 
(e.g., Ahn et al., 2010). Another focus is teachers’ attitudes and their emotional 
“warmth” to students, which have been found to influence the association 
between problem behavior and social status among typically developing stu-
dents (Chang, 2003).

In conclusion, this study showed from the perspective of school staff that 
students with ID and increased levels of problem behaviors are at risk for less 
positive peer relationships in special needs schools. This parallels findings on 
the role of individual problem behavior for social status in typically devel-
oping students in regular classrooms and points to the need to intervene in 
these difficulties to prevent exclusion from peers and the risks associated 
with it.
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