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 My field placement this semester was Sherman Elementary School, which serves students from kindergarten to sixth grade. The school itself is a gray stone building situated not far off the main road. It has a blacktop for the students to run around on and a small patch of grass, but no playground. It seemed to be understaffed, since on multiple occasions when I arrived, the principal was filling the role of secretary, taking phone calls and answering the door. In the 2013-2014 school year, 40% of Sherman students scored proficient or above in mathematics and 21% scored proficient or above on the writing section of the PSSA. On the reading portion of the test, 40% of third graders scored proficient or advanced. I was in Mrs. Nielsen’s third grade class while at Sherman. There are twenty-three students in the class. Mrs. Nielsen is Caucasian, but all of her students are African American and all of the students qualify for free lunch (Field notes 2/20/15). All of my visits took place on Friday afternoons, usually from the end of lunch period till the kids start packing up to leave. The classroom is generally chaotic; there are frequently students getting out of their seats, having side conversations, and messing with each other by stealing their neighbor’s pencil or highlighter or glue stick just for fun. It seems like the students in the class do not always get along well, since twice when I arrived after lunch I was told about a fight taking place among kids in the class and students being suspended.
During my visits to Sherman, I became interested in the varying relationships Mrs. Nielsen had with the students in the class and the varying relationships students had with each other. I was particularly struck by the interactions between one boy in the class, Peter, and Mrs. Nielsen and other students. His relationships with these two distinct parties seemed to be manifest in similar ways. I am interested in the connection between Peter’s relationships with Mrs. Nielsen and his classmates and to how these may influence each other. The parallels that exist between peer and student-teacher relationships is likely due to the influence each exerts on the other.
	Teacher-student interactions have been shown to be important influences in children’s relationships with other students. According to developmental psychologists, “Through these interactions, teachers act as invisible hands in the classroom, influencing children's peer behavior both through the modeling and feedback provided during teacher–student interactions and through the ways in which the teacher uses these interactions to indirectly support and facilitate peer experiences in the classroom” (Luckner and Pianta 257). Specifically, studies have shown that “peers' perceptions of the teacher–student relationship predicted classmates' liking for students above peers' and teachers' evaluations of children's aggression (a strong predictor of peer liking)” (Hughes and Chen 280). The researchers suggest that this may be because “in elementary classrooms the teacher serves as a social referent for children such that classmates make inferences about children's attributes and likeability based, in part, on their observations of teacher–student interactions” (280). Thus, when students see a teacher and student interacting in a positive or negative manner, they interpret the interaction as being reflective of the student’s good or bad character. However, it is difficult to establish a causal relationship from the correlation between peer acceptance and teacher-student relationship because the relationship between peer interactions and teacher-student interactions has been shown to be bidirectional; student-teacher interactions influence peer interactions and peer interactions also have an effect on student-teacher interactions. This is especially applicable to students who have behavioral problems in class. “students whose relationships with teachers are characterized by conflict are more likely to …. experience peer rejection, and to increase externalizing behaviors” (279), but students who already misbehave and have negative peer relationships “are likely to establish conflictual relationships with teachers which in turn may support students' sustained patterns of social and emotional adjustment problems” (Farmer 248). Student-teacher and peer interactions are important factors shaping each other. 
From the beginning of my time at Sherman, It was clear that Peter did not have many positive peer relationships. Peter is a heavyset boy with curly hair whose interactions with Mrs. Nielsen and the other students in the class initially stood out to me because both Mrs. Nielsen and his classmates warned me about him early on in my time visiting the class. It seemed that both had negative interactions with him, and felt strongly enough to tell me about him specifically. The students were the first to tell how they felt about Peter, and their comments referenced his negative interactions with Mrs. Nielsen. My first visit to the school, I arrived just before the lunch period so I sat with the students during lunch and talked to them about themselves and the class. Without any prompting, the group of five or so students I was sitting with began telling me about Peter:
Kids tell me that Peter is “a bad kid”, that “he swears all the time”, and “he hits people”. The students told me Peter “hit Mrs. Nielsen twice and didn’t say sorry”. I suggest that students should be nice to Peter even if he is not nice to them, to which students immediately responded, “Noooooo!” and “No way!” (Field notes 2/20/15).
The students seemed to enjoy telling me about Peter’s misbehavior, and this conversation suggested that Peter was not well liked by his classmates. During my last visit to the class, a couple of students I was talking with told me that Peter stole pencils from Mrs. Nielsen (Field Notes 4/24/15). The students’ comments about him hitting and stealing from Mrs. Nielsen were interesting because neither incident directly affected the other students or necessarily was a reason for them to dislike Peter. Their comments indicate that the negative interactions Peter had with Mrs. Nielsen did influence their opinions of him, since those interactions were used by the students as examples of his character and cited as reasons why they did not want to be nice to him. This is consistent with the finding that students who have conflictual relationships with their teacher are more likely to be rejected by the other students in the class and that student-teacher interactions are used by peers to make character and likeability judgments. What was interesting was that the behaviors the students named as reasons for not wanting to be nice to Peter were also undertaken by others in the class. I observed and was told about students hitting each other, and the boy who told me about Peter stealing admitted that he stole too (Field Notes 2/27/15, 4/24/15). This suggests that the characteristics associated with Peter’s behavior, rather than his behavior itself, is the primary reason the other students dislike Peter.
	Peter’s negative peer relationships were also hinted at by comments made by Mrs. Nielsen during a whole class discussion the same day:
The students are gathered in a circle for a sort of class meeting and Mrs. Nielsen tells the students that they should work on not laughing openly at people when they do something wrong and tells them some strategies for this. Peter asks, “What if they are trying to be funny?” Mrs. Nielsen asks another boy, Christian, to tell the class his strategies for not laughing and repeatedly compliments him… Then Mrs. Nielsen tells Peter he doesn’t have to be funny for people to like him; he just needs to be himself. “Like Ishmael. He’s always just himself, right Ishmael?” (Field Notes 2/20/15)
Mrs. Nielsen’s comment to Peter suggests that he does make an effort to interact positively with his classmates through humor, but that it isn’t well received. These conversations seemed to imply that he does not have many friends and is not well liked by his classmates since he feels he has to work at getting them to like him. 
Although Mrs. Nielsen did not tell me about the same behaviors the students did, she too made a point of directly informing me about Peter early on in my time visiting her class. During my second visit, Mrs. Nielsen motioned me over to her while the students were in a transition period to talk to me about Peter:
After math, Mrs. Nielsen pulls me aside and tells me not to interact with Peter unless I have to. “He’s really dirty. He uses a lot of really sexual language, says things like ‘Suck a dick’. He went to have his eyes tested by the nurse and when he came back he was saying like ‘Oh she wants me.’ Sometimes he touches himself. Just really dirty. I don’t want you to have to deal with that.” (Field notes 2/27/15)
Mrs. Nielsen did not directly reference interactions she had with Peter, but her comments about Peter’s behavior suggested that their relationship involved discipline and some disgust on her part. Her advising me to stay away from him was intended for my benefit, implying that working with him or being around him is potentially unpleasant and off-putting. Like the students’, Mrs. Nielsen’s commentary about Peter included a statement about his character (that he is dirty) supported by examples of his behavior. 
	Peter frequently engages in disruptive behavior that leads to negative interactions with Mrs. Nielsen. He is primarily disruptive because he yells out in class much more than the other students. Other students also frequently talk out of turn or talk over the teacher, but it is usually in the form of side conversations with the people around them. Peter stands out because he will say things to the teacher or no one particular while she is talking or trying to get students to be quiet. When Peter talks when he isn’t supposed to, Mrs. Nielsen will say to him, “Stop talking” or “I don’t want to hear from you”. Sometimes if he keeps going she will say, “Uh-uh. Stop talking. Goodbye” and then return to whatever she was saying. Peter also gets out of his seat more frequently than the other students for what seem to be arbitrary reasons at non-ideal times. For instance, during a transition period before a lesson, he removed the contents of his desk (presumably with the intention of cleaning or organizing it) and was sitting on the floor sorting through it. Upon seeing this Mrs. Nielsen said, “What are you doing? C’mon! Now is not the time! Put it away!” (Field Notes 3/20/15). While Mrs. Nielsen’s interactions with Peter are not necessarily more negative than those with other students, she scolds Peter more frequently than others because he is disruptive more often. By reprimanding Peter for misbehavior, Mrs. Nielsen is indicating to the class that his actions are unacceptable. However, because she is a “social referent” for the children, when Peter is scolded frequently, it the other students may infer that Peter himself, not just his actions, is unacceptable. 
Peter also had negative interactions involving minor disciplinary action with two other teachers who were in the classroom on afternoons when I was at Sherman. When the nutrition teacher, Miss. Rice came, Peter kept calling out while she was teaching, so she sent him to sit at the table in the back with Mrs. Nielsen. During another one of my visits, Mrs. Nielsen was absent and there was a substitute, an older Caucasian woman. I learned from Mrs. Nielsen that this teacher had been with the class in the past when she was absent. The students had been taking PSSA’s that morning and all week and seemed tired and grumpy. The substitute’s interactions with Peter were generally negative while I was there and usually incited by Peter’s refusal to comply with instructions:
Peter was sitting off by himself as per usual and kept talking during the math assignment that the kids were supposed to work on quietly alone, so the sub got fed up and had him stand next to me and told me, “If he talks, tell him not to.” She also asked me in front of Peter and the rest of the class if he is always like this, to which I didn’t know how to respond. (Field Notes 4/17/15)
Observing multiple teachers disciplining or otherwise negatively interacting with Peter indicated that such interactions are not simply from a clashing of personalities between him and Mrs. Nielsen, but rather are a recurring issue that likely affected Peter in earlier years of schooling as well. In early elementary school, students who have conflict with their teachers are more likely to act out, resulting in more conflict with the teacher and perpetuating the cycle (Farmer). Since Peter has conflict with multiple teachers, not just Mrs. Nielsen, it is possible that his misbehavior and negative interactions with various teachers are a result of previous conflictual relationships with teachers.
When Peter interacts with his classmates, the response is varied. On some instances I see him working or playing with another boy, Christian. Christian is the only other student I’ve observed sitting at a single desk off to the side of the room like Peter, although I’ve observed this on fewer instances than Peter sitting alone, which was almost every time I visited. On other occasions, Peter has more negative interactions with other students in the class. For instance, one afternoon he and one of the more outspoken girls in the class, Ashauna, got into a verbal dispute:
Peter was sitting off to the side like he usually does, and Ashauna was sitting a few paces behind him and to the right. They got into some sort of argument and were raising their voices at each other and saying mean things. I was going between the students trying unsuccessfully to calm them down and telling each one to just ignore the other and to stop talking to them. Ultimately [the substitute teacher] came over and yelled at them both and moved Ashauna to a different desk on the other side of the room. (Field Notes 4/17/15)
This heated conversation between Peter and Ashauna was one of the more extreme instances of negative peer interactions I observed between Peter and his classmates, but there were plenty of other times when classmates became frustrated or upset with Peter.
The influence of peer and teacher interactions on each other was shown by Peter’s de jure and de facto separation from the other students. Peter was often sitting apart from the other students, sometimes by Mrs. Nielsen and sometimes by his classmates. The desks in Mrs. Nielsen’s classroom are arranged in groups of various sizes ranging from three desks in a pod to six or seven. In my time at Sherman, I rarely saw Peter seated in one of the groups; more often than not he was at a lone desk in one corner of the room or along one edge. Sometimes his desk faced toward the front of the room, but other days he was facing away from the rest of the classroom, looking at a wall or cabinet (Field Notes 2/20/15, 4/10/15, 4/17/15). When he was not kept apart from the other students by his seat location, he was still separate because the other students tended to avoid him. A couple afternoons when I visited, Mrs. Nielsen had the students work on an art project. During art time, the students were allowed to sit wherever they liked and to talk with their friends. One afternoon when they were making a collage poster I noted, “All the other kids are at table groups with other kids, but Peter is at a table group by himself” (Field notes 2/27/15). That Peter is avoided by his classmates when he is not separated from them by Mrs. Nielsen’s seating arrangement points to the bidirectional nature of peer interactions and teacher-student interactions. I doubt that Peter’s classmates avoid him simply because Mrs. Nielsen usually seats him by himself or that Mrs. Nielsen makes Peter sit apart because the other students don’t want to sit with him. However, his student and teacher mandated separations likely influence each other. By seating Peter away from the other students, Mrs. Nielsen is modeling that excluding or avoiding Peter is acceptable. His seating, mandated by Mrs. Nielsen, also suggest to the students that there are reasons that Peter is kept separate and may be a justification for avoiding him. Conversely, Peter’s relative lack of interaction with the other students or negative interaction with other students may be a contributing factor to Mrs. Nielsen seating him alone. Peter’s physical separation from the rest of the class illustrates the bidirectional effects of peer and teacher interactions.
The effects of peer interactions and relationships on student-teacher relationships and vice versa are difficult to tease out because they affect each other and the effects are long lasting. The parallels between Peter’s relationships and interactions with his classmates and Mrs. Nielsen corroborate developmental psychology research that points to the impact that teacher-student relationships have on peer relationships. 
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