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Abstract
Students’ academic engagement is greatly informed by a classroom’s social climate. However, more research is needed
regarding how specific peer behavior, especially prosocial behavior, come to shape academic engagement. The present study
investigated whether students’ perceptions about their classmates’ prosocial behavior were associated with their academic
engagement (cognitive, behavioral, affective) across the school year. Indirect effects via increases in students’ own prosocial
behavior were examined. Participants were 905 middle school students from rural, low-income communities in the
Midwestern United States (50% girls, 46% boys; Mage= 12.94 years). Students completed self-report surveys in the fall and
spring of the 2022–2023 school year. Results revealed that students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial behavior were
positively associated with students’ own prosocial behavior. Students’ own prosocial behavior was positively associated
with all three dimensions of engagement. The positive indirect effect of classmates’ prosocial behavior on engagement
through students’ own prosocial behavior was significant. The findings highlight the importance of classmates’ behavior on
individuals’ academic engagement and offer insights into classroom-based interventions aimed at improving collective
behavior.
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Introduction

Might young adolescent students be more engaged in class
when they perceive their classmates as prosocial? Much prior
research suggests that peers can influence an individual’s own
behavior during early adolescence (Giletta et al., 2021), when
youth spend substantial time with same-age peers (C. Lam
et al., 2014) and when the opinions of one’s peers carry
significant weight (Brown & Larson, 2009). Whereas peer
research used to primarily focus on the transmission of anti-
social behaviors such as aggression or delinquency, more
recent years have seen greater interest in peer influences of
positive social behavior (Allen & Antonishak, 2008). One
such line of research has found that students’ perceptions of
their classmates’ prosocial behavior can influence their own
prosocial behavior (Wentzel et al., 2007) and another line of
research has found that students who are more prosocial may
be more academically engaged (Brass et al., 2022), but the

two lines of research have not been explicitly connected. The
present study seeks to address this gap by confirming these
prior findings and examining an indirect effect model
whereby students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial
behavior relate to their academic engagement directly, and via
their own prosocial behavior. Specifically, this study investi-
gated how perceptions of classmates’ prosocial behavior at
the beginning of the school year predicted students’ own
cognitive, behavioral, and affective academic engagement at
the end of the school year among rural, low-income middle
school students.

Peers’ Prosocial Behavior Shapes Individual
Prosocial Behavior

In the present study, prosocial behavior was defined as any
voluntary behavior intended to benefit others or promote
harmonious relationships (Eisenberg et al., 2015). Prosocial
behavior is an important indicator of social competence
during early adolescence; when youth are prosocial, they
also tend to be more popular among their peers (Logis et al.,
2013), have high self-esteem (Fu et al., 2017), and exhibit
less physical aggression and delinquent behavior (Padilla-
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Walker et al., 2018). Students’ prosocial behavior in the
classroom might include offering to help a classmate,
cooperating in groups, expressing kindness, and giving
praise and compliments to classmates (Bergin et al., 2003).

When students’ classmates are more prosocial, their own
prosocial behavior may increase. For example, in studies
involving adolescents, classrooms with high rates of pro-
social behavior predicted an increase in individual prosocial
behavior across a single school year (Laninga-Wijnen et al.,
2018) and several years later (Busching & Krahé, 2020).
According to social learning theories, adolescents may
adopt the behavior of their peers through processes like peer
modeling and vicarious reinforcement (Bandura, 1986).
During adolescence, the desire to behave in ways that align
with peer norms is heightened (Brown & Larson, 2009). In
prosocial classrooms, adolescents may learn prosocial
behavior from peer models and conform to prosocial norms
in order to feel a greater sense of belonging, gain acceptance
from peers, and avoid rejection. For example, in one
experimental study, adolescents increased their prosocial
behavior when they were given cues that a peer group of
online spectators approved of the behavior (i.e., gave a
thumbs up). In contrast, when given cues that the spectators
approved of antisocial behavior, the participants decreased
their prosocial behavior (van Hoorn et al., 2016).

Youth’s perceptions of their peers’ behavior influences
their own behavior (Farrell et al., 2017) regardless of
whether their perceptions reflect the actual level of a
behavior. For example, when youth perceive that their
friends engage in high levels of prosocial behavior, they
tend to increase their own prosocial behavior (Barry &
Wentzel, 2006; Farrell et al., 2017). This effect is not lim-
ited to friends. Youth also align their behavior with their
perceptions of the behaviors of peers who are classmates,
even though the peers may not be identified as friends. In
another study, when adolescents perceived that their class-
room peers expected them to be prosocial, they tended to
adopt more prosocial goals, and subsequently increased in
their own prosocial behavior (Wentzel et al., 2007).

Youth’s perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial beha-
vior can have consequences beyond their own prosocial
behavior. In a study of over 5,000 sixth grade students,
Schacter and Juvonen (2018) found that when students per-
ceived that most of their peers at school were prosocial, they
subsequently reported less social anxiety, less loneliness, and
a greater sense of safety at school. In addition, high classroom
levels of prosocial behavior have been found to be related to
fewer instances of antisocial behavior among elementary
students (O’Brennan et al., 2014) and adolescents (Hofmann
& Müller, 2018). The social benefits of being in a classroom
with a high concentration of prosocial peers can be especially
powerful for students from disadvantaged backgrounds
(Hoglund & Leadbeater, 2004). For instance, prosocial

support from peers in the form of acceptance, offering
comfort, and being kind can be an important protective factor
against home adversity (Moses & Villodas, 2017). Further-
more, when youth are in classrooms where prosocial behavior
is positively linked with popularity, they report lower levels
of peer victimization and rejection, greater peer support, more
positive feelings about school, and higher academic perfor-
mance (Dijkstra & Gest, 2015). The present study builds on
this work by examining how students’ perceptions of their
classmates’ prosocial behavior are associated with their aca-
demic engagement.

Prosocial Behavior Predicts Academic Engagement

Students’ classroom academic engagement refers to their
active involvement in classroom learning activities (Fre-
dricks et al., 2004). When students have high engagement in
class, they also tend to have higher academic achievement
(Ladd & Dinella, 2009), greater self-efficacy for learning
(Reeve & Lee, 2014), and are at less risk of dropping out of
school (M.-T. Wang & Fredricks, 2014). Classroom
engagement is multidimensional, having cognitive, beha-
vioral, and affective components (Fredricks et al., 2004; Z.
Wang et al., 2014). Cognitive engagement refers to stu-
dents’ mental effort and use of self-regulated learning
strategies like monitoring and planning. Behavioral
engagement refers to students’ participation, attention, and
time spent doing academic activities. Affective engagement
refers to positive emotions students feel during class such as
interest, enthusiasm, and enjoyment.

Students’ academic engagement tends to decline across
the middle school years (Martin et al., 2015), perhaps
resulting from a mismatch between students’ developmental
needs and the affordances of the middle school environment
(i.e., stage-environment-fit theory; Eccles et al., 1993).
Students’ academic engagement also tends to decline
between the beginning and end of the school year (Brass
et al., 2019) perhaps, in part, reflecting declining interest or
increased burnout (Pekrun et al., 2014). Thus, identifying
both individual behaviors and features of classroom envir-
onments that can facilitate students’ academic engagement
in middle school is of critical importance.

Individual prosocial behavior predicts academic
engagement

Much research has investigated the relations between stu-
dents’ own prosocial behavior and their academic engage-
ment, finding that prosocial students tend to show high
levels of engagement (Wentzel et al., 2004). Several theo-
retical explanations have been put forth to explain this
association. One possible explanation is that prosocial
behavior predicts cognitive self-regulation abilities such as
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executive function, planning, and monitoring, and these
abilities, in turn, are associated with increased academic
engagement (Brass et al., 2022) or that these abilities
underly both prosocial behavior and engagement (Wentzel,
1996). Another explanation is that students who hold pro-
social goals also tend to hold academic goals in the class-
room, and these synergistic goals may motivate greater
effort in class (Bergin, 2020). A third explanation is that
when youth are prosocial, they tend to have higher accep-
tance among their peers (Dijkstra & Gest, 2015) which can
give students confidence and energy to engage in class
(Connell & Wellborn, 1991). The present study builds on
this work, by examining relations between students’ own
prosocial behavior and their cognitive, behavioral, and
affective engagement, as much prior research tends to
include only one or two dimensions of engagement.

Positive classroom climates characterized by prosocial
behavior foster academic engagement

The present study is the first to examine how students’ aca-
demic engagement is shaped by perceptions of their peers’
prosocial behavior. However, there is a large body of related
research suggesting that positive classroom climate, emo-
tional support, and relatedness can foster students’ engage-
ment (A. Ryan et al., 2019). Conceptualizations of classroom
emotional support, classroom climate, and relatedness typi-
cally include prosocial behavior to some degree (Thapa et al.,
2013). For example, prosocial behavior such as helping,
offering comfort to a peer in distress, and sharing supplies
when needed are described as common ways peers can
convey support (Wentzel et al., 2017) and fulfill an indivi-
dual’s needs for relatedness in the classroom (Hoglund &
Leadbeater, 2004). Yet, classroom relatedness and emotional
support often include constructs beyond prosocial behavior
such as empathy, friendship, or social status. The present
study contributes to the literature by specifically focusing on
the effect of classmates’ prosocial behavior on students’
engagement. Such precision can provide conceptual clarity
and can inform potential interventions.

The larger literature of relatedness, emotional support, and
classroom climate can inform why classmates’ prosocial
behavior might foster individual’s classroom academic
engagement. Relatedness (i.e., that individuals feel cared for),
along with a sense of autonomy (i.e., having control and
choice), and competence (i.e., feeling capable and effective)
are innate needs that, when fulfilled, promote optimal moti-
vation according to self-determination theory (R. Ryan &
Deci, 2017). Research has robustly shown the positive effects
of relatedness among peers (Skinner et al., 2022) and a
supportive classroom climate (M.-T. Wang et al., 2020) on all
facets of students’ academic engagement. In contrast, when
relatedness is low or absent in the classroom, individuals tend

to disengage from classroom activities (Ladd et al., 2008),
and often have lower academic achievement (Bellmore,
2011). Research has found both direct (Mikami et al., 2017)
and indirect relations between classroom relatedness and
students’ academic engagement. Regarding indirect relations,
prior research has found that classroom relatedness can foster
a greater sense of academic self-efficacy (Wentzel et al.,
2017) or responsible goal pursuit (Wentzel et al., 2018),
which in turn can promote engagement. Thus, the present
study examined both direct and indirect effects of peers’
prosocial behavior on students’ academic engagement.

Role of Gender in Prosocial Behavior and Academic
Engagement

Prior research finds that girls typically demonstrate higher
levels of behavioral, cognitive, and affective engagement
(Estell & Perdue, 2013). During early adolescence, girls
tend to have stronger self-discipline to stay on task and
regulate their attention compared to boys (Duckworth et al.,
2015), perhaps giving girls an advantage in self-reports of
engagement. Girls also tend to report more prosocial
behavior in school settings among peers (Van der Graaff
et al., 2018), perhaps reflecting differences in gender role
socialization (Eagly, 2009). However, girls and boys tend to
have similar patterns of associations between prosocial
behavior (Dirks et al., 2018) or social support (S. Lam et al.,
2012) and academic adjustment. Taken together, the related
literature on gender differences and similarities suggested
the need to explore gender in the present analyses.

Current Study

Whereas it is well-known that a positive peer climate can
promote students’ academic engagement, less is known about
how perceptions of specific peer behavior, such as prosocial
behavior, can affect multiple dimensions of individuals’
engagement. The present study had three aims. First, to
examine whether students’ perceptions of their classmates’
prosocial behavior at the beginning of the school year were
associated with their own academic engagement (i.e., cog-
nitive, behavioral, and affective) at the end of the school year.
It was hypothesized that when students’ perceived their
classmates to be more prosocial, they would report higher
engagement, in line with self-determination theory. Second,
to examine whether the relation between perceptions of
classmates’ prosocial behavior and students’ own academic
engagement was indirectly associated through students’ own
prosocial behavior. It was hypothesized that positive indirect
effects via students’ own prosocial behavior would emerge,
in line with social learning theory. Lastly, gender differences
were explored.
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Methods

Participants

Participants were 905 middle school students across 50
classrooms in mostly rural, low-income school districts in
the Midwestern United States. This sample was about
evenly split by gender (50% boys, 46% girls, 4% preferred
not to answer) and mostly identified as White (74% White,
7% Black or African-American, 3% Asian, 1% Native
American or Alaskan Native, 7% selected two or more
racial groups, 2% selected “other,” 7% preferred not to
answer) and non-Hispanic (93% non-Hispanic, 7% His-
panic). Students were in either sixth grade (41%), seventh
grade (24%), or eighth grade (35%).

Students were invited to participate in this study through
their teachers (N= 16) who were participating in a year-
long pilot intervention program intended to build middle
school teachers’ capacity to promote their students’ proso-
cial behavior and a positive classroom climate. Students
completed surveys about their experiences in a class with
their teacher. The present study is not an evaluation of the
teachers’ intervention.

Procedure

At the beginning of the 2022–2023 school year (~Septem-
ber), the research team gave participating teachers infor-
mation about the project and consent forms to be delivered
to their students’ families. Students who had consent from
their parent or legal guardian (>95%) completed surveys in
the fall (October 2022) and spring (May 2023), which are
referred to as Time 1 and Time 2, respectively, from this
point forward. Students completed surveys online via
Qualtrics during quiet, independent, class time. Before
beginning the surveys, students were asked to provide their
assent. Teachers were provided with a script to remind
students that their answers would be kept confidential, the
survey was not a test with right or wrong answers, and that
their participation was voluntary. Most students took
approximately 15–20 min to complete the surveys. All data
collection procedures were approved by the Institutional
Review Board at The University of Missouri.

Measures

All survey measures were self-reported by students. All items
were assessed using a 5-point scale (1= never, 5= everyday).

Perceptions of classmates’ prosocial behavior

At Time 1, participants completed the 10-item Prosocial
Behavior Scale (PBS; Bergin et al., 2011) while thinking

about their classmates’ prosocial behavior. All items fol-
lowed the stem, “In this class, my classmates…” Example
items included, “Comfort others in distress (like console
and listen to others who feel down, help get others’ mind off
bad things, express sympathy, asks “Are you okay?”),” and
“Help others with school work (like explain things without
cheating and give others tips).” This measure was reliable in
the current sample at Time 1 (α= 0.93).

Perceptions of students’ own prosocial behavior

At both Times 1 and 2, the PBS (Bergin et al., 2011) was
used to measure students’ own prosocial behavior. Items
were identical to the aforementioned classmate version with
the exception of the lead-in stem, which read, “In this class,
I…” This measure was reliable in the current sample at
Time 1 (α= 0.92) and Time 2 (α= 0.93).

Academic engagement (cognitive, behavioral, affective)

To assess participants’ academic engagement, they com-
pleted the cognitive, behavioral, and affective engagement
subscales of the Classroom Engagement Inventory (CEI; Z.
Wang et al., 2014) at Times 1 and 2. The cognitive
engagement subscale consisted of eight items (e.g., “If I
make a mistake, I try to figure out where I went wrong,” “I
ask myself some questions as I go along to make sure the
work makes sense to me”). The behavioral engagement
subscale consisted of five items (e.g., “I actively participate
in class discussions,” “I work with other students, and we
learn from each other”). The affective engagement subscale
consisted of five items (e.g., “In this class, I feel excited,”
“In this class, I feel interested”). At both Times 1 and 2,
acceptable scale reliability was observed for cognitive
engagement (Time 1 α= 0.81, Time 2 α= 0.82), behavioral
engagement (Time 1 α= 0.78, Time 2 α= 0.82), and
affective engagement (Time 1 α= 0.90, Time 2 α= 0.94).

Analysis Plan

All analyses were conducted using Mplus v. 8.4 software
(Muthen & Muthen, 2017). First, descriptive statistics and
bivariate correlations between all study variables were cal-
culated. Gender differences were tested with t-tests with
Cohen’s d for effect size. Second, a single group path
analysis was conducted to assess the direct and indirect
effects of students’ perceptions of their classmates’ proso-
cial behavior at Time 1 on their cognitive, affective and
behavioral engagement at Time 2 through their own pro-
social behavior (Time 2). Time 1 levels of engagement and
students’ own prosocial behavior were accounted for.
Analyses used a robust estimator (MLR) to handle the non-
normal distribution of the data. Cluster-robust standard

Journal of Youth and Adolescence



errors were estimated to account for students being nested in
classrooms with the TYPE=COMPLEX function
in Mplus.

Indicators for model fit included the chi-square test,
Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), comparative fit index (CFI),
root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). A non-
significant chi-square, values of 0.95 or above for CFI and
TLI (Hu & Bentler, 1999), and less than 0.05 for RMSEA
and SRMR (Little, 2013) indicate good model fit. However,
since the chi-square statistic can be sensitive to sample size
(Cheung & Rensvold, 2002), greater emphasis was placed
on the other fit indices.

Finally, a multiple group analysis was used to determine
whether the proposed model varied between boys and girls.
Two separate, yet identical, models for boys and girls were
specified. Corresponding parameters across the two models
were constrained to be equal. Due to the non-normal dis-
tribution among some variables, a Satorra-Bentler scaled
(Satorra & Bentler, 2001) chi-square was used to determine
whether each set of constraints significantly decreased
model fit. Model constraints were retained if they did not
significantly decrease model fit. Model constraints were
removed if the model fit decreased and these parameters
were allowed to vary freely between boys and girls.

Missing Data

At Time 1, 818 students completed surveys with 608 stu-
dents taking surveys again at Time 2, yielding a 74%
retention rate. At Time 2, 87 new students joined the
sample, bringing the total sample to 905 unique individuals.
Reasons for missingness included high mobility rates (in
and out of the district) and some students took a semester-
long class with their teacher and thus were only eligible to
take the survey in the fall. This retention rate is similar to

other studies with students from districts that primarily
serve students from low-income backgrounds with high
mobility (Rastogi & Juvonen, 2019). Full information
maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) was used to avoid
listwise deletion of participants with missing data (Cham
et al., 2017).

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations

Table 1 presents bivariate correlations, means, and standard
deviations between Time 1 (fall) and Time 2 (spring) levels
of cognitive, behavioral, and affective engagement, stu-
dents’ own prosocial behavior, as well as Time 1 levels of
students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial beha-
vior. All study variables were positively correlated with
relations ranging from moderate (r= 0.23) to strong
(r= 0.65).

Independent samples t-tests revealed two statistically
significant differences between boys and girls. Compared
to boys, girls reported lower levels of behavioral
engagement at Time 1(t(771)= 2.40, p= 0.016,
d= 0.17), and higher levels of their own prosocial beha-
vior at Time 1(t(720)=−2.18, p= 0.029, d= 0.16).
Means were similar for boys and girls for cognitive
engagement at Time 1 (t(773)=−1.66, p= 0.10,
d= 0.12) and Time 2 (t(660)=−0.93, p= 0.35,
d= 0.07), affective engagement at Time 1
(t(776)=−0.003, p= 0.99) and Time 2 (t(659)= 0.18,
p= 0.86, d= 0.01), behavioral engagement at Time 2
(t(653)= 1.75, p= 0.08, d= 0.14), students’ own proso-
cial behavior at Time 2 (t(618)=−1.88, p= 0.06,
d= 0.15), and reports of classmates’ prosocial behavior at
Time 1 (t(737)= 0.81, p= 0.42, d= 0.06).

Table 1 Descriptive statistics
and correlations matrix for key
study variables

Variables [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8] M SD Skewness

Time 1 (Fall)

1. Classmates’ prosocial behavior – 3.70 0.92 −0.65

2. Self prosocial behavior 0.65 – 3.93 0.86 −0.81

3. Cognitive engagement 0.34 0.43 – 3.87 0.78 −0.81

4. Affective engagement 0.46 0.51 0.43 – 3.70 1.08 −0.68

5. Behavioral engagement 0.47 0.49 0.60 0.56 – 3.81 0.88 −0.66

Time 2 (Spring)

6. Self prosocial behavior 0.41 0.51 0.34 0.36 0.36 – 3.88 0.90 −0.77

7. Cognitive engagement 0.23 0.27 0.46 0.36 0.42 0.51 – 3.93 0.77 −0.94

8. Affective engagement 0.30 0.29 0.27 0.62 0.40 0.46 0.51 – 3.63 1.20 −0.66

9. Behavioral engagement 0.33 0.34 0.35 0.46 0.53 0.54 0.62 0.61 3.84 0.90 −0.79

Note. All correlations were significant at p < 0.001
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Direct and Indirect Effects Between Students’
Perceptions of their Classmates’ Prosocial Behavior
and Academic Engagement

A single-group path model was estimated and most of the fit
indices indicated acceptable model fit, [χ2(12)= 55.03,
p > 0.05; RMSEA= 0.06, 90% CI [0.05, 0.08]; CFI= 0.96;
TLI= 0.93; SRMR= 0.06]. Figure 1 displays a repre-
sentation of this model with the standardized coefficients
reported. As hypothesized, students’ perceptions of their
classmates’ prosocial behavior at Time 1 were associated
with perceptions of students’ own prosocial behavior at
Time 2 (β= 0.14, SE = 0.04). Students’ own prosocial
behavior at Time 2 was associated with greater cognitive
(β= 0.43, SE = 0.05), behavioral (β= 0.43, SE = 0.04),
and affective engagement (β= 0.30, SE = 0.05) at Time 2.
Students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial beha-
vior at Time 1 were not directly associated with their cog-
nitive (β=−0.05, SE = 0.05), behavioral (β= 0.02, SE =
0.05), or affective engagement (β= 0.002, SE = 0.05) at
Time 2. Students’ own prosocial behavior (β= 0.44, SE =
0.04), as well as their cognitive (β= 0.35, SE = 0.04),
behavioral (β= 0.34, SE = 0.04), and affective engagement
(β= 0.48, SE = 0.05) were moderately stable from Time 1
to Time 2.

Despite non-significant direct effects (Hayes, 2017),
indirect effects between students’ perceptions of their

classmates’ prosocial behavior and their engagement via
students’ own prosocial behavior were examined. In line
with hypotheses, indirect effects via students’ own prosocial
behavior were statistically significant for associations
between students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial
behavior and their Time 2 cognitive engagement (β= 0.06,
SE = 0.02), affective engagement (β= 0.04, SE = 0.01),
and behavioral engagement (β= 0.06, SE = 0.02). Alto-
gether, these findings indicate that students’ views of
classmates’ prosocial behavior in the fall are indirectly
associated with their classroom engagement in the spring
via students’ own prosocial behavior in the spring.

Multigroup Models by Gender

Model fit was adequate for the model with all paths con-
strained to be equal between boys and girls,
[χ2(48)= 111.85, p > 0.05; RMSEA= 0.06, 90% CI [0.04,
0.07]; CFI= 0.94; TLI= 0.94; SRMR= 0.08], and for the
unconstrained model in which all paths were allowed to
freely vary, [χ2(24)= 76.62, p < 0.05; RMSEA= 0.07, 95%
CI [0.05, 0.09]; CFI= 0.95; TLI= 0.90; SRMR= 0.06].
The Satorra-Bentler scaled chi-square tests revealed mar-
ginally, statistically significant differences in model fit
between the unconstrained model and the fully constrained
model, [χ2diff(24)= 36.17, p= 0.053]. This suggests that
these associations were mostly similar for boys and girls.

Fig. 1 Standardized, direct relations between classmates’ prosocial
behavior, self-prosocial behavior, and cognitive, affective, and beha-
vioral classroom engagement. T1 refers to Time 1 (fall) and T2 refers
to Time 2 (spring). Significant coefficients/paths are reported in black
and non-significant coefficients/paths are reported in gray. Cluster

robust standard errors were used to account for students being nested
in classrooms. Exogenous variable correlation values and endogenous
error correlation values are not depicted for parsimony. *p < 0.05,
**p < 0.01
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However, since this analysis trended toward significance, a
multigroup model was examined. These results can be
found in Supplemental Fig. 1. Analyses revealed two paths
that yielded weaker model fit when constrained to be equal
among boys and girls. The coefficient of the autoregressive
path from Time 1 behavioral engagement to Time 2 was
stronger among girls (β= 0.38, SE = 0.04) than boys
(β= 0.27, SE = 0.06), and the correlation between stu-
dents’ report of their own prosocial behavior and
their classmates’ prosocial behavior at Time 1 was
stronger among boys (β= 0.73, SE = 0.04) than girls
(β= 0.58, SE = 0.04). Altogether, the main analyses sug-
gest that perceptions of students’ classmates’ prosocial
behavior indirectly predicted their academic engagement
via improvements in their own prosocial behavior for both
boys and girls.

Discussion

Students’ perceptions of their peers’ behavior can influence
their own behavior during early adolescence, for better or
worse (Farrell et al., 2017). Academic engagement is an
important marker of educational success (M.-T. Wang &
Fredricks, 2014) that is malleable to peer influence (A.
Ryan et al., 2019). Although prior research has documented
the positive association between a supportive peer climate
and student engagement (M.-T. Wang et al., 2020), less is
known about how specific peer behavior come to shape
dimensions of engagement over time. The present study
examined how middle school students’ perceptions of their
classmates’ prosocial behavior at the beginning of the
school year were associated with their own cognitive,
behavioral, and affective engagement in the classroom at
the end of the school year. Findings revealed significant,
positive indirect effects between students’ views of their
classmates’ prosocial behavior and their engagement via
their own prosocial behavior.

Associations between Classmates’ Prosocial
Behavior, Students’ Own Prosocial Behavior, and
Academic Engagement

There are three major findings of this study. First, students’
perception of their classmates’ prosocial behavior at the
beginning of the school year was positively associated with
reports of their own prosocial behavior in the spring. This
provides support for a “positive contagion” effect (Giletta
et al., 2021); that is, students’ observations of more frequent
prosocial behavior among peers corresponded with their
own greater frequency of prosocial behavior (Busching &
Krahé, 2020). This finding also supports Social Learning
Theory (Bandura, 1986), which posits that individuals learn

social behaviors by observing and emulating the actions of
others. This process is particularly salient during adoles-
cence, as middle-schoolers are strongly motivated by their
desire for social acceptance (LaFontana & Cillessen, 2010).
This supports prior research suggesting that individual
students become more prosocial when immersed in proso-
cial classrooms, and suggests that prosocial behavior may
be malleable (Bergin, 2018).

Second, students’ own prosocial behavior was positively
associated with their cognitive, behavioral, and affective
engagement in the spring. This supports prior research
suggesting that prosocial students tend to have greater
academic engagement in the classroom (e.g., Wentzel et al.,
2004). The present study contributed to the literature in that
three distinct, but related facets of engagement were mea-
sured, whereas prior work tends to focus on one or two
facets. Students’ behavioral, cognitive, and affective
engagement together represent a more complete picture of
students’ active involvement in class (Fredricks et al.,
2004). Independently, each dimension of engagement is
linked with important outcomes like greater achievement
and lower delinquency (M.-T. Wang & Fredricks, 2014).

It is encouraging that the present study found prosocial
behavior to be positively associated with each of these three
important dimensions of engagement. Cognitive engage-
ment may be supported by prosocial students tending to
hold synergistic academic and prosocial goals (Bergin,
2020), having strong metacognitive skills such as planning
and goal-setting, having the capacity to effectively self-
regulate their emotions, and displaying conscientious per-
sonality traits (Memmott-Elison et al., 2020). Behavioral
engagement and sustained attention during class may be
supported by prosocial students cooperating, working well
in groups, and being respectful of the classroom academic
environment (El Mallah, 2020; Wentzel, 1996). Finally,
affective engagement may be supported by prosocial stu-
dents experiencing greater peer acceptance and relatedness
(Wentzel & Caldwell, 1997) and the positive emotions
associated with helping and cooperating (Tashjian et al.,
2021). Happy, excited students are likely to learn more
(Bergin, 2018) and work productively on classroom tasks
(Valiente et al., 2010) which fosters enthusiasm and
enjoyment of learning.

Third, students’ perceptions of their classmates’ proso-
cial behavior were indirectly related to students’ academic
engagement by way of students’ own prosocial behavior.
While students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial
behavior in the fall were concurrently related to classroom
engagement, they were not directly related to their reports
of classroom engagement in the spring. Much prior research
finds that positive classroom climates facilitate students’
ability to engage with their schoolwork (M.-T. Wang et al.,
2020). Students’ perceptions of their classmates’ prosocial
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behaviors—such as their willingness to help others, express
care for one another, and ensure everyone feels included –

contribute to a positive classroom climate (Thapa et al.,
2013). Thus, it is surprising that students’ perceptions of
their classmates’ prosocial behavior did not directly predict
their classroom academic engagement. It may be that the
direct effects were not strong enough to extend across the
school year. For instance, the behavior of one’s friends or
high-status individuals may be more directly influential on
students’ behavior into the spring (Logis et al., 2013) than
the behavior of classmates in general. Additional research
that includes multiple indicators of classroom climate
simultaneously is needed to ascertain which aspects are the
most influential on students’ classroom engagement
longitudinally.

Similar Patterns for Boys and Girls

Unlike much prior research (Estell & Perdue, 2013), the
present findings did not reveal robust gender differences in
academic engagement. In the fall and spring, girls and boys
reported similar levels of cognitive and affective engage-
ment, but surprisingly, boys reported greater behavioral
engagement than girls in the fall. There exists a small body
of work which has also found that girls and boys can have
similar levels of engagement (King, 2016), perhaps
reflecting that in some classrooms, especially those char-
acterized by high social support (S. Lam et al., 2012),
gender differences tend to dissipate. Lending credence to
this idea, the mean of students’ reports of their classmates’
prosocial behavior in the fall (an important indicator of
classroom social support), was high on average (M= 3.70
out of 5) and skewed negatively, suggesting that many
students perceived high levels of support in their classroom.
This may have facilitated classroom environments less
prone to gender differences, though more research is needed
to examine this phenomenon empirically.

As expected, girls reported higher levels of their own
prosocial behavior in the fall, which aligns with prior
research (e.g., Van der Graaff et al., 2018). Yet, boys and
girls perceived similar levels of prosocial behavior among
their classmates. Peer reports are not subject to social
desirability bias like self-reports of prosocial behavior (El
Mallah, 2020), so it is possible that peer reports represent a
shared view of the classroom that is less prone to bias. Boys
tend to report less prosocial behavior being directed toward
them compared to girls (e.g., they receive less emotional
support from peers; Estell & Perdue, 2013). However, the
measure of classmates’ prosocial behavior used in the pre-
sent study asked students to report on the prosocial beha-
viors they observed in general (i.e., My classmates comfort
others in distress), rather than prosocial behavior directed
towards them personally (i.e., My classmates comfort me

when I am in distress). Additional empirical work is needed
to examine these nuances in prosocial measurement.

Moreover, in the present study, relations between per-
ceptions of classmates’ prosocial behavior, individual pro-
social behavior, and engagement were mostly similar for
boys and girls. These results align with the previous lit-
erature, suggesting that girls and boys tend to have similar
patterns of associations between prosocial behavior (Dirks
et al., 2018) or social support (S. Lam et al., 2012) and
adjustment outcomes, despite mean level differences. Fur-
ther research is needed to explore which contexts allow
boys and girls to reap similar benefits from being in a
prosocial classroom.

Study Limitations

Although the present study has the advantage of measure-
ment at two time points, all measures are based on student
self-report. The data may be subject to shared method
variance that inflates the relationship between variables. In
addition, the data do not allow us to rule out a “rose-colored
glasses” effect (Nelson & Crick, 1999). That is, students
who are more prosocial tend to perceive classmates as more
prosocial and themselves as more engaged. Furthermore,
both engagement and prosocial behavior are socially
desirable. Self-reports of prosocial behavior tend to be
higher compared to teacher report or observation (El Mal-
lah, 2020). The participating middle school students may
have presented themselves in a more socially acceptable or
favorable light rather than reporting their true thoughts,
behaviors, or attitudes. In future work, the data limitations
could be mitigated by using teacher or independent observer
ratings.

A second limitation concerns an inability to test for
longitudinal mediation since this study used data from only
two timepoints. In order to test the explanatory role of
students’ own prosocial behavior, future work should col-
lect an additional timepoint of data in the middle of the
school year. Such an analysis would allow for more robust
conclusions about the directionality of the associations
between prosocial behavior and engagement across the
school year.

A third limitation concerns the generalizability of the
present findings. The current sample was mostly White
students from low-income, rural backgrounds. The patterns
observed in this study may not apply to other samples or a
broader population, as prosocial behavior may be influenced
by cultural, demographic, and contextual factors (Carlo &
Padilla-Walker, 2020). To enhance the external validity of
findings, future research could include more diverse and
representative samples, spanning various ethnic, socio-
economic, and geographic groups.
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A fourth limitation is that the present measurement of
prosocial behavior did not differentiate by the target of
prosocial behavior (e.g., friend vs. less familiar peer) or type
of prosocial behavior (e.g., offering emotional support vs.
instrumental support). Prior research suggests that these
dimensions may have unique implications for student out-
comes at school (Padilla-Walker & Carlo, 2014). For
instance, some work suggests that offering instrumental
help to a friend may have positive consequences for ado-
lescents’ affect, but offering instrumental help to other
peers, such as roommates, may not offer the same benefit
(Armstrong‐Carter et al., 2020). Future research should
explore how different types and targets of prosocial beha-
vior affect students’ academic engagement.

Study Implications

The present study suggests teachers should be supported
in using strategies that promote their students’ prosocial
behavior. Being immersed within a classroom alongside
prosocial classmates not only elicits students’ greater
academic motivation, but also leads to increased social
support, both of which are key to supporting individual
students’ learning (Wentzel et al., 2017). By nurturing
prosocial behaviors, students can develop the skills and
attitudes that contribute to their academic success while
simultaneously fostering a more collaborative learning
community.

The present study also suggests the importance of
group-level behavior when considering the target of inter-
ventions. The findings underscore the dynamic between
personal prosocial behavior and the perceived collective
prosocial behavior within the classroom. While individual
behavior is a key determinant of academic engagement, the
influence of group dynamics within the classroom is also
an important component of classroom climate and students’
prosocial behavior. Being around prosocial peers can sup-
port and even promote individual student’s prosocial
behavior and engagement. Thus, in addition to fostering
individual prosocial actions, behavioral interventions might
also consider addressing the collective level of classroom
prosocial behavior. One approach may be to provide stu-
dents with opportunities to collaboratively work together to
cultivate and reinforce prosocial behaviors (Van Ryzin &
Roseth, 2018). This, in turn, encourages the kind of moti-
vation and critical thinking that can increase academic
engagement. Another approach is for teachers to inten-
tionally, publicly praise students’ behaving prosocially
(e.g, “Thank you for being so helpful to your neighbor,” or
“I appreciate that you shared your supplies”). Praise is a
powerful tool teachers can use for vicarious reinforcement
(Bandura, 1986) to influence behavior of students beyond
the target student.

Conclusion

Classrooms are inherently social places. Understanding how
social relations affect students’ behavior in school could
support cultivation of a learning environment where all
students can thrive. This study highlights the connection
between students’ prosocial behavior and academic
engagement. In particular, when students collectively
engage in prosocial behavior—such as sharing, helping,
supporting, and encouraging each other—they are not only
strengthening classroom relationships and climate, but they
are also promoting each other’s prosocial behavior and
academic engagement.
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