
36 Unit 1: Personal Development

functioning may be the reason for such difficulties and that particular children may be more 
likely to experience these difficulties allows educators the opportunity to provide the support 
necessary to assist these children during family transitions. Children and adolescents who have 
a supportive adult relationship outside the family—such as a strong relationship with a partic-
ular teacher—are less likely to experience difficulties (Dornbusch et al., 1985; Hetherington, 
1993). On the other hand, teachers also may unwittingly form negative expectations about 
students based on their individual characteristics and family circumstances. This could lead 
to a self-fulfilling prophecy—an unfounded expectation that becomes true simply because 
it was expected. For example, a teacher who is aware of the relationship between divorce and 
achievement may expect less of children of divorce, which can lead to behaviors that cause the 
student to achieve less in school.

Teachers in today’s classrooms encounter children from various family structures. 
Knowledge about family functioning and structure provides teachers with a context for under-
standing why some children may experience difficulties in the school setting. However, family 
background should not be used as a rationale to lower expectations for some students. Instead, 
it can provide information about who is most likely to need additional support and assistance 
within the microsystem of the school.

PEER CONTEXT

➌	 Describe how aspects of the peer context interact with the school system.

After families, peers are considered the second most important microsystem influencing devel-
opment. Let’s examine the development of friendships and peer groups among children and ado-
lescents, as well as how peer status can interact with the educational experience (mesosystem).

Friendships and Peer Groups
Friendships are important because having friends during childhood and adolescence is related 
to several positive outcomes. For example, children with close friendships tend to have more 

Friendship Development. 
Preschool-age friendships 
are based on moment-to-

moment interactions.
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