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Abstract
Children in late elementary and middle school tend to form friendships with 
same-race peers. Yet, given the potential benefits of cross-race friendships, 
it is important to understand the individual and contextual factors that 
increase the likelihood of cross-race friendship over time. Guided by contact 
hypothesis and systems theory, we examine the student and classroom 
predictors of change in same-race friendships over 1 school year using a 
sample of 553 African American and European American students in 53 
classrooms. Results suggest that same-race friendships increase over time, 
with greater increases among European American and older children. Youth 
externalizing behavior predicted a greater increase in same-race friendships; 
classroom support predicted less of an increase in same-race friendships 
from fall to spring. Lastly, African American students in classrooms with 
greater differential teacher treatment were more likely to engage in cross-
race friendships over time. Findings are discussed in light of psychological 
and educational theories and prior research.
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Introduction

Friendships play a unique role in children’s lives, one that cannot be duplicated 
by parents or teachers (Asher & Coie, 1990; Berndt, 2002; J. R. Harris, 1995; 
Rubin, Bukowski, & Parker, 2006). In middle childhood and early adolescence, 
friendships are formed largely in classrooms (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003). 
Although students in U.S. public schools often share classrooms with peers 
from varying backgrounds, children tend to develop friendships with peers of 
their own race or ethnicity (Aboud & Mendelson, 1996; Aboud, Mendelson, & 
Purdy, 2003; S. Graham, Taylor, & Ho, 2009). This tendency toward racial 
friendship homophily has been well-described in the sociology and social psy-
chology literatures (Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954; Zeng & Xie, 2008) and con-
firmed in descriptive, school-based studies (Hallinan & Williams, 1989; 
Haselager, Hartup, van Lieshout, & Riksen-Walraven, 1998; Shrum, Cheek, & 
Hunter, 1988). Yet, since the 1970s, educators and scholars have argued that 
intergroup friendship (or racial friendship heterophily) promotes psychosocial 
and academic adjustment (Pettigrew, 1998; Tropp, 2011). Indeed, laboratory 
experiments and correlational studies confirm associations between cross-race 
friendships and children’s psychosocial and academic adjustment, including 
lower bias and victimization (Aboud et al., 2003; McGlothlin & Killen, 2010), 
and higher empathy and academic aspirations (Hallinan & Williams, 1990).

Given these findings, researchers have begun to examine factors at both 
individual and classroom levels that predict cross-race friendship (Hallinan 
& Teixeira, 1987a; Joyner & Kao, 2000). To date, however, few studies of 
racial friendship homophily consider both the classroom structure (i.e., the 
proportion of same/different-race students available to befriend) and social 
context (e.g., teacher support) in analysis. In addition, field-based studies 
rarely use analytic methods that allow for causal inference. The current study 
uses a multilevel framework to examine the contribution of demographic, 
psychosocial, and classroom characteristics to change in cross-race friend-
ships from fall to spring of 1 school year (1996-1997).

Cross-Race Friendship and Child Development

Peer relationships serve emotional and instrumental functions for youth 
(Berndt, 2002; B. B. Brown & Klute, 2003; Rubin et al., 2006). Social capital 
theory and social support literature suggest that friends can serve as psycho-
social and academic resources (Stanton-Salazar, 2004) and protect children 
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from negative interactions and stress (Criss, Pettit, Bates, Dodge, & Lapp, 
2002; Hodges, Malone, & Perry, 1997). Studies of social development indi-
cate that friendships provide opportunities to build empathy and practice 
social skills (e.g., Ladd, 1990; Newcomb & Bagwell, 1995). The presence 
and quality of friendships relates to concurrent and subsequent emotional 
well-being, social competence, and academic outcomes (Berndt, Hawkins, & 
Jiao, 1999; Kindermann, 2007; Ladd, 1999; Ryan, 2003; Wentzel, Barry, & 
Caldwell, 2004; Wentzel, Battle, Russell, & Looney, 2010), with largely con-
sistent findings across measurement methods (e.g., self-perceptions, peer 
nominations, reciprocal reports; Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003).

As social-psychological and sociological studies reveal, individuals tend 
to befriend peers with similar characteristics (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & 
Cook, 2001). Yet, friendship across groups has been theorized to have posi-
tive effects on intergroup relations and individuals’ own social and academic 
competence (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Research in this area builds on 
Allport’s (1954) contact theory, suggesting that intergroup contact success-
fully reduces bias between group members in interactions where group mem-
bers have equal status, common goals, and cooperation—common 
characteristics of friendship (Pettigrew, 1998).

Empirical studies substantiate this perspective. Children’s friendships 
across racial or ethnic groups are associated with positive intergroup attitudes 
(Crystal, Killen, & Ruck, 2008; McGlothlin & Killen, 2010), educational 
aspirations and performance (Hallinan & Williams, 1990; Newgent, Lee, & 
Daniel, 2007), and social adjustment (Kawabata & Crick, 2008, 2011). For 
example, Kawabata and Crick (2008, 2011) found that fourth grade students’ 
intergroup friendships relate to social adjustment within time, and decreased 
relational victimization over time. In a sample of fourth, seventh, and tenth 
grade students, Crystal et al. (2008) reported positive relations between inter-
group contact and negative judgments of race-based exclusion. In random-
ized trials of cooperative learning programs designed to increase positive 
intergroup contact in elementary and middle schools, researchers reported 
reduced out-group bias and improved academic achievement among partici-
pants (see Slavin & Cooper, 1999). Although some variation has been found 
by racial and ethnic group (Feddes, Noack, & Rutland, 2009; McGill, Way, & 
Hughes, 2012), the bulk of the evidence suggests cross-race friendships are 
related to and predict positive social-emotional and academic adjustment.

Child Predictors of Cross-Race Friendship

Given the potential benefits of cross-race friendship, researchers have studied 
child characteristics that relate to cross-race friendship. Cross-sectional and 
longitudinal studies show decreases in interracial friendship across ages and 
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grades, as well as declines in the likelihood of a different-race peer moving 
into the category of “friend” over 1 academic year (Aboud et al., 2003; J. A. 
Graham, Cohen, Zbikowski, & Secrist, 1998; Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987b). 
This trend becomes pronounced in early adolescence, a developmental period 
when young people are increasingly aware of peers’ perspectives, motivated 
to build a favorable identity, and sensitive to social rejection (Heilbron & 
Prinstein, 2008; Masten et al., 2009), all of which may reduce social interac-
tions with dissimilar peers. In line with this theory, Hallinan and Smith (1985) 
found an increase in racial homophily from fourth to seventh grade, and 
Shrum and colleagues (1988) documented a curvilinear relationship between 
grade (3-12) and ethnic friendship homophily in a cross-sectional analysis. 
We re-examine these age/grade trends with more rigorous methods than what 
is present in the current literature: longitudinal change analysis and measures 
that account for the racial composition of the classroom setting (discussed in 
the following section).

Beyond age/grade differences, racial and ethnic group differences have 
been reported. Majority group members tend to be more segregated in com-
parison with minority group members and show a stronger homophily bias 
(Aboud et al., 2003; Howes & Wu, 1990; McGill et al., 2012; Strohmeier, 
Nestler, & Spiel, 2006). The bias may reflect social learning theory and social 
status research in schools, suggesting that individuals are socially reinforced 
for connections to high status peers (Bandura, 2006; Cillessen & Mayeux, 
2004). Yet, it is important to note that few of these studies consider the pro-
portion of same- or different-race peers in the settings where friendship is 
measured. Thus, the difference may not be related to the race of the student 
but instead to the differential opportunity for majority or minority group 
members to befriend dissimilar peers. The current study enables specification 
of whether racial group differences remain when accounting for the opportu-
nity structure of the classroom.

The contribution of psychosocial factors to racial friendship homophily is 
an emerging area of focus. Social-cognitive theory suggests that children 
with higher social-emotional skills and lower emotional or behavioral prob-
lems may be better able to form and maintain friendships across groups 
(Aboud & Levy, 2000). Aligned with this prediction, some studies have 
found positive associations between students’ cross-race friendships and their 
prosocial behaviors, social status, and leadership skills (e.g., Hunter & Elias, 
2000; Kawabata & Crick, 2008; Lease & Blake, 2005). Yet other studies have 
not detected significant relations between social behavioral experiences (e.g., 
victimization) and cross-group friendships (Stefanek, Strohmeier, & van de 
Schoot, 2015). Most of the extant literature has examined cross-sectional 
associations or psychosocial outcomes of cross-race friendships. We extend 
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prior work and examine whether students with higher social skills or lower 
externalizing or internalizing problems increase their cross-race friendships 
over time. Also, given initial evidence that these associations may vary by 
race (McGill et al., 2012), we conduct exploratory analysis by racial group 
membership.

Classroom Predictors of Cross-Race Friendship

In middle childhood and early adolescence, the majority of students’ friend-
ships are formed in classrooms. Aligned with ecological and systems theories 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Tseng & Seidman, 2007), classroom characteristics 
are expected to influence friendship formation across groups. At the struc-
tural level, classroom size and racial composition are relevant. Higher num-
bers of cross-ethnic friendships are reported in classrooms and schools with 
higher proportions of other-ethnic peers (Bellmore, Nishina, Witkow, 
Graham, & Juvonen, 2007; Quillian & Campbell, 2003) and smaller class 
sizes (Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987b). For example, in a longitudinal study of 
fourth to seventh grade classrooms, Hallinan and Teixeira (1987b) found that 
proportion of Black students was positively related to cross-race friendships 
for White students—particularly in small classes—and negatively related to 
cross-race friendships for Black students. This evidence aligns with the 
“opportunity hypothesis” in which children with greater access to diverse 
peers are more likely to form interracial friendships (J. A. Graham et al., 
2009; Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987a). Studies may control for racial composi-
tion but rarely consider composition in the measurement of same- and cross-
race friendships (see Freeman, 1978; Strohmeier, 2012), an approach that 
will yield more precise estimates of effects.

At the classroom process level, presence of support and absence of com-
petition are theorized to foster cross-race friendship (Aronson & Patnoe, 
1997; Blanchard, Weigel, & Cook, 1975). These hypotheses are aligned with 
two conditions of Allport’s (1954) contact hypothesis: intergroup cooperation 
and support of legitimate authorities (i.e., teachers). From this perspective 
and aligned with social learning theory (Bandura, 2006), teachers who pro-
vide support and foster cooperation create classrooms where students feel 
motivated and able to befriend a wider array of individuals, including those 
who may seem dissimilar to them. However, only one study has systemati-
cally examined these factors in relation to students’ cross-race friendship 
choices. Hallinan and Teixeira (1987b) found positive links between teacher 
support for students’ learning and Black students’ selection of a White best 
friend. The authors also found negative associations between classroom com-
petition and White students’ selection of a Black best friend. Isolated studies 
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have used experimental designs to assess the role of cooperation and compe-
tition on interracial interactions (Roseth, Johnson, & Johnson, 2008). Warring, 
Johnson, Maruyama, and Johnson (1985) randomly assigned fourth and sixth 
grade children to different learning groups, and found that children in coop-
erative groups engaged in more cross-ethnic relationships than did children 
in individualistic or competitive groups. These relationships, however, did 
not translate into real world friendships. Based on principles of intergroup 
contact and social learning theory, we examine whether teacher support pre-
dicts increases in cross-race friendships and classroom competition predicts 
decreases in cross-race friendships over time.

Finally, differential teacher treatment of students may relate to peer relation-
ships (Mikami, Griggs, Reuland, & Gregory, 2012). As described in Weinstein 
(2002), students know when teachers favor high- over low-achievers, and 
teachers’ practices deliver messages about students’ value (Mikami, Lerner, 
& Lun, 2010). Initial evidence of differential teacher treatment predicting 
students’ treatment of classmates was found in a sample of Caucasian ele-
mentary school students (Mikami et al., 2012). In this study, teachers who 
treated students differently based on their academic achievement in the fall 
had classrooms in which children were less socially preferred overall by their 
peers in the spring. Other studies with racially diverse samples show that 
teachers who display differential treatment are more likely to favor Caucasian 
over African American students (Casteel, 1998; McKown & Weinstein, 
2008). Thus, it may be expected that differential treatment predicts differen-
tial changes in friendship selection depending on children’s racial group 
membership. One cross-sectional analysis found just this: In classrooms with 
academic hierarchies, Black students were more likely to form friendships 
with White students (Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987a). We extend this work to 
examine whether both African American and European American students 
are more likely to befriend European American students in a high differential 
teacher treatment classroom.

In sum, theory and limited research suggest classroom processes play a 
role in friendship. Yet, little research tests associations between these factors 
and change in cross-race friendships over time. Moreover, few studies use 
friendship measures that account for the classroom context in which friend-
ship takes place (i.e., its opportunity structure), which could bias results.

Current Study

The current study examines the extent to which individual and contextual 
characteristics predict change in cross- and same-race friendships over 1 
school year in late childhood and early adolescence, accounting for the 
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opportunity structure of the classroom when calculating cross- and same-race 
friendship. This approach enables more precise estimation than does control-
ling for classroom racial composition alone. In addition, we use a longitudi-
nal research design and analytic methods that increase causal inference. 
Specifically, in multilevel models, we examine predictors of change in racial 
friendship homophily across 1 year by child demographic characteristics 
(race, age), psychosocial characteristics (internalizing, externalizing, socia-
bility), and classroom context (support, competition, differential teacher 
treatment).

Building on prior research, we hypothesize that European American stu-
dents and older students will show increases in racial friendship homophily 
after controlling for prior levels of homophily and other relevant child and 
classroom factors. Based in social-cognitive theory (Aboud et al., 2003) and 
aligned with initial evidence (Hunter & Elias, 2000), we expect that students 
with higher psychosocial adaptation will decrease their racial friendship 
homophily across the year. In addition, we examine whether higher teacher 
support and lower classroom competition predict decreases in homophily 
over time, as would be expected from social learning theory (Bandura, 2006) 
and contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954). Finally, we explore racial group dif-
ferences in the results, specifically testing our hypothesis that the effect of 
differential teacher treatment on change in racial friendship homophily is dif-
ferent for African American and European American students. Our goal is to 
advance understanding of the cross-level factors that enable children to select 
and maintain interracial friendships during a time of developmental and 
school transition.

Method

Data are from the Early Adolescent Development Study (EADS), a longitu-
dinal study of school experiences and intergroup relations among elementary 
and middle school children in a racially diverse, middle-class, suburban 
school district (Hughes & Johnson, 2001). Participating children completed 
surveys at four waves in the fall and spring of 2 consecutive school years: 
1996-1997 and 1997-1998. The current study uses data from the first two 
waves of this study.

Participants and Setting

Data are drawn from a subset of EADS participants. We excluded students 
who did not report on friendships either in the fall of 1996 (T1) or spring of 
1997 (T2). Students with complete data were included in homophily 
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calculations. For example, we counted a friendship between a European 
American student and an “Other race” student as a cross-race friendship. 
However, similar to Neal (2010), we excluded students who were not classi-
fied as African American or European American from analyses, as the per-
centage of “Other race” students was quite small (1-2 students/classroom). 
Among the 553 students included in analyses (63% of the original sample), 
61% were European American and 39% were African American. Half the 
sample was male and the mean age was 9.06 (SD = .84, minimum = 8, maxi-
mum = 12). Third and fourth graders (24% and 46% of sample, respectively) 
were in elementary school, and fifth graders (30% of sample) were in middle 
school. Although all children were in racially integrated schools, the extent of 
diversity varied: 37% of children attended schools that were less than 50% 
European American, 55% attended schools that were 50% to 60% European 
American, and 8% attended schools that were more than 60% European 
American. No significant differences were found between the original sam-
ple and current study sample on key available variables.

Data were drawn from five elementary schools (n = 34 classrooms) and 
two middle schools (n = 19 classrooms). Children were nested in n = 53 
classrooms, with an average of 22.87 students (SD = 2.63, minimum = 18, 
maximum = 30). On average, classrooms were composed of 42.71% (SD = 
.13) African American students and 50.37% (SD = .14) European American 
students. Classrooms were, on average, 48.96% (SD = .07) female and 
51.04% (SD = .14) male.

The majority of parent respondents were college-educated middle- to 
upper-middle-income mothers. In total, 21% of parent survey respondents 
were fathers. Educational attainment of parents ranged from ninth grade to 
completion of a professional degree; 77% of parents had at least a 4-year col-
lege degree. Annual household income ranged from under US$10,000 to 
more than US$200,000, with a median of US$78,000. In total, 86% of par-
ents were married; the average parent worked 37.34 (SD = 12.78) hours per 
week.

Procedures

Child surveys.  At T1, the school district provided names and addresses of all 
children in the fourth and fifth grades within the district and the third graders 
in three schools. The research team sent information and consent forms to 
parents of eligible children. Field staff visited classrooms to collect consent 
forms and distribute reminders to send home in children’s backpacks.

At T1 and T2, research staff collected data from children by way of self-
administered surveys conducted in classrooms during regular school hours. 
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Research team members visited each classroom during survey administra-
tion; one member read surveys aloud and the others monitored understanding 
and answered questions. Field staff read assent procedures, explained proce-
dures for confidentiality, and collected completed surveys.

Parent surveys.  In the spring of 1997, surveys were mailed to parents of chil-
dren with parental consent. Mailings to non-responding parents were re-sent 3 
and 5 weeks later. The overall response rate was 54%. Youth whose parents 
returned surveys did not differ significantly from those with non-participating 
parents on any indicator (Hughes & Johnson, 2001). Parent surveys were 
used in the current study to ascertain family characteristics only.

Measures

Child demographic characteristics.  Schools provided administrative data on 
student race (child African American = 1, child European American = 0), 
gender (female = 1, male = 0), and age (in years). Parents reported their level 
of education, which served as a proxy for socioeconomic status in the current 
study. Four dummy variables (≤ high school diploma, some college, 4-year 
college diploma, and graduate school) were coded to represent educational 
levels.

Child psychosocial characteristics.  At T1, children completed the Child Rating 
Scale (CRS; Hightower et al., 1987). Using a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = 
almost never; 4 = very often), children self-reported the frequency of their 
behaviors along four subscales—School Adjustment, Externalizing Behav-
ior, Internalizing Behavior, and Peer Sociability. The Externalizing Behavior 
(6 items), Internalizing Behavior (7 items), and Sociability (6 items) sub-
scales serve as predictors in analyses. Sample items from the Externalizing 
Behavior scale include “I behave in school (reverse coded)” and “I get in 
trouble in class” (current study: α = .88). Sample items from the Internalizing 
Behavior scale are “I worry about things” and “I feel really sad” (current 
study: α = .81). Sample items from the Peer Sociability subscale are “I make 
friends easily” and “I play by myself (reverse coded; current study: α = .78). 
Average subscale scores were computed using arithmetic means. Evidence 
for the reliability and validity of these subscales has been well-documented 
(Cillessen & Bellmore, 1999; Kaufmann, Wyman, Forbes-Jones, & Barry, 
2007).

Friendship nominations.  At T1, each child in the study was given four options in 
reporting on their relationships with every other child in the classroom—“best 
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friend,” “friend,” “know,” and “don’t know.” Best friends were described as 
children students “feel closest to, spend time with, share things with, and help 
whenever they can.” Friends were defined as students the study participants 
like to play with, but are not as close with as their best friends. There was no 
limit on the number of possible nominations. For the current study, we quantify 
a friendship as the presence of a child-reported best friendship or friendship.

Based on friendship report, we then used a directed adjacency matrix to 
determine the presence and absence of friendships. In these matrices, cells 
coded as 1 denote a unilateral friendship between participant i and j, whereas 
a 0 indicates the absence of a friendship. Given lack of complete participation 
in this study, and variation in participation between classrooms, the presence 
of a friendship was not dependent on a self-report being reciprocated. 
However, analyses of non-missing data suggest the average degree of reci-
procity at T1 was 0.41 (SD = .15, range = .21-.89), and the average degree of 
reciprocity at Time 2 was 0.47 (SD = .18, range = .24-.88). Reciprocity rates 
between 0.40 and 0.60 for children in middle childhood and early adoles-
cence are considered adequate (Vaquera & Kao, 2008).

Racial friendship homophily.  We calculated racial homophily by linking informa-
tion from the friendship nomination directed adjacency matrix with demo-
graphic information. When calculating homophily, we included all students who 
provided data for the study, regardless of race or gender. However, only African 
American or European American students were included in the predictive analy-
ses. Our homophily calculation is similar to the one developed by Freeman 
(1978) and subsequently adapted by Neal (2010) for individual-level measure-
ment. The measure uses direct ties to same-group peers to assess homophily, 
accounting for the opportunity structure of the network. The key difference in 
this calculation is we used ego-network reports to operationalize network ties 
rather than cognitive social structures (CSS; Krackhardt, 1987). Also, instead of 
accounting for a “hanging out network,” we examined students’ friendships.

Within each classroom, we first calculated the total number of friends each 
student reported, as well as the total number of same-race friends. As illustrated 
in Equation 1, we divided the total number of same-race friends for student i in 
classroom j by the total number of friends for student i in classroom j.

   Same RaceFriends

Friends
ij

ij
.

∑
∑ 	

(1)

Second, based on the racial opportunity structure of the classroom, we 
calculated an index that described the expected number of same-race friend-
ships for student i in classroom j. As illustrated in Equation 2, we created this 
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calculation by dividing the number of same-race classroom peers by the total 
class size minus 1.1

∑
–

   Same Race Classroom Peers

Class Size    
ij

j 1
.

	
(2)

Finally, as illustrated in Equation 3, these initial calculations were combined 
to operationalize an individual homophily score.

∑ ∑
∑

Same RaceFriends Friends

Same Race Classroom Peersij

ij ij/

//
.

Class Sizej −( )1
	

(3)

In this equation, the sum of the same-race friends for student i in classroom j 
was divided by the sum of the total number of friends for student i in classroom 
j. Then, that number was divided by the sum of the same-race peers for student 
i in classroom j, divided by the class size for classroom j minus 1. In order to 
make the meaning of the score intuitive to researchers and practitioners, we then 
centered the score around 0. In this paradigm, a score of 0 indicates that an indi-
vidual forms same-race friendships as would be expected by random chance 
given the opportunity structure for forming same-race friendships in the class-
room. Scores from −1 to 0 indicate a student is more likely to form friendships 
that are more heterophilous than would be expected by random chance, given 
the opportunity structure for forming same-race friendships in the classroom. 
Finally, scores above 0 (possibly extending to infinity) indicate an individual’s 
tendency to form relationships that are more homophilous than would be 
expected given the opportunity structure in the classroom. A recent study pro-
vides evidence of validity and reliability for this operationalization of racial 
friendship homophily (McCormick, Cappella, Hughes, & Gallagher, 2015).

Proportion of classroom friendships.  We calculated each child’s proportion of 
friends in class by dividing the number of total reported friendships by the 
class size minus 1.

Classroom structural characteristics.  Class size and racial composition were 
coded from school district information on the number of students in each 
participating class and the race of each student. Proportion African American 
in class was calculated by dividing the number of African American students 
in the class by the total class size.

Perceived classroom climate.  Using a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = really true, 
4 = not true at all), students reported on 12 items related to their perceptions 
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of classroom climate. These items were developed by the EADS research 
team. An exploratory factor analysis was used to identify two dimensions of 
perceived climate: classroom support and classroom competition. These 
dimensions were calculated at the individual student level rather than aggre-
gated to the classroom level. This decision was supported by results of a 
latent class analysis indicating little variability in classroom mean levels of 
support or competition.

Classroom support included six items related to student perceptions of 
teachers’ warmth, respect, and trust. Examples include “My teacher pays 
attention to my feelings,” and “My teacher helps children feel good about 
themselves.” Data were collected at T1, and Cronbach’s alpha for the scale 
demonstrates good internal consistency (α = .76). The variable for classroom 
support was calculated with the mean from the six items. Because the mean 
distribution of the variable was negatively skewed, we used tertiles to code it 
categorically. High classroom support represented students with an average 
score of 4, moderate classroom support represented students with an average 
score above 3.5, and low classroom support represented students with an 
average score less than 3.5.

Classroom competition was composed of three items related to percep-
tions of academic competition among classmates (e.g., “Most kids in this 
class want their work to be better than everyone else’s work,” “Students in 
this class always try to see who can answer questions first”). Data on class-
room competition were collected at T1, and Cronbach’s alpha for the scale 
demonstrates adequate internal consistency (α = .63). The variable for class-
room competition was calculated with the mean from the three items.

Classroom differential treatment.  At T1, students completed the Teacher Treat-
ment Inventory (TTI; Weinstein & Middlestadt, 1979) where children rate the 
frequency of their teacher’s behavior toward a hypothetical high- or low-
achieving peer. On the low-achiever form, children were told to pretend that 
a child (with initials: J.B.) was “someone who does not do very well in 
school. In fact, the child always gets the lowest grade in class. Everyone 
thinks the child is not very smart.” For the high-achiever form, children were 
told to pretend that a child (with initials: P.R.) was “someone who does really 
well in school. In fact, the child gets the best grades in the class. Everyone 
thinks the child is smart.” On a 4-point scale, students then rated how often 
their teacher behaved in various ways toward the hypothetical child (e.g., 
“the teacher asks [J.B.] [P.R.] to lead activities”; “the teacher scolds [J.B.] 
[P.R.] for not trying”). Within each classroom, the aggregate mean of all 
responses was taken to operationalize differential treatment at the classroom 
level (McKown & Weinstein, 2008). Classroom differential treatment was 
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computed as the absolute sum of the difference between classroom means for 
high- and low-achiever forms.

Analytic Approach

Missing data.  For the child-level variables, there were 0% to 14% missing 
data across study variables. There were no missing data at the classroom 
level. In order to achieve maximum power given the sample size (N = 553), 
individual students who were missing data points were compared with stu-
dents who were not missing data points on all baseline characteristics. Little’s 
MAR test (Little & Rubin, 1987) was used to determine that data were miss-
ing at random. A multiple data imputation method was employed and 10 
separate data sets were imputed by chained equations, using Statistical Anal-
ysis System (SAS) PROC MI in SAS version 9.3 (Yuan, 2011). All uncondi-
tional and conditional analyses were run 10 separate times using the SAS 
PROC MIANALYZE function, and final parameter estimates were generated 
by calculating the mean of these 10 estimates.

Descriptive analyses.  We first examined basic means and standard deviations 
for racial friendship homophily across the full sample at T1 and T2. We used 
paired samples t tests to examine whether there were significant differences 
in racial homophily across the school year.

We then examined descriptive means, standard deviations, and ranges for 
the racial homophily measures at T1 and T2, by child race, gender, and age. 
After calculating the descriptive statistics at each time point, we used inde-
pendent samples t tests to determine whether there were statistically signifi-
cant differences in racial homophily by race (child African American, child 
European American) and gender (female, male). Then, after creating three 
age groups (8-9, 9-10, 10-11+), we used a one-way ANOVA to test whether 
racial homophily differed across ages. Second, to determine whether racial 
homophily scores differed across time by group, we used paired samples t 
tests to compare racial homophily means by race, gender, and age at T1 and 
T2. Using a series of two-way ANOVA analyses, we tested whether these 
changes differed significantly by race, gender, and age.

Hierarchical linear models.  To simultaneously examine predictors at the indi-
vidual and classroom levels, analyses for the current study were conducted 
within a multilevel modeling framework using hierarchical linear modeling 
in SAS PROC MIXED (Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003; Raudenbush & 
Bryk, 2002; Singer, 1998). In order to accurately estimate the contextual 
effect of classroom predictors on student behaviors, all continuous predictors 
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at the classroom and student levels were centered around their grand mean 
(i.e., between-person centering; Raudenbush, 2009). The dummy coded vari-
ables (child African American, child female, classroom support, and parent 
education) were not centered.

We created a change score to model the outcome by subtracting the racial 
homophily score at T1 from the score at T2. We also included racial homoph-
ily at T1 as a covariate in conditional analyses. This protects against a Lord’s 
Paradox problem, which can emerge when comparing models that use a 
change score outcome with models that control for initial levels of the out-
come (Cole & Maxwell, 2003; Wainer, 1991). All predictive effects are, thus, 
interpreted as the change in racial homophily from T1 to T2, over and above 
the initial level at T1.

We then ran three-level unconditional models to determine whether there 
was significant between-classroom and between-school variation in change 
in homophily. We calculated intraclass correlations (ICC) to identify the 
amount of variation in racial homophily change attributed to classroom and 
school membership. The unconditional means model revealed a small but 
non-negligible level of between-classroom variation (intraclass correlation = 
.06). However, there was very little between-school variation in change in 
racial homophily (intraclass correlation = .003). As such, we used two-level 
models (students at Level 1, classrooms at Level 2) with school fixed effects 
in subsequent conditional analyses. A comparison of the log likelihoods of 
the two- and three-level models provided additional empirical support for 
this decision. Thus, in Model 1, a random effect was included at Level 2 to 
allow the intercept to vary for classroom nesting (Raudenbush, 2009). The 
equation for Model 1 is as follows:

Level 1

Level 2

RaceHomophily + 

= 

0

0 0 0

:

: .

.∆ ij i ij

i iu

=
+

 β ε
β β

	
(4)

The subscript i refers to student-level observations (Level 1 units) collected 
from classroom j (Level 2 units; Peugh, 2010). The model in Equation 1 is an 
unconditional means model: The change in racial homophily for student i in 
classroom j is modeled as a function of (a) a grand mean outcome score for 
all children (β0i), (b) a term that represents deviations in a classroom’s out-
come mean around the grand outcome mean (u0i), and (c) a time-specific 
residual term that demonstrates the differences between student i in class-
room j’s observed and predicted outcome (εij; Peugh, 2010).

Second, we examined a conditional model (Model 2) in which change in 
racial homophily is regressed onto child race and age. We adjusted for a num-
ber of Level 1 covariates: T1 racial homophily, T1 gender homophily, child 
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gender, parent education, and proportion of friends in class. In addition, we 
included Level 2 covariates—class size and classroom proportion of African 
American students—to adjust for classroom differences explaining change in 
racial homophily. Using a series of likelihood ratio tests, we tested the need 
for additional random effects, namely T1 racial homophily, T1 gender 
homophily, child African American, and child male. We found empirical sup-
port for the inclusion of T1 racial homophily as a random slope. Multilevel 
random effects models also assumed a correlation between the slope and 
intercept for racial homophily at T1.

We then included proposed predictors at Levels 1 and 2 to explain variation in 
change in racial homophily from T1 to T2. In Model 3, we added these Level 1 
variables to build onto Model 2: externalizing behavior, internalizing behavior, 
sociability, and classroom competition. In addition, we added Level 1 dummy 
variables for classroom support (high support and moderate support were entered 
as predictors, and low support was the excluded reference group). Finally, we also 
included the classroom perception of teacher differential treatment at Level 2.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

The average level of racial friendship homophily across the sample was X  = 
.05 (SD = .39) at T1 and X  = .12 (SD = .41) at T2, indicating slightly higher 
than expected levels of racial friendship homophily given the opportunity 
structure in the classroom. Across the full sample, racial homophily at T2 was 
higher than racial homophily at T1, t(551) = −3.49, p < .01, suggesting that 
students reported fewer cross-race friendships at the end of the school year 
than at the start of the school year.

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for racial homophily by race, gender, 
and grade. Descriptive statistics comparing rates of racial homophily by race 
suggest that African American children, on average, had lower levels of racial 
homophily than did European American children at both T1, t(551) = −6.87,  
p < .01, and T2, t(551) = −6.37, p < .01. There were no differences in racial 
homophily by gender. In addition, children in third grade had the lowest levels 
of homophily, fourth graders had moderate levels of racial homophily, and fifth 
graders had the highest levels of racial homophily at both T1, F(2, 551) = 
10.87, p < .01, and T2, F(2, 551) = 12.91, p < .01. ANOVAs with subsequent 
post hoc tests suggested that these differences were all statistically significant.

Model 1.  As mentioned earlier, the results of the unconditional means models 
demonstrated a small but non-negligible amount of variation in change in 
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racial homophily attributed to classroom-level variation (ICC = 5.87%). The 
results of the unconditional means model shown in Equation 1 revealed posi-
tive significant grand mean scores for change in racial homophily (γ = .06,  
p < .01; see Panel 1 of Table 2).

Model 2.  As shown in the second panel of Table 2, the results of Model 2 
revealed a statistically significant relationship between the initial level of 
racial friendship homophily and change in racial homophily from T1 to T2  
(γ = −.65, p < .01), such that students with higher initial racial homophily 
showed less of an increase in homophily over time. In addition, African 
American students had lower levels of change in racial homophily than did 
European American children (γ = −.08, p < .01), increasing less over the 
school year. There was a statistically significant effect of age on change in 
racial homophily such that older students were more likely to befriend more 
same-race students over time, adjusting for student and classroom covariates 
(γ = .05, p = .04). The other variables were not statistically significant predic-
tors of change in racial homophily.

As evident in the bottom portion of Table 2, there was a significant 
improvement in the log likelihood between Model 1 and Model 2, χ2(2) = 
149.48, p < .01. In addition, the values for AIC and BIC decreased from 
Model 1 to Model 2. The residual variation was decreased from Model 1 (τ = 
.16, p < .01) to Model 2 (τ = .10, p < .01). The random effect for racial 
homophily at T1 was statistically significant (τ = .09, p < .01), suggesting 

Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics for Racial Friendship Homophily by Race, Grade, 
and Gender.

Variable

Time 1 racial homophily Time 2 racial homophily

Child African
American

Child European 
American

Child African 
American

Child European 
American

X SD X SD X SD X SD

Grade 3 −0.15 0.43 0.02 0.24** −0.05 0.48 0.06 0.21**
Grade 4 −0.10 0.26 0.14 0.42** −0.05 0.30 0.20 0.45**
Grade 5 0.02 0.45 0.23 0.41** 0.10 0.50 0.33 0.41**
Female −0.07 0.35 0.14 0.39** 0.02 0.41 0.21 0.40**
Male −0.06 0.38 0.10 0.39** 0.01 0.42 0.18 0.37**

Note. Homophily is centered at 0 so 0 represents the percentage of same-race friends that would be 
expected by random chance. A value < 0 means fewer same-race friends than would be expected by 
random chance. A value > 0 means more same-race friends than would be expected by random chance.  
N = 553 students, n = 53 classrooms.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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Table 2.  Hierarchical Linear Models Predicting Change in Racial Friendship 
Homophily From Child Characteristics and Classroom Factors.

Fixed effects

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

γ SE γ SE γ SE

Intercept 0.06** 0.02 0.15* 0.07 0.21** 0.07
Homophily at T1 −0.65** 0.06 −0.62** 0.03
Gender homophily at T1 0.04 0.04 0.02 0.04
Child African American −0.08** 0.03 −0.08* 0.03
Child male −0.01 0.03 −0.03 0.03
Child age 0.05* 0.03 0.08* 0.04
Parent education, high school 

or less
−0.10 0.09 −0.07 0.11

Parent education, some 
college

0.02 0.05 −0.01 0.01

Parent education, 4-year 
college

−0.02 0.04 −0.03 0.04

Middle school −0.07 0.09 −0.14 0.08
Class size −0.01 0.01 −0.01 0.01
Proportion of friends in class −0.03 0.10 0.03 0.10
Proportion African American 

in class
0.01 0.14 −0.06 0.16

Externalizing behaviors 0.06* 0.03
Internalizing behaviors −0.01 0.03
Child sociability −0.01 0.03
High classroom support −0.10* 0.04
Moderate classroom support −0.02 0.04
Classroom competition 0.01 0.02
Classroom differential 

treatment
−0.03 0.06

Random effects and fit statistics
  Classroom variance 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01
  Homophily at T1 0.09** 0.03 0.08** 0.03
  Correlation, random slope/

intercept
.01* .01 .02* .01

  Residual variance 0.16** 0.01 0.10** 0.01 0.09** 0.01
  Log likelihood 314.30 −164.82 −132.70  
  AIC 634.60 373.63 319.39  
  BIC 647.77 466.83 430.76  

Note. N = 553 students, n = 53 classrooms. T1 = Time 1 (fall 1996).
AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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significant variation around the initial level of racial homophily predicting 
change in racial homophily. The correlation between the intercept and slope 
was statistically significant (τ = .01, p = .03), suggesting that racial homoph-
ily at T1 was related to the change in homophily across the school year.

Model 3.  Similar to the results of Model 2, the initial level of racial homoph-
ily was related to change in racial homophily (γ = −.62, p < .01). African 
American students had lower levels of change in racial homophily than did 
European American students, indicating they increase their homophily less 
over the course of the year (γ = −.08, p = .03). Moreover, the coefficient for 
age in this model was statistically significant, such that older students showed 
greater increases in homophily compared with younger students, adjusting 
for student and classroom covariates (γ = .08, p = .04).

The results of Model 3 revealed a significant negative effect of high per-
ceived classroom support on change in racial friendship homophily relative 
to low support (γ = −.10, p = .02; see Panel 3 of Table 2). In other words, 
students who perceive their teachers to be highly supportive exhibit lesser 
increases in homophily across the school year. Externalizing behaviors had a 
positive and statistically significant effect on change in racial friendship 
homophily across the school year (γ = .06, p = .04), with students with exter-
nalizing behaviors more likely to increase their same-race friendships over 
the year. Significant relations were not found for other child (internalizing, 
sociability) or classroom (differential treatment) variables.

As evident in the bottom portion of Table 2, there was a significant reduc-
tion in the log likelihood between Model 2 and Model 3, χ2(2) = 32.12, p < 
.01. In addition, the values for AIC and BIC decreased from Model 2 to 
Model 3. The residual variation decreased between Model 2 (τ = .10, p < .01) 
and Model 3 (τ = .09, p < .01). The random effect for racial homophily at T1 
was statistically significant (τ = .08, p < .01), suggesting significant variation 
around the initial level of racial homophily predicting change in racial 
homophily. The correlation between the intercept and slope was statistically 
significant (τ = .02, p = .04), suggesting that racial homophily at T1 was 
related to the change in homophily across the school year.

Model 3: African American and European American subgroups.  Given these find-
ings, and prior theory and research on potential racial differences in the class-
room process variables, particularly differential teacher treatment, we 
conducted analyses that considered the same predictive models separately 
for African Americans and European Americans. Doing so improves the 
interpretability of effects and allows us to understand the relative importance 
of classroom support and teacher treatment for cross-race friendships within 
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each racial group. This approach may also increase our power to determine 
whether predictive effects vary by race. Indeed, we had limited power to 
detect statistically significant interactions in Model 3.

Interestingly, in the models predicting change in cross-race friendships 
separately for African American and European American students, we 
found that high perceived classroom support was significant for African 
Americans (γ = −.11, p < .05; see Table 3) and trend-level significant for 
European Americans (γ = −.10, p < .10; see Table 3). This effect did not 
differ significantly across groups, χ2(2) = 1.01, p = .62. In these models, we 
also found that the effect of teacher differential treatment on change in 
cross-race friendship was significant for African American students (γ = 
−.21, p < .01; see Table 3), but not for European American students such 
that African Americans in classrooms with greater differential teacher treat-
ment were more likely to engage in cross-race friendships over time. 
Finally, though not the focus of the current study, this analysis revealed 
significant differences between European American (γ = .13, p < .01; see 
Table 3) and African American students (γ = .01, p = .84; see Table 3) in the 
role of externalizing behaviors on change in homophily, χ2(2) = 7.53, p < 
.01, such that this association was driven largely by the European American 
students in the sample.

Discussion

This study builds on theory and prior research to examine the contribution of 
demographic, psychosocial, and classroom characteristics to change in cross-
race friendships from the beginning to the end of 1 school year. We used an 
index of racial friendship homophily (i.e., same-race friendships) that 
accounted for the opportunity structure in the classroom (i.e., access to same- 
or cross-race peers) and tested predictors of change accounting for the multi-
level structure of the data. We found that same-race friendships increased 
over 1 year, with greater increases among European American and older chil-
dren. Externalizing behavior predicted a greater increase in same-race friend-
ships over time, particularly for European American students, whereas 
perception of classroom support predicted less of an increase in same-race 
friendships. Finally, African American students in classrooms with greater 
levels of differential teacher treatment were more likely to engage in cross-
race friendships across the school year. Findings confirm existing scholarship 
and offer new information about the psychosocial and classroom conditions 
under which African American and European American children in racially 
integrated elementary and middle schools engage in same- and cross-race 
friendships over time.
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Table 3.  Hierarchical Linear Models Predicting Change in Racial Friendship 
Homophily From Child Characteristics and Classroom Factors, by Child Race.

Fixed effects

African American 
students

European American 
students

γ SE γ SE

Intercept 0.22** 0.10 0.21 0.08
Homophily at T1 −0.68** 0.12 −0.62** 0.08
Gender homophily at T1 −0.02 0.04 −0.02 0.05
Child male 0.01 0.05 0.02 0.04
Child age 0.08* 0.04 0.08* 0.04
Parent education, high school or less −0.22† 0.12 −0.03 0.14
Parent education, some college 0.02 0.08 −0.02 0.06
Parent education, 4-year college 0.04 0.07 −0.02 0.05
Middle school −0.11 0.08 −0.02 0.33
Class size 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01
Proportion of friends in class 0.02 0.12 0.01 0.01
Proportion African American in class −0.03 0.11 0.02 0.17
Externalizing behaviors 0.01 0.03 0.13** 0.04
Internalizing behaviors −0.02 0.03 0.01 0.04
Child sociability −0.04 0.03 −0.04 0.04
High classroom support −0.11* 0.05 −0.10† 0.05
Moderate classroom support −0.03 0.05 −0.07 0.05
Classroom competition 0.01 0.02 −0.01 0.03
Classroom differential treatment −0.21* 0.10 0.02 0.03
Random effects and fit statistics
  Classroom variance 0.02† 0.01 0.01 0.01
  Homophily at T1 0.36* 0.15 0.08* 0.03
  Covariance 0.02 0.03 0.01 0.01
  Residual variance 0.07** 0.01 0.10** 0.01
  Log likelihood −54.59 −82.64  
  AIC 145.19 213.27  
  BIC 204.47 300.42  

Note. T1 = Time 1 (fall 1996).
AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion.
†p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Racial Friendship Homophily: Average Levels and Change Over Time

On average, same-race friendships were more common than expected given 
access to same- and cross-race classmates. Although other studies report pos-
itive associations between classroom racial or ethnic composition and 
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students’ interracial or interethnic peer relationships (e.g., Bellmore et al., 
2007), few studies incorporate the classroom opportunity structure directly 
into the index of racial friendship homophily. This method enabled us to 
determine with specificity that the homophily tendency (McPherson et al., 
2001) extends beyond simple access to cross-race peers.

Same-race friendships also increased from fall to spring. In a sample of 8 
to 12 year olds, it is not uncommon to see increases in racial homophily over 
time (e.g., Hallinan & Smith, 1985; Shrum et al., 1988). In addition, cross-
race friendships may be somewhat less stable over a 6- to 8-month period 
than same-race friendships due, perhaps, to lower levels of intimacy in cross-
race friendships (Aboud et al., 2003). But given some findings showing simi-
lar levels of loyalty and emotional security in same- and cross-race friendships 
(e.g., Aboud et al., 2003), other explanations should be considered as well. It 
may be that same- and cross-race friendships have similar initial levels of 
quality, but same-race friendships deepen over time (e.g., due to perceptions 
of shared characteristics; Linden-Andersen, Markiewicz, & Doyle, 2009), 
leading to more friendship nominations for same-race classmates in the 
spring of the school year. Measures of friendship quality and quantity are 
needed to test this empirically.

Demographic Predictors: Race and Age

Our analysis of child demographic differences in racial friendship homophily 
within and across time confirmed prior research. Descriptive analysis 
revealed that African American children and younger children, on average, 
had lower levels of racial friendship homophily than European American and 
older children in both the fall and the spring. Multilevel models with child 
and classroom covariates showed that older students and European American 
students increased more in their same-race friendships over the school year 
than did younger students and African American students. This finding is not 
surprising given studies indicating majority group members and middle grade 
students show a stronger homophily bias in friendship choices than minority 
group members and younger grade students (e.g., Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987b; 
Howes & Wu, 1990; McGill et al., 2012; Shrum et al., 1988). We can be con-
fident these findings are not spurious as they are present in a rigorous change 
model that accounts for both child characteristics and the composition, struc-
ture, and process of the classroom environment.

Psychosocial Predictors: Externalizing Behaviors

Child externalizing behaviors predicted an increase in same-race friendships 
across the school year beyond child and classroom covariates. In other words, 
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students reporting greater externalizing behaviors also reported greater 
increases in same-race friendships over time. No significant effects were 
found for internalizing or sociability. Yet social-cognitive theory applied to 
cross-race friendships (Aboud & Levy, 2000) suggests children with greater 
social skills and/or fewer social problems might be better able to form and 
maintain friendships with diverse peers. This theory has been supported in 
cross-sectional research on prosocial skills, positive leadership, and friendli-
ness (e.g., Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987b; Hunter & Elias, 2000; Kawabata & 
Crick, 2008; Lease & Blake, 2005). The current study moves beyond social 
skills to internalizing and externalizing behaviors and tests predictive asso-
ciations in a longitudinal change design.

The lack of a significant association between internalizing behaviors and 
change in cross-race friendship may be related to the nature of these behav-
iors. Sadness and anxiety are often invisible to the broader peer group (Epkins 
& Meyers, 1994) and may relate to quality of friendship (McGill et al., 2012) 
more than prevalence of same or cross-group friendship (Stefanek et al., 
2015). Externalizing behaviors (e.g., fighting, name-calling, getting in trou-
ble) are visible to the peer group; in contexts where externalizing is non-
normative, these behaviors relate to negative peer reputations that form and 
harden over time (M. J. Harris, Milich, Corbitt, Hoover, & Brady, 1992; Hoza 
et al., 2005). Such behaviors may create increasing barriers to forming friend-
ships with diverse peers as the school year progresses. Interestingly, this find-
ing was driven by European American students: European American students 
with externalizing behaviors were particularly likely to increase their same-
race friendships across the school year. It may be that European American 
students with externalizing behaviors exhibit aggressive acts perceived to be 
discriminatory (Brewer & Kramer, 1985), thus decreasing their cross-race 
friendships over time. Or, this finding may relate to community or societal 
norms (Tseng & Seidman, 2007) around differential acceptability of aggres-
sive behavior and cross-race friendships for different groups. Given that this 
was not a focus of the current study, we are cautious in our interpretation; 
future research is needed to confirm and extend it.

Contextual Predictors: Classroom Support and Differential 
Teacher Treatment

After controlling for child and classroom characteristics, high perceived 
classroom support was significantly related to lower increases in same-race 
friendships over time. No effects were found for classroom competition. The 
lack of significant effects for competition may reflect the nature of the 
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sample: students from highly educated families in a school district in which 
academic competition is fairly normative. Yet, the overall finding for class-
room support is important. In prior research, teachers’ support for student 
enjoyment of learning was related to African American students’ selection of 
European American best friends (Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987b). The current 
study’s subgroup analysis revealed slightly stronger findings for African 
American than European American students; however, this difference was 
not significant, indicating that classroom support mattered for all students. 
This association was present in models predicting change over time and con-
trolling for a host of multilevel covariates, which increases our confidence in 
its robustness.

Applications of social learning theory to schools (Bandura, 2006) and 
related research (Donohue, Perry, & Weinstein, 2003; Mikami et al., 2012) 
suggest that teacher-student interactions characterized by support, trust, 
cooperation, and respect create contexts for positive peer relationships. 
Perceptions of teachers as highly supportive to oneself and classmates may 
trickle down to selection of friendships. Scholars have highlighted the “invis-
ible role” of teachers in children’s peer relationships (Cappella & Neal, 2012; 
Farmer, Lines, & Hamm, 2011; Donohue et al., 2003; Wentzel et al., 2010), 
noting that teachers play a role in students’ social status and social compe-
tence. Isolated correlational and experimental studies of children in late 
childhood and early adolescence find that contexts in which supportive and 
cooperative practices are prevalent (or perceived) increase the likelihood of 
cross-race interactions (Warring et al., 1985) or friendship (Hallinan & 
Teixeira, 1987b). However, no prior research has examined the role of class-
room support in change in interracial friendships over time; thus, this study is 
critical in suggesting that teacher and classroom support may stem the tide of 
increasing within-group friendship in the middle years.

Finally, as expected, African American students in classrooms with high 
teacher differential treatment were more likely to increase their cross-race 
friendships over the year. Teachers’ differential treatment sends messages 
regarding the value of different groups (Mikami et al., 2010). We do not 
know whether the teachers in this sample who were seen to treat students dif-
ferently were also seen to favor one racial group over another. However, prior 
research suggests teachers may be more likely to favor Caucasian over 
African American students (Casteel, 1998; McKown & Weinstein, 2008). If 
this is the case for the current sample, it is not surprising for African American 
students to nominate more European American classmates as their friends at 
the end of the school year, as they begin to internalize the higher value their 
teachers place on the European American students. It was not the case that 
high differential teacher treatment classrooms predicted increases in 
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homophily among European American students. This may be due to ceiling 
effects as there were high baseline levels of same-race friendships among 
European American students and increases in homophily across the school 
year. Still, this finding for the African American subgroup is aligned with a 
handful of prior studies on differential treatment (Mikami et al., 2012; 
Weinstein, 2002) and academic hierarchies (e.g., Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987a), 
and informs future research on the role of teacher instruction in students’ 
friendships.

Limitations and Conclusion

Several limitations must be noted. First, due to moderate levels of consent, we 
used individual perceptions of friendship rather than reciprocated nomina-
tions. Individual perceptions have been used in other studies (McGill et al., 
2012; Munniksma & Juvonen, 2012), and perceptions reflect one’s personal 
reality. In addition, subgroup analysis with the consented sample indicated 
adequate reciprocity rates. Yet, these results should be replicated with alterna-
tive measurement approaches, including reciprocated friendship nominations. 
Second, we limited our analysis to the African American and European 
American participants. Although only a small number of students was 
excluded, this means we do not account for all friendships (though we do 
control for proportion of friends in all analyses). In addition, researchers 
increasingly conduct studies in schools where the students represent multiple 
ethnic groups (Munniksma & Juvonen, 2012; Quillian & Campbell, 2003), 
including recent immigrants and native born students (Strohmeier, 2012). The 
age of the data set and the study setting (suburban, upper-middle class) means 
access to this diversity was limited. However, our sample of African American 
and European American students comes from families with relatively similar 
economic and educational resources; thus, race and class are not confounded. 
Still, we suggest caution in interpreting and generalizing the findings.

Third, our psychosocial and ecological measures are student reports. 
Student reports about their classrooms are highly correlated with teacher 
observations (Mihaly, McCaffrey, Staiger, & Lockwood, 2013). Yet, addi-
tional reporters and newer measures of classroom context (e.g., Pianta, La 
Paro, & Hamre, 2008) would yield a more complete picture of the classroom. 
A related limitation is our inability to analyze the classroom support measure 
at the classroom level. Use of systematic observations of teacher support and 
cooperation or classroom aggregated student-report data (by mean or vari-
ance) would illuminate whether this finding holds when modeled as a quality 
of the classroom rather than the perceptions of the student. Finally, this study 
was not sufficiently powered to test school differences (which were 
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controlled via fixed effects). Some students in our sample (third and fourth 
graders) attended elementary school whereas others (fifth graders) attended 
middle school. The fifth graders were similar to the younger students in that 
they spent the majority of their school day with one set of peers in heteroge-
neous groups and with one main teacher. In addition, classrooms rather than 
schools are the critical space for friendship formation, and teachers remain 
the primary non-kin adult with whom students spend time. Yet, prior scholar-
ship indicates school-level differences that should be explored in future stud-
ies (Khmelkov & Hallinan, 1999; Tseng & Seidman, 2007).

Overall, the current study moves our understanding forward in ways that 
may have implications for policy and practice. As suggested by Allport’s (1954) 
contact hypothesis and subsequent scholarship, cross-race interactions reduce 
bias when the interactions occur in the context of friendship (Landis, Hope, & 
Day, 1984; Pettigrew, 1998). Friendship with racially or ethnically diverse 
peers may create opportunities for academic and social learning different from 
the opportunities afforded by within-group friendships (Kawabata & Crick, 
2008, 2011; Newgent et al., 2007). Most elementary and middle school stu-
dents’ friendships are formed in classrooms in schools, and increases in school 
ethnic and racial diversity lead to increased access to a diverse set of peers.

But access alone does not appear to be sufficient. As Thijs and Verkuyten 
(2014) argued and our findings suggest, contextual variation plays a role in 
how students respond to the ethnic and racial diversity around them. We find 
that perceptions of classroom support and differential treatment predict 
changes in same-race friendships over time, indicating that teachers may make 
a difference in how students select and maintain friendships. This finding, 
taken in tandem with other work, may point toward the need for schools and 
districts to not only create access to a diversity of students but also for teachers 
to develop classrooms in which “cooperative independence” (Blanchard et al., 
1975) is normative. When students give and receive support to and from one 
another and their teacher, and hierarchies (e.g., social, academic) are not dom-
inant (Aronson & Patnoe, 1997), interracial friendships may be more likely to 
develop and be maintained during early adolescence and school transitions.
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Note

1.	 It is important to subtract 1 from the class size as the reporter should not be 
included in the total.
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