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In the early contexts of socialization, in relation to fam-
ily or school, parents and teachers value appropriate behav-
iors for the environment, while seeking to reduce behaviors 
considered inappropriate or socially undesired, promoting a 
system of values and rules that is compatible with the cul-
ture and social group they belong to (Del Prette & Del Prette, 
2005). The interaction between educational practices and the 
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Abstract: Social skills compete with behavior problems, and the combination of these aspects may cause differences 
in social competence. This study was aimed at assessing the differences and similarities in the social competence of 26 
preschoolers resulting from: (1) groups which they belonged to, being one with social skills and three with behavior problems 
(internalizing, externalizing and mixed); (2) types of assessment, considering the estimates of mothers and teachers, as well as 
direct observation in a structured situation; (3) structured situations as demands for fi ve categories of social skills. Children’s 
performance in each situation was assessed by judges and estimated by mothers and teachers. There was a similarity in 
the social competence estimated by mothers, teachers and in the performance observed. Only the teachers distinguished 
the groups (higher social competence in the group with social skills and lower in the internalizing and mixed groups). 
Assertiveness demands differentiated the groups. The methodological aspects were discussed, as well as the clinical and 
educational potential of the structured situations to promote social skills.
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Análise Multimodal da Competência Social Estimada e Observada de Pré-Escolares 
com/sem Comportamentos Problemáticos

Resumo: Habilidades sociais competem com comportamentos problemáticos, e a combinação destes aspectos pode levar a 
diferenças na competência social. Este estudo teve como objetivo avaliar diferenças e semelhanças na competência social de 
26 pré-escolares em função de: (1) grupos a que pertenciam, sendo um com habilidades sociais e três com comportamentos 
problemáticos (internalizantes, externalizantes e mistos); (2) tipos de avaliação, considerando-se estimativas de mães e de 
professoras e observação direta em situação estruturada; e (3) situações estruturadas como demandas para cinco classes de 
habilidades sociais. O desempenho das crianças em cada situação foi avaliado por juízes e estimado pelas mães e professoras. 
Verifi cou-se similaridade na competência social estimada por mães, professoras e no desempenho observado. Somente 
professoras diferenciaram os grupos (maior competência social para o grupo com habilidades sociais e menor para os grupos 
internalizantes e mistos). Demandas de assertividade diferenciaram os grupos. Foram discutidas as questões metodológicas e 
o potencial clínico-educacional das situações estruturadas para promoção de habilidades sociais.
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Resumen: Habilidades sociales compiten con problemas de conducta, y la combinación de estos aspectos puede dar 
lugar a diferencias en la competencia social. Este estudio evaluó similitudes y diferencias en la competencia social de 26 
preescolares en función de: (1) grupos a que pertenecían, siendo uno con habilidades sociales y tres con problemas de 
conducta (internalizantes, externalizantes y mixtos), (2) tipos de evaluación, considerándose estimaciones de madres y 
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behaviors children present can, however, involve inappropri-
ate conditions for acquiring values and rules. These can lead 
to the occurrence of both defi cits and behavioral excess, which 
constitute behavior problems (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2005).

In early childhood, behavior problems can lead to a course 
of psychosocial risk in later stages of development, with con-
sequences for the children, their families and society (Kerr, 
Lunkenheimer, & Olson, 2007; Pacheco & Hutz, 2009). Some 
of the damages predominantly caused to children in the short, 
medium and long terms, suggested by various authors, are: re-
jection or negligence from peers and signifi cant adults (Walker 
& Severson, 2002); academic failure (Crews et al., 2007; Del 
Prette & Del Prette, 2005; Walker & Severson, 2002); psycho-
logical disorders, such as social phobia and depressions (Del 
Prette & Del Prette, 2005; Morris, Shah, & Morris, 2002); crim-
inal behavior and involvement with drugs and antisocial groups 
(Crews et al., 2007; Walker & Severson, 2002).

Behavior problems can be approached from different 
perspectives. From the child psychopathology point of view, 
they were originally classifi ed by Achenbach during the 
1960s, into two broader groups: internalizing and external-
izing (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1978). Crews et al. (2007) 
defi ne externalizing behavior problems as a response style 
which is expressed in relation to other people and things and 
which is more associated to aggression, defi ance, argumen-
tation, impulsivity and disobedience; in contrast, internal-
izing problems constitute a response style which is mainly 
expressed in relation to the own individual, as a behavioral 
pattern of social isolation, loneliness, shyness, depression, 
anxiety and social phobia.

The approach that highlights risk and protection fac-
tors associated with behavior problems constitutes a line of 
research that characterizes the vulnerability or resilience of 
individuals based on these interaction factors. Among the 
protection factors, social competence and its related aspects 
have been emphasized, such as positive interactions, positive 
sociometric status, pro-social behaviors, empathy and prob-
lem solving, which are inter-related aspects addressed in the 
Social Skills fi eld (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2005).

Research in the Social Skills fi eld has shown that hav-
ing a developed set of social skills during childhood entails 
very positive future implications for individual develop-
ment. Del Prette and Del Prette (2005) point out evidence 
that social skills are directly associated with good academic 
performance, responsible behavior, independence, coopera-
tion, positive self-esteem and with other behavioral patterns 
that contribute to reinforcing and productive future interper-
sonal relationships. In contrast, social skills defi cits tend to 
have a negative impact on development, strongly associated 
with behavior problems that, throughout development, be-
come more stable from pre-adolescence (Del Prette & Del 
Prette, 2005). In this context, investing in the assessment and 
promotion of social competence, from early childhood, can 
be more effective and bring signifi cant benefi ts to the healthy 
development of children.

Social skills and social competence are keywords in the 
Social Skills fi eld. According to the concepts of Del Prette 
& Del Prette (2010), social skills are social behaviors that 
contribute to social competence and compete with behavior 
problems that, in turn, compromise social competence. So-
cial competence is the assessment of the performance effec-
tively presented with regard to the articulation of thoughts, 
feelings and behaviors, as well as to the produced outcome, 
with functionality criteria related to personal, situational 
and cultural demands that include instrumental (immediate 
consequences to the individual, such as the achievement of 
goals, social approval and positive emotional correlation) and 
ethical-moral categories (relevant consequences to the indi-
vidual and social group, such as the maintenance and quality 
of the relationship, balanced reinforcers, respect and expan-
sion of interpersonal human rights). These authors alert that 
the assessment of social competence may, therefore, vary 
from non-effi cient performances – generally associated with 
behavior problems – to highly effi cient performances – gen-
erally associated with an appropriate set of social skills and 
with the highest match to the criteria previously mentioned 
in a given interaction.

Given the diversity of associated criteria, the assessment 
of social competence is more precise when multiple inform-
ants, procedures and instruments are used, which character-
ize a multimodal approach (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1978; 
Barreto, Freitas, & Del Prette, 2011; Del Prette & Del Prette, 
2006, 2009). This type of design is important for planning 
interventions that consider, besides the needs and resources 
of each specifi c population, the assessment criteria of educa-
tional agents, such as parents and teachers.

Despite being recommended, multimodal assessment 
has been rarely found in the various studies related to the 
area. In Brazil, assessments are often based on different 
informants, but not complemented by direct observation, 
which is the most appropriate method to assess social com-
petence in relation to its functionality (Del Prette & Del 
Prette, 2006). Even indirect methods, through reports in-
volving small children, have been rare in Brazil and abroad, 
being that the few available studies generally adopt instru-
ments answered by sources like parents and teachers. Studies 
involving different informants show that mothers and teach-
ers have described the set of children assessed differently. In 
Bolsoni-Silva, Marturano and Manfrinato (2005), in cases of 
children with school notifi cations of behavior problems or 
socially desired behavior, the assessment of mothers did not 
distinguish these two groups concerning socially desired be-
havior, but only in relation to behavior problems. In another 
data analysis comparing informants, Bolsoni-Silva, Martura-
no, Pereira and Manfrinato (2006) identifi ed that teachers at-
tributed more behavior problems and less social skills than 
the children’s mothers. The studies exclusively used inform-
ants’ statements, without assessing the direct performance 
of the children. The use of only one method of assessment, 
mainly when it relates to informants’ statements, may not be 
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suffi cient to cover the complexity of possible inter-relations 
between social skills and behavior problems.

This discrepancy shows the importance of multimodal 
assessments and, in particular, of including direct observa-
tion to add information. Direct observation is also essential 
in the development of performance indicators (verbal, non-
verbal and paralinguistic behaviors) and information about 
the immediate contingencies that permit showing the criteria 
of social competence (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2006). How-
ever, direct observation diffi culties in natural situations may 
be one of the reasons why observational studies have also 
been rare. An alternative for direct observation in natural 
situations is the use of structured situations that allow access 
to data about key behaviors by structuring interactive activi-
ties that establish requirements for the performance of these 
behaviors (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2009).

Taking into consideration that social skills and behavior 
problems notoriously constitute competing behaviors (Elli-
ott, Gresham, Frank, & Beddow, 2008; Gresham, 2009), it 
can be expected that different combinations of these two sets 
lead to different outcomes concerning social competence. 
These outcomes could be empirically verifi ed through a per-
formance test, involving children with different sets of social 
skills and behavior problems, which can be done in struc-
tured situations with requirements for different social skills, 
and registration by direct observation.

The present study focuses on predictive possibilities of 
different combinations between behavior problems and so-
cial skills and is justifi ed by the importance of early assess-
ments of social skills and behavior problems, respectively, 
as factors of protection and risk for social competence and 
healthy development. This study is specifi cally aimed at as-
sessing the differences and similarities in the social compe-
tence of preschoolers in function of: (1) groups which they 
belonged to, being one with social skills and three with be-
havior problems (internalizing, externalizing and mixed); (2) 
types of assessment, considering the estimates of mothers 
and teachers, as well as direct observation in a structured 
situation; (3) structured situations as demands for fi ve cat-
egories of social skills.

Method

Participants

Twenty-six children aged between four and six, select-
ed from a sample of 152, participated in this study, and were 
assessed by mothers and teachers through the Preschool and 
Kindergarten Behavior Scale (PKBS-BR, Merrell, 2002). 
The instrument is composed of two scales that assess social 
skills (34 items) and behavior problems (42 items) and is 
currently going through a validation process in Brazil by 
Dias, Freitas, Del Prette & Del Prette (2011), with satisfac-
tory preliminary psychometric qualities.

The selection was based on criteria for the formation of 
groups with different combinations of social skills scores and 

behavior problems: (a) seven children with a set of social skills 
(CHS) – high scores on the social skills scale and low on both 
of the behavior problem subscales; (b) seven with internalizing 
behavior problems (CPI) – high scores on the internalizing be-
havior problem subscale and low on the social skills scale and 
on the externalizing behavior problem subscale; (c) four chil-
dren with externalizing behavior problems (CPE) – high scores 
on the externalizing behavior problem subscale and low on the 
social skills scale and on the internalizing behavior problem 
subscale; and (d) eight children with mixed behavior problems 
(CPM) – high scores on the internalizing and externalizing be-
havior problem subscale and low on the social skills scale.

Given that the instrument used did not yet have cut off 
points, the criteria to defi ne high (above 80) or low scores (be-
low 50) were based on the percentile position of the children 
in the sample. In addition to the 26 children, six others (four 
girls and two boys), between fi ve and six years old, participat-
ed in the study as assistants in the composition of structured 
situations involving interaction among the children.

In addition, 22 mothers (one of them with two children 
participating in the study), three grandmothers and 14 teach-
ers, all female, participated as informants. The age of the 
mothers ranged between 24 and 43 (A = 32.42; SD = 4.9), 
and the three grandmothers (which will be referred to as 
“mothers”) were between 40 and 55 years old. The socio-
economic level, measured through the Brazilian Economic 
Classifi cation Criterion (Brazilian Association of Research 
Companies [ABEP], 2003), of the mothers/guardians varied 
from B1 to D, and most of them were concentrated in class-
es C and D. The age of the teachers ranged from 27 to 46 
(A = 34.64; SD = 6.16), and the socioeconomic level ranged 
from A2 to C, with half of the teachers belonging to class B2. 
The time of teaching was mainly between six and ten years.

Data collection using the PKBS-BR was undertaken in 
the school where the children studied. The exposure of the 
children to structured situations and the interviews with the 
informants were carried out at a private Psychology clinic.

Instruments

For recording and storing the information handled dur-
ing data analysis, a recording camera, mini DV tapes, a mi-
crocomputer, DVDs, a recorder and headphones were used. 
In conducting the structured situations, play materials were 
used, such as toys, objects and gifts for children. The instru-
ments used were the following:
1. Interview Guide for Mothers and Teachers: aimed at 

standardizing the interviews, a guide with descriptions 
of the questions the researcher would ask to the teach-
ers and mothers was developed, addressing the manner 
in which the children assessed would have behaved in 
different situations (for example: “So, what do you think 
that [name of the child] did in this situation?”). If the 
manner in which the children would have behaved was 
not specifi ed, it was asked: “How do you think they 
would do this? What did they say or do?”
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2. List of Options of Children’s Social Performance for In-
formants: set of descriptions of social behaviors extracted 
from the category system adopted in the analysis of re-
cordings. The researcher made the list available to the in-
formants during the interviews, so that they could chose 
one of the options of social performance. For example, in 
the situation “Asks for the help of adults when needed”, 
fi ve performance options were presented: “Explicitly asks 
for help”; “Implicitly asks for help”; “Implicitly asks for 
help with delay”; “Makes independent attempts”; “Makes 
independent and incompatible attempts”.

3. Description of Audio Recorded Structured Situations: CV 
with audio descriptions of each structured situation in the 
study, which the researcher presented to the informants 
(mothers and teachers), aimed at ensuring a standardized 
access to the description of each situation.

4. Guide of Structured Situations: written text contain-
ing a detailed description of the context of situations, 
the informants, statements and requirements that were 
proposed to the children in each of the fi ve structured 
situations extracted from the PKBS-BR, which the re-
searcher used during the structured situations as a way to 
ensure the standardization of the statements and actions. 
The selection of the situations considered the higher fre-
quency of occurrence of the PKBS-BR, in accordance 
with the assessment of parents and teachers. The social 
skills converted to structured situations were: “Asking 
for the help of adults when needed” (the adult handles 
the wrong key to open the lock that is in the box with 
the necessary materials for the activity); “Following the 
instructions of adults” (the adult says they will have to go 
out and asks the child to hand over the pencils and pens 
to the classmate who is about to arrive); “Sharing toys 
and belongings” (the classmate asks the child to borrow 
a stamp which they do not have); “Standing for their own 
rights” (in a running situation, the child wins, and the 
assisting child lies saying that they won) and “Inviting 
other children to play” (the child is playing with a toy and 
a classmate arrives).

5. Category System for Assessment of the Children’s Social 
Performance: written text with a set of defi nitions of pos-
sible/predictable behaviors the children may present in the 
structured situations or the informants may mention in the 
interviews. The judges consulted this system for the analy-
sis of data obtained from observations and interviews.

6. Protocol for Recording Children’s Social Performance: 
form with space for the judges of the study to record the 
option of behavior the children presented in relation to each 
situation, based on the analysis of the recordings, with the 
purpose of assisting with organization and analysis of data.

7. Protocol for Recording the Informants’ Statements in 
relation to Children’s Social Performance: form with 
accurate transcription of the answers provided by the in-
formants to the open and close questions, in addition to 
space for the judges to categorize these answers, based 

on the options available in the Category System for As-
sessment of the Children’s Social Performance. The pur-
pose was to assist with the organization and analysis of 
data provided by the informants.

Procedure

Data collection. Mothers and teachers were contacted 
at the schools where the children used to study and their 
agreement to participate in the study was requested. After 
agreeing to participate in the research, a period of adapta-
tion between the researcher and children in the schools was 
carried out during the break and in the classroom, lasting 
approximately 20 hours, followed by the beginning of data 
collection with the children, undertaken at the Psychology 
clinic after school hours.

For direct observation of children’s performance in struc-
tured situations, which took place at the Psychology clinic, 
children remained for a period of time in the waiting room, 
and then the researcher invited them to play in another room, 
with other toys, taking them to the room where the structured 
situations were held. Each child was exposed to fi ve structured 
situations, adopting the Guide of Structured Situations. The 
situations were organized into two sessions (three situations in 
one session and two in another), which took place on different 
days in order to avoid fatigue. Each of the sessions was fully 
videotaped for subsequent analysis of the performances. Dur-
ing the structured situations, the child interacted with the as-
sisting child or with the researcher in play situations, without 
knowing that they were being evaluated.

After data collection with the children, mothers and 
teachers were individually interviewed by the researcher, 
based on the Interview Guide for Mothers and Teachers, 
adopting the audio CD with the description of the situations. 
When the informants were asked what the children would 
have done in a certain situation, they were required to pro-
vide specifi c details (vocal and motor behavior). Afterwards, 
the list of options of children’s social performance for in-
formants was presented, asking the informants interviewed 
to select the option that best represented their estimate about 
the possible behavior of the children and to justify their 
choice of such option. All interviews were audio recorded.

Data analysis. Two independent judges were trained 
until they reached an 85% agreement rate when compared 
with the performance of the researcher. Each of the judges 
watched the recordings and individually evaluated the regis-
trations fi lmed in relation to half of the children studied, and 
also completed the Protocol for Recording Children’s Social 
Performance with the categories related to the behavior pre-
sented by the children. The judges classifi ed the statements of 
the sources by completing the Protocol for Recording Inform-
ants’ Statements about Children’s Social Performance. The 
categories the judges registered were converted into a numeri-
cal scale that represented the level of social competence asso-
ciated with each category, which ranged from -4 (Maximum 
negative extreme = totally impairs social competence) to +4 
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(Maximum positive extreme = totally contributes to social 
competence). The scores permitted calculating the average 
score of social competence and the performance of statisti-
cal analyses to compare the groups in the same assessment 
(Kruskal-Wallis for independent samples) and the three as-
sessments for each group (Friedman test for related samples). 
Taking into consideration the reduced sample size, a visual de-
scriptive analysis of the patterns was developed. SPSS version 
15.0 and BioEstat version 3.0 statistical software was used.

Ethical Considerations

The study received approval from the Ethics Com-
mittee of the Universidade Federal de São Carlos (Process 
330/2008), in compliance with Resolution CNS 196/96 on 
research involving human beings.

Results

Figure 1 presents the average social competence scores 
as estimated by mothers and teachers, as well as through the 
direct observation of each child, for each of the groups (CHS, 
CPI, CPE and CPM). Non-parametrical inferential analysis 
(Kruskal-Wallis test for independent samples) revealed no 
signifi cant differences in the mothers’ estimates (p = .11). 
However, through descriptive analysis and visual inspection 
of Figure 1, it was observed that group CHS had consistently 
higher scores in the three assessments, and that group CPI 
presented higher variability with average scores ranging from 
-0.80 to 3.52. The medians of groups CHS and CPE (respec-
tively 3.18 and 3.16) were close to the highest possible score 
(4), while the medians of groups CPI and CPM (1.56 and 
1.84) were below 2. The group CPE showed that the children 
obtained more homogenous scores (2.52 to 3.53).

The non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test showed differ-
ences among the groups (p = .025) in the estimates of the teach-
ers, with signifi cantly higher social competence scores in group 
CHS (M – 20.71) than in groups CPM (10.5) and CPI (M = 
9.57). Children in group CHS received a strongly positive as-
sessment in relation to the other groups (Md = 3.52). The low 
variability of average scores and the presence of a lower atypi-
cal value (Child 6) are also highlighted in group CHS. Similarly 
to the mothers’ assessment, the median (1.24) of the teachers’ 
estimates for group CPI was close to the lowest possible scores 
and presented higher variability (score from 1.48 to 3.22), while 
CPM showed lower variability (SD = 0.55).

In the observational assessment of structured situa-
tions, the non-parametric (Kruskal-Wallis) statistical analy-
sis did not show signifi cant differences (p = .083) among 
the groups. The descriptive analysis showed a median closer 
to the maximum score for CHS (3.30) and to the minimum 
score for group CPI (1.60), with higher variability in the lat-
ter (scores between 2.14 and 3.96), which is consistent with 
other assessments. In relation to CPM, higher variability 
concerning social competence can also be seen, contrary to 
what occurred in group CPE (SD = 0.31).

In intergroup comparisons, among different types of as-
sessment, Friedman’s inferential analysis for related samples 
did not show signifi cant differences in the three assessments 
(mothers, teachers and observation of structured situations) per-
formed for groups CHS (p = .87), CPI (p = .37), CPE (p = .78) 
and CPM (p = .67). As for the descriptive analysis, it can be 
noted that group CHS had medians very close to the maximum 
scores, both in the assessment of mothers and teachers and in 
the observation. In the teachers’ assessment, more than 50% 
of the children in this group had scores above 3.53. The moth-
ers’ assessment, however, showed high dispersion between the 
scores below the median, indicating greater inconsistency in re-
lation to the data. In relation to group CPI, the average scores of 
more than 50% of the group were above 1.60 and, in the obser-
vation data, with the assessment of teachers and mothers, had 
medians from 1.24 to 1.56 respectively. In group CPE, scores 
closer to the maximum were obtained in the mothers’ assess-
ment, followed by direct observation, with high dispersion in 
the teachers’ evaluation (SD = 1.63) and low dispersion in the 
assessment by observation (SD = 0.31). Finally, in group CPM, 
the assessment by observation presented quite varied scores, 
with an intermediate median in the possible extent of the social 
competence scores.

In the analysis of the social competence scores for each 
of the fi ve structured situations, the average and standard de-
viations of the social competence for each, considering each 
assessor and sample or group, are seen in Figure 2. It can be ob-
served that situation 2 “Following the instructions of adults”, 
presented medians closer to the maximum score for the three 
types of assessment, followed by situation 5 “Inviting other 
children to play”, except in group CPI. In contrast, situation 
3 “Standing for their own rights” presented the lowest scores, 
also with negative scores for the informants’ assessment.

4

6
3

2

1

0

-1

-2
CHS

Average
score mothers

Average
score teachers

Average score
observation

CPI CPE CPEI
Figure 1. Social Competence Scores Based on the Estimate 
Provided by Mothers and Teachers and on the Direct 
Observation of Children’s Performance in the Groups with a 
Set of Social Skills (CHS), Internalizing Behavior Problems 
(CPI), Externalizing Behavior Problems (CPE) and Mixed 
Behavior Problems (CPM).
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In all the assessments and situations, the children in 
group CHS had medians corresponding to the maximum 
score for the assessment by observation in all situations, and 
in four out of fi ve situations for the assessment of teachers. 
Conversely, the medians of the children in group CPI were 
generally lower in relation to all situations, except for situ-
ation 4 “Sharing toys and belongings”, in the assessment of 
teachers and in the three assessments by observation. In situ-
ation 5, “Inviting other children to play”, the median scores 
were low for the three types of assessment. In relation to 
group CPE, the median scores of the children were closer to 
the maximum scores in the assessment of the mothers for all 
situations, except for situation 4 “Sharing toys and belong-
ings”. Concerning group CPM, there was a higher dispersion 
between the situations and assessments. The median scores 
of the children in this group were low for situation 4 “Shar-
ing toys and belongings”, in the assessment of the teachers 
and by observation, and in situation 3 “Standing for their 
own rights”, in both assessments of the informants; however, 
in the assessment by observation, the children in group CPM 
showed the highest score in relation to this skill.

When comparing the reports of the mothers and the 
teachers, as well as the observation in structured situations, 
the most favorable assessment by observation occurred in 
situations 2 “Following the instructions of adults” and 3 
“Standing for their own rights”. The assessment of the moth-
ers was particularly more positive in situation 1 “Asking for 
the help of adults when needed”, and of the teachers in situ-
ation 4 “Sharing toys and belongings”. Higher consistency 
between the assessors and observation data was seen in situ-
ation 5 “Inviting other children to play”, between the assess-
ment of the teachers and observation in situation 4 “Sharing 
toys and belongings”, and between the informants in situa-
tion 2 “Following the instructions of adults”.

Discussion

In a multimodal assessment that considered the estimates 
of mothers and teachers, as well as the direct observation of 
children in structured situations, the results showed more 
similarities than differences among the groups with distinc-
tive combinations of social skills and behavior problems. The 
groups CHS, CPI, CPE and CPM were similarly assessed con-
cerning the social competence scores, according to the reports 
of mothers, teachers and the observation of performance.

The results about the estimates of mothers are consist-
ent with the fi ndings of the study developed by Bolsoni-Silva 
et al. (2005), in which the assessment of desirable behaviors 
by the mothers of children with behavior problems was not 
different from the assessment of the mothers of children with 
social skills. On the other hand, the fact that the estimates of 
the informants and the observation data showed similar re-
sults for all groups partially contradicts the assumption of the 
study that mothers and teachers would tend to underestimate 
the social competence of children with behavior problems. 
The convergence in the assessment data can be due to the 
use, in structured situations, of the social skills the mothers 
and teachers considered more frequent and more important. 
As a consequence, it can be concluded that the informants 
would be more attentive to these behaviors, showing more 
accurate reports when assessing these behaviors.

When the two types of assessment were compared, 
through the reports of mothers and teachers, differences 
were not found for the groups, as opposed to the fi ndings of 
Bolsoni-Silva et al. (2006). The discrepancy may be related 
to the procedures adopted: in the study of Bolsoni-Silva et 
al., the instrument used was a questionnaire with items of 
social skills while, in the present study, the interviews pro-
duced scores of the children’s social competence. The two 
procedures can, therefore, have assessed different constructs: 
social skills in the fi rst and social competence in the second.

As for the assessment by observation, the groups were 
not signifi cantly distinguished in relation to the social com-
petence score, which is contrary to the initial assumption of 
the present study that behavior problems, when competing 
with social skills (Elliott et al., 2008), would involve differ-
ent levels of social competence assessed through structured 
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of the Performance in relation to each Structured Situation.
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situations. Under this assumption, it was expected that, in 
structured situations, the children in the socially skilled 
group would have a better performance than those in the be-
havior problems group. The results obtained in the present 
study would be more in line with other studies that question 
the assumption of competition between behavior problems 
and social skills (Farmer & Xie, 2007).

Specifi cally focusing on some of the subtypes of ag-
gression, Estell, Cairns, Farmer and Cairns (2002) found that 
these problems did not affect the popularity and acceptance 
of the children in relation to their peers. Taking into con-
sideration the variables assessed in these studies and in the 
present study, the results obtained suggest some explanations 
or alternative assumptions to examine the issue related to the 
relationship between social skills and behavior problems.

One possible explanation is that, when organizing the pre-
vious condition for the occurrence of specifi c social behaviors 
in a structured situation, a stronger contextual control is estab-
lished over children’s behavior, which favors more similarities 
among the groups despite the previous differences in the skills 
set. This assumption rests on the understanding that children 
with behavior problems have defi cits in relation to performance 
or fl uency, but not to acquisition (Del Prette & Del Prette, 2005), 
that is, they have the skills but may or may not perform them 
depending on the contextual control. Another possibility can 
be the fact that, at this age, children have not yet consolidated 
the behaviors that are indicative of social competence and/or 
behavior problems that are still initiating in their skills set, par-
ticularly in relation to new environments, in which stability has 
been predicted from pre-adolescence (Loeber, 1991).

This alternative explanation for the results obtained in 
the present study suggests an unexpected function of struc-
tured situations, not restricted to the assessment: their poten-
tial to evoke expected/desirable social behaviors in preschool 
children, regardless of their usual skills set. This possibil-
ity suggests the importance of planning and implementing 
favorable conditions for the expression, strengthening and 
improvement of different categories of social skills for chil-
dren with behavior problems. It also supports the creation 
of particularly feasible procedures in early interventions in-
volving children with behavior problems, because the social 
skills defi cits would not be generalized for different contexts 
(Gresham, Lane, MacMillan, & Bocian, 1999). In that sense, 
the structured situations could be explored as an intervention 
resource for the promotion of desirable behaviors. Under the 
conditions established by the structured situation, the ex-
pected behaviors could be more easily molded and improved 
towards complex and profi cient social skills, and/or strength-
ened through differential reinforcement. This procedure pre-
sents similarities to the one used in a study by Moura and 
Venturelli (2004), in relation to the proposal to conduct a 
therapeutic process with children from seven to 12 years of 
age, and mentions the training sessions of specifi c skills, in 
which behaviors that replace behavior problems are trained 
with the children. This training is similar to the procedure 

of structured situations used in the present study, which was 
shown to be effective for smaller children from four to six 
years of age presenting behavior problem indicators.

In summary, the present study brings additional factors 
about the complexity of the relationship between social skills 
and behavior problems, which continues to be an important 
question for research. However, the possibility that the small 
sample size and the percentile position criteria for the forma-
tion of the groups (instead of using cut off points, not yet 
available for the used instrument) have affected the results 
cannot be ruled out, which also suggests the development of 
further studies, especially with larger samples, besides new 
studies of the instrument’s discriminant validity.

The analysis of the different structured situations for 
direct observation suggests that the skills “Following the 
instructions of adults” and “Inviting other children to play” 
would be more frequent and improved in preschool children, 
certainly because they tend to be positive and consistently 
sequenced in play situations. But the ability of “Standing for 
their own rights”, related to assertiveness, although still ini-
tiating in most of the children participating in the study, was 
more developed in children from group CPM (observation 
data, not from reports), and suggested that the informants 
did not identify and, therefore, could not have sequenced this 
behavior so consistently and positively. One consequence of 
this fi nding for clinical and educational Social Skills inter-
ventions is the need to previously inform parents and teach-
ers about the importance of assertiveness in the development 
of children’s social skills and demystify the negative assess-
ment generally associated with such types of behavior (Dias, 
Freitas, Souza, Del Prette, & Del Prette, 2008).

Conclusions

This study reiterates the importance of multimodal as-
sessments in the Social Skills fi eld with methodological, 
educational and clinical consequences, suggesting the need 
for further investigations. A methodological consequence 
was the consistency among the three types of assessment for 
each group, suggesting reliability of the assessments, which 
shows validity and complementarity between the report 
strategies (interviews) and observation in structured situa-
tions involving preschool children.

Some limitations of this study can be identifi ed, such 
as the small sample size and disregard of the variables gen-
der, age and socioeconomic status. Based on the contribu-
tions and limitations mentioned above, further research can 
be undertaken with larger samples, with preschool children, 
and aimed at identifying situations most likely to distinguish 
the social competence of children from different groups. It 
would also be important to develop studies with the same 
procedures, but using samples matching the relevant soci-
odemographic variables suggested by the literature as po-
tentially associated with the relationship between social 
competence and behavior problems.
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