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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this exploratory study was to 

investigate the characteristics of peers and groups of early 

adolescents (eleven through fourteen years of age; N=594) in 

a middle school environment (grades six, seven, and eight). 

The study was conducted over one academic school year 

utilizing three methodologies: observation, interview, and 

questionnaire. Observer (etic perspective) field notes were 

analyzed on a daily and ongoing basis to provide data on 

patterns of grouping and group characteristics. Audiotaped 

semistructured interviews with the early adolescents (emic 

perspective) were analyzed by independent raters to provide 

data on the perceptions of the students regarding 

characteristics of: self; friends; groups and groupings and 

the participants at each grade level and across grades; 

factors of importance for participation in (or exclusion 

from) specific groups. Analysis was conducted for frequency 

of response to questionnaire items regarding characteristics 

of importance for the self and those for friends to possess. 

Results of the analyses revealed: (a) differences and 

consistencies of etic and emic perspectives regarding 

characteristics of groupings and the participants; (b) 

similarities and dissimilarities of groups (dyads, cliques, 



crowds, gangs described in other research); (c) group 

participation appeared to be related to by gender, grade 

level, personal physical size, maturational development, 

activities, personal security, common interests, levels of 

conformity to adult expectations, and social adeptness. The 

questionnaire results indicated slight differences for 

important characteristics for the self and for friends to 

possess. Limitations of the present research, and 

implications and suggestions for further research are 

discussed. 

9 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
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We are social beings. As we develop throughout the 

life span the interactions we experience with others can 

enhance both the uniqueness of us as individuals and the 

commonalities we share with those who also are participating 

in the social, ideological, and physical environments 

available to us. Both the internal environments (physical, 

psychological, behavioral, emotional, and spiritual) and the 

external environments (the institutions and the systems) 

provide the potentials for a range of choices, which though 

not unlimited, can contain for us the opportunities to 

influence, in some important ways, our own and others' life 

patterns and styles. 

Human development can be viewed as a life long process 

in which there are periods of growth and development that 

are more evidently crucial for attainment of successful and 

healthy progression of the individual through the life 

course. Generally, in our society, adolescence is deemed 

such a period. Even though adolescence can be viewed as an 

integral and ongoing process in the life span, it also can 

be recognized as a period of significance which is 



distinguished by specific characteristics not occurring at 

any other time in life. 

11 

The period of adolescence has been defined 

traditionally as the time of sexual and physical maturation, 

beginning with the onset of puberty at about thirteen 

chronological years of age and lasting to about eighteen 

years of age. The contemporary view of adolescence, 

however, is conceptualized as containing three levels: early 

adolescence--eleven through fourteen years of age 

(pubescence), middle adolescence--fifteen through eighteen 

years of age, and late adolescence--nineteen to about 

twenty-two years of age (for some young people) (Thornburg, 

1982). The extensions of the range of ages for adolescence 

is recognized today to encompass not only the 

physiologically differing chronological and developmental 

ages (Tanner, 1962, 1980) for adolescents, but also the 

social, cognitive, and identity uspects now recognized as 

eminently important in this period of life. (Muuss, 1975; 

Thornburg, 1982). 

The decade of development for the adolescent is 

noteworthy for the scope of the great cumulative changes 

that occur and the impact these changes have on the human 

individual (Turning Points, 1989). Physically, as the 

person moves through pubescence to the point at which he or 

she is capable of procreation (puberty), extensive changes 
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occur gradually to affect height, weight, distribution of 

fat and muscle tissue, skeletal density and proportions, 

hormone production and levels, and general physical 

appearance. Also in the pubescent period the potential for 

change from concrete to formal and abstract cognitive 

process, identified by Piaget, occurs (Inhelder & 

Piaget, 1958). As these changes in the individual are 

occurring, so are the perceptions of psychological, 

emotional, and social needs, and issues of dependence and 

identity (Erikson, 1963, 1968). Ever increasing and 

broadening environments provide social and interactional 

possibilities with which and in which the individual 

heretofore has not had experience. As the young adolescent 

differentially changes in all these varying aspects of 

development, chronological agemates are also experiencing 

the same processes but probably each individually at 

different developmental levels and rates (Brooks-Gunn, 1988; 

Collins, 1988; Schneirla, 1957). As the insecurities 

inherent in these dramatic, albeit gradual, changes present 

themselves, young adolescents appear to readily identify 

with certain individuals and groups of individuals in their 

age cohort. As the social and experiential needs of young 

adolescents become more pronounced, so it appears does the 

interest in and the involvement with their peers. Peers, 

during the early adolescence period, appear to provide for 



these young people things which cannot be gained from any 

other source (Sullivan, 1953). 

13 

This perception of the need for peer, greater

involvement and interaction has been discussed across all of 

the disciplines concerned with human development. Whether 

adolescence is viewed theoretically as a stage of human 

development dominated by physiological development 

(Tanner,1962,1980), cognitive development (Inhelder & 

Piaget,1958), psychosexual development (Freud, 

A.,1948,1966,1969; Freud, S.,1953) or identity development 

(Erikson, 1963,1968; Marcia, 1980); or identified as a 

specific cultural or environmentally dependent occurrence 

(Benedict,1954; Hollingsworth, 1928; Mead, 1961), or a 

person/environment interaction (Lewin, 1939), the importance 

of peers as mediators for the social, cultural, and personal 

transitions of adolescence is recognized. 

It should be noted, however, that the term peer in the 

broader definitional sense refers to one who is of equal 

standing as in age, law, rank, quality, or ability with 

another (Webster's New Third International Dictionary, 

1971). This definition may encompass some of the variables 

appropriate for adolescent peers and peer groups, but the 

perceptions and connotations of groups and peers during 

adolescence, for those actively participating in and with 

them (the emic perspective) and those outside who only view 
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or study them, (the etic perspective) may take on more 

subjective conceptualizations. Perceptions of peers and 

peer groupings from the view of the adolescent involved with 

them might disclose much different criteria for inclusion 

with or recognition of peers and groups of peers. Whereas 

the general negative cGnnotation of adolescent peer groups, 

and the image of the adolescent subculture they represent (a 

perspective that became prevalent before the 1950s 

[Eisenstadt, 1956; Goodman,1966; Parsons, 1942], in the 

broad adult society), might be of groups of impressionable 

and risk prone young people who are readily influenced by 

peer pressures within the peer culture into rebellious 

and/or antisocial, negative and unpredictable behaviors. 

This view was reinforced by the 1950 study of groups in high 

schools by Coleman (1961). As Lipsitz (1980) has noted, the 

term "peer group" has become pejorative when used in 

reference to adolescents. Although differential 

definitional perspectives exist, the importance of the 

social interactions with peers and peer groups are of 

undeniable importance to young adolescents as they beain to 

engage within the broader social contexts like those 

afforded by schools (Epstein & Karweit, 1983). 

Whenever it is that adolescents become capable of 

sustained personal relationships, it is not a 

suddenly acquired ability. The testing of 



friendships during early adolescence, the reliance 

on the peer group for behavioral standards, the 

confidences shared with one special best friend-

all are crucial precursors of the continuous, 

rewarding relationships that help enrich and 

fulfill our adult lives (Lipsitz, 1980,p.17). 

Definitions of Adolescent Peer Groups 

15 

What constitutes "peer groups" however, must be defined 

as the prospects of those peers and peer groups are further 

considered as viable contributors to adolescent development. 

Explanations, definitions, and categorization of adolescent 

peer groupings have been offered by some scholars. 

According to Dunphy (1963,1980), for example, three distinct 

kinds of adolescent peer groups occur and are described by 

size and types: (a) cliques-- that range in size from fonr 

through six members who are close friends; are unisexual 

agemates, and require residential proximity of members for 

interpersonal interactions. Cliques are an early adolescent 

phenomenon; (b) crowds-- that are fifteen to thirty members 

or smaller, contain members of both sexes, must contain 

cliques of two to four in number, and are a middle 

adolescence phenomenon; and (c) gangs-- that are usually 

made up of lower socioeconomic status participants, 

primarily unisexual, resemble cliques but are larger and 

highly organized, territorial, and antisocial. Dunphy also 
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contended that there are five stages of group development: 

stage 1 is made up of isolated unisex cliques, organized 

around a leader who represents the masculine or feminine 

traits admired by the membership and is a precrowd stage 

occurring in early adolescence; stage 2 contains unisexual 

cliques that engage in group to group interaction and is the 

beginning of a crowd; stage 3 contains unisexual cliques 

with a heterosexual clique forming from the upper status 

members to produce the structural transition of the crowd; 

stage 4 contains heterosexual cliques which associate 

closely; and stage 5 which occurs in late adolescence, 

begins the disintegration of the crowd and is made up of 

loosely associated couples groups. He noted also that there 

might be as many as three crowds in a hierarchy in which- the 

low status or marginal members of older crowds also could be 

high status members of younger crowds. 

Other investigators have conceptualized peer groupings 

somewhat differently. In discussing group peer interaction, 

Brown (1989) placed the groupings into three levels: dyads, 

cliques, and crowds. Although not designated as a true 

group, he did recognize the dyads as containing pairs of 

friends. Cliques were described as being interaction-based 

groups that varied in size (from five to ten members) and in 

density, which was defined by Brown as " .••• the degree to 

which each person regards all other clique members as 
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regular friends"(p. 189). Cliques can be exclusive or 

include, on occasions, peripheral or marginal members. 

Clique members " ••• all understand and appreciate each other 

better than do people outside the clique and who regard the 

clique as their primary base of interaction with groups of 

agemat.es" (Brown, 1989, p. 190). Further he believed that 

cliques can be differentiated into two types, activity 

cliques and friendship cliques. Crowds, however, according 

to Brown," •.• are reputation-based peer groups -- larger 

collectives of similarly stereotyped individuals who mayor 

may not spend much time together ••.•• crowd affiliation 

denotes the primary attitudes or activities with which one 

is associated by peers. It can also be a commentary on 

one's status among peers or one's level of social skills" 

(Brown, 1989,p.190). stereotyping labels imposed by those 

outside the crowd are used to differentiate crowds to 

reflect the perceived basic characteristics of the group. 

"Whereas clique norms develop from within [the 

group] .•.•. crowd norms are imposed from outside the group" 

(p.190). A final differentiation is made between a 

membership group and a reference group. 

Many of the notable studies of the structure and 

function of adolescent peer groups have been carried out, 

generally, with middle to late adolescent age populations in 

high schools (Coleman, 1961), youth clubs (Dunphy, 1963) or 
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the youth in a whole town (Hollingshead, 1949). Recently, 

however, the importance of the middle school/junior high 

school years, the years of early adolescence, has been 

recognized by researchers (Brown & Clasen, 1986; Crockett, 

Losoff, & Petersen, 1984; Eder, 1985) as evidencing the most 

formative years of peer group activity. Intuitively, also, 

the middle school/junior high school environment would seem 

to be a most advantageous setting for the study of 

adolescent peer groupings as conceptualized by Dunphy 

(1963). This would follow from the fact that many of the 

middle schools or junior high schools in our society are the 

predominate environment in which early adolescent students 

from differing elementary grade school catchments are 

exposed to one another. Thus conditions are provided that 

are appropriate both from the adolescent development 

perspective and contextual framework (Epstein & Karwiet, 

1983) of the school for forming new and different 

relationships than would be possible in the elementary 

school environment. 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of the present study was to ascertain, 

using differing methodologies (observation, interview, and 

questionnaire) the existence of types and characteristics of 

the peers and peer groupings in a middle school environment. 

Observations were conducted to discover the sizes, numbers, 
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characteristics of groups and the members, movement of group 

participants between groups, and differences in groupings 

that occurred at each of the three grade levels (sixth, 

seventh, and eighth) in the middle school. Interviews were 

conducted to garner information regarding the perceptions of 

students at each grade level in relation to the ways in 

which they viewed: themselves; their friends; the 

characteristics of themselves and their friends; existence 

of groups in the school; the characteristics, types, 

functions, numbers, interests, and sizes of groups in the 

school; the individuals membership or nonmembership in 

groupings; and the attitudes that members and nonmembers 

held about the groups. 

Summary 

As social beings we have choices that provide 

opportunities of influence for our own and others' life 

patterns and styles. In the life long process of human 

development, adolescence can be viewed as a gradual dramatic 

period in which not only physical and sexual maturation 

occur, but also, in which cognitive, social, and identity 

potentials become available. As ever increasing social and 

interactional possibilities are experienced, life choices 

are influenced and made. These developmental aspects of 

adolescence do not occur uniformly for age cohorts, for 



peers, or for individuals, but rather are idiosyncratic 

processes. 

20 

The importance of peers as mediators for the social, 

cultural, and personal transitions of adolescence has been 

recognized and theoretically acknowledged in all disciplines 

concerned with human development. Definitionally the term 

peer refers to "one of equal standing"; a peer group should 

then refer to an assemblage of those of equal standing. In 

our society the term "peer group" when used in conjunction 

with "adolescent" may be viewed differentially, depending 

upon whether one is a member and defining the associations 

from within the group (emic perspective) or whether one is 

an observer and defining the concept and associations as an 

outsider (etic perspective). Many of the latter 

definitions, over many years, have provided an image of a 

negative adolescent subculture, devoted to peer pressures, 

rebellious and/or antisocial activities, and unpredictable 

behaviors. 

Some scholars with a differing perspective, however, 

have offered explanations, definitions, and categorizations 

of adolescent peer grouping. For example, Dunphy 

(1963,1980) described the groups by size and function: (a) 

cliques, (b) crowds, and (c) gangs, and further contended 

there to be five stages of group development. Another 

scholar (Brown, 1989) has defined three levels of adolescent 



peer interactions: dyads (pairs of friends), cliques 

(interaction-based groups), and crowds (reputation-based 

groups), and also identified two types of cliques 

21 

(a) activity cliques, and (b) friendship cliques. He further 

stated that a differentiation should be made between a 

membership group and a reference group in cliques and 

crowds. 

Although most studies of adolescent peer groups have 

been carried out with middle and late adolescents, 

recognition has been made recently of the importance of 

early adolescence (the middle/junior-high school years) as 

the most formative years of peer group activity (Brown & 

Clasen, 1986; Crockett, Losoff, & Petersen, 1984; Eder, 

1985; Epstein & Karweit, 1983). 

The present study explored the characteristics of peer 

grouping and the peers who participated (and those who did 

not participate) in groups, in a middle school that 

contained students in grades six, seven and eight. 

Perspectives of characteristics were gained through the 

observations of the investigator, not participating in the 

groups; through interviews conducted with the students; and 

through questionnaires that students completed. 



CHAPTER 2 

METHOD 
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This chapter is devoted to the discussion of the 

general approaches used in this research. Topics discussed 

will include (a) description of the population of study and 

the field site characteristics, (b) observational and 

interview methods and the instrument, (c) data collection, 

and (d) analysis of the data. 

population 

The total of subjects (N=594) of this study included 

sixth (n=100), seventh (n=248) and eighth (n=246) grade 

students of about 11 through 14 years of age, who attended a 

middle school within a large metropolitan school district in 

the Southwestern united states. The ethnic derivations in 

the student population consisted of Caucasian (85%), Black 

(5%), Hispanic (9%), and other (1%). (See Table 1.) 

The area from which the middle school population was 

drawn covers about twenty square miles. The middle school 

received students from three elementary feeder schools. One 

of the feeder schools was a kindergarten through fifth grade 

(K-5) configuration, the other two contained kindergarten 

through sixth grade (K-6). The school experienced about a 



Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the School 
Population 

Grade 

6 

7 

8 

Ethnicity 

caucasian 
Black 
Hispanic 
other 

n 

100 

248 

246 

Males 

56 (56%) 

132 (53%) 

130 (53%) 

318 (54%) 

505 (85%) 
30 (5%) 
53 (9%) 

6 (1%) 

Family Characteristics 

Both Natural Parents 50% 
Reconstituted 30% 
Single Parent 15% 
Other 5% 

Females 

44 (44%) 

116 (47%) 

116 (47%) 

276 (46%) 

23 

aThis is the total number of all students registered in the 
school during the school year and does not account for 
those who were dropped from registration records for any 
reason. 
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twenty percent student turnover each academic year. This 

number did not include the loss of the eighth graders as 

they matriculated into high school in the ninth grade. Most 

of the other turnover was due to the job characteristics of 

the parents, many of whom were employed in positions of 

middle management. Such jobs often required frequent 

transfer from one geographical area to another, creating a 

very mobile population. Some turnover was attributable to 

suspensions and dropout. 

Most homes in the middle school containment were single 

family dwellings on one acre land sites and ranged in price 

from $70,000 to $150,000+. The general socioeconomic level 

of the families was middle class to lower upper middle 

class. 

As can be seen in Table 1 about 50% of the families 

contained both natural parents; approximately 15% of the 

families were headed by a single parent; and approximately 

30% were reconstituted fami1ies-- containing one natural 

parent and a stepparent or two stepparents, and about 5% of 

the students lived in other family situations. 

site. The school was housed in a nontraditional edifice 

(see Appendix A) which contained two modular buildings, one 

of which contained the library and ten large classrooms that 

could be divided by flexible wall partitions to create 

twenty smaller classrooms. (Marked A-1) The odd numbered 
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rooms were accessible through the library; the even numbered 

rooms were accessible only from outside entrances or through 

the partitions during class periods. The smaller modular 

building, separate from the main school building and only 

accessible from outside entrances, housed the science rooms 

and other regular classrooms plus adaptive education 

classrooms. A separate rectangular building, (A-B) 

accessible only through outside entrances contained the home 

economics, art, and vocational classrooms, plus the girls' 

and boys' locker rooms and physical education rooms. 

Entrance into the front door of the school led to a 

large foyer that contained lockers and trophy cases. As can 

be seen (in A-2 of Appendix A) this foyer served as the hub 

for the administrative and nurses' offices (A-12), teachers' 

lounge/lunchroom, supply/preparation/copying room, and the 

teachers' computer room, all in one area. The assistant 

principal's office, the counselors' offices, the library and 

some classrooms were in another area, (A-3), and the 

auditorium/lunchroom/cafeteria, band and drama rooms were 

contained in yet another area (A-4). The auditorium 

contained a stage and performance area and was large enough 

to accommodate the entire student body for assemblies, 

dances/school socials, and indoor sports events. 

The outdoor areas included a large paved patio, 

containing low walls and concrete benches. Through a 



26 

service window into the food service area in the cafeteria, 

students could purchase lunch items and snacks during the 

lunch period (A-5). concrete tables were available upon 

which they could partake of their lunch. A large serni

grassed (A-6) area extended between the small modular (A-7) 

building and the rectangular buildings (A-8). Portaled 

walkways around each of these buildings provided partial 

shelter for students from the sun or inclement weather. Two 

larger playground areas, one behind the rectangular 

building, contained a volleyball and basketball court and 

bleacher seating. Another very large area, which was down a 

rather steep incline from the rest of the play areas, served 

as a soccer, softball, track, and the "sandbox area" areas 

(A-IO). To the left end of this area was a supply building 

and a large area utilized by students for Breakdancing (A-

9) • 

The school day. The students' school day began at 8:45 

AM and ended at 3:35 PM (for regular students), contained 

six 55-minute class periods, plus a forty-minute lunch 

period that started at 12:55. There were 175 teaching days 

in the academic year. 

Transportation was provided for over one-half of the 

students by four school buses and an adaptive education 

special bus. The remainder of the students walked, rode 

bicycles or had private individual or car pooling 
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transportation. Upon arrival at school in the morning 

students waited outside the front door (A-11) to gain access 

to the building when the bell rang. Other access to the 

school building in the mornings was not possible. 

During the first four class periods of the day, sixth 

grade classes were held in four adjoining classrooms in the 

library module; fifth period was for an exploratory course, 

and sixth period was for physical education. All sixth 

grade pupils were taught by four teachers and were virtually 

segregated from the seventh and eighth graders. The sixth 

grade lunch period began ten minutes before the seventh and 

eighth grade lunch period. 

Seventh grade students received team teaching and 

traditional instruction as they gradually gained the greater 

flexibility in interclassroom movement and some elective 

course selection similar to that provided in the eighth 

grade. 

Student placement. Within grade levels, tracking or 

academic ability classes (with the exception of gifted or 

adaptive education students) was not supposed to occur in 

this school. Students were scheduled into the class groups 

of mixed academic ability according to appraisals of their 

motivational level which were derived from (a) the previous 

years' grades and teacher evaluations, (b) the Stanford 

Achievement Test (SAT), and (c) parental appraisals. 
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Each class group moved through the school day as a 

unit. Each class unit was made up of students at all levels 

on the motivation continuum, from least to most motivated. 

The spectrum of motivational levels was utilized within each 

classroom group to promote intraclass interaction and 

participation in class activities in an attempt to bring 

about more inclusive and homogeneous student involvement, 

and a feeling of "family". 

Measures 

Three major research approaches were utilized within 

the present study: observation, audiotaped interviews, and a 

questionnaire. Each produced different information regarding 

the peer group/friendship characteristics which were the 

foci of concern in the present report--part of a larger . 

study--in this middle school milieu. 

Observations. Observations were made of the: (a) 

groups which interacted in the physical areas of the school 

environment; (b) the groups' characteristics; (c) perceived 

characteristics of the cliques which made up the groups; and 

Cd) the individuals and "friends" who comprised the cliques. 

Researcher notes of the observations were kept throughout 

each observation day and were analyzed and categorized 

according to the individuals within the contexts in which 

they were observed and notations made regarding the 
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characteristics of groups, individuals, and their friends as 

perceived by the observer. 

Interviews. semistructured interviews were held with 

students who had parental permission and who wished to do 

so. The interviews averaged one hour in length and were 

audiotaped for later analysis. (See Procedure section.) 

Questionnaire. One questionnaire (Guess Who) was 

employed to solicit responses from students regarding the 

social and personality characteristics/qualities the 

students perceived as important for the self to have and 

which would be important for their friends in the school to 

have. 

This instrument (see Appendix B) was created for the 

present study and was based on the Guess Who technique 

discussed by Gronlund (1985). Only two questions of the 

questionnaire were utilized as the other questions were not 

believed to be appropriate for this study. The total 

questionnaire was piloted with sixth graders in another 

middle school of like population characteristics to 

ascertain the difficulty of the terms for students' 

comprehension. No changes in the terms were required, 

although a few terms did need some clarification for a few 

students. consistent explanations for those terms were 

formulated and presented when they were questioned at the 

time the instrument was administered at the study site. 
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Procedure 

Approval to conduct the investigation was obtained from 

the Human Subjects committee of the University of Arizona 

(Appendix C), the school district in which the school was 

located, and the building principal of the schools involved 

(both the primary site and the site in which the instruments 

were piloted). 

Parents were informed by letter of the study conducted 

in the school to allow for passive consent (Appendix D). No 

denial for participation was received. The letter also 

contained a request for permission for the boy or girl to 

participate in taped audio interviews. Signatures from both 

student and a parent were required for participation in the 

interview portion of the study. 

Observations. Observations, conducted by the 

researcher and on occasion by an assistant, began on the 

first day of the school year on a schedule of three days per 

week (Monday, Wednesday, Friday) alternating with two days 

per week (Tuesday and Thursday) for the first five months of 

the academic year. During the remaining four months, 

intermittent observations were conducted each week. During 

and following each day of observation, detailed field notes 

were made. These notes described the groups, both large and 

small, seen by the investigator(s) as to; the 

characteristics of the group as a whole; the 
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characteristics--behavioral and physical, of the individuals 

in the groups; those students who appeared not to be 

included in any group or who appeared to belong in several 

groups; the areas within the school complex in which various 

groups congregated; and the interactions that appeared to 

occur between groups and the individuals who moved between 

groups. These observations occurred in the cafeteria, 

hallways, classrooms, playground areas, administrative 

areas, and as students arrived for school and left from 

school. 

Administrators, teachers, and staff were observed also 

as was pertinent to or influential in regard to sanctions 

and/or prohibitions, permissions, and reinforcers which made 

impact on the groups' membership, members, activities, 

and/or general attitudes. 

Discussions with students, administrators, teachers, 

staff and volunteers in the school were noted in detail. 

All such narrative interaction was volunteered to the 

investigator. These comments provided many differing 

perceptions of the early adolescent groupings to augment 

and/or clarify the direct observations and impressions of 

the investigator. 

Interviews. semistructured interviews were conducted 

by the primary investigator to obtain, from a representative 

cross-section of the school population, the perceptions of 
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individual students regarding the ways in which they viewed 

characteristics of themselves, their friends, and groups in 

which they participated, and small and large groups in the 

school. Of further interest were the students' perceptions 

of the interaction and intra-actions which occurred with 

school groups. 

The interviews were conducted during the latter days of 

April and throughout May. Individuals who had returned 

consent forms were identified and thirty of those were 

randomly selected for the 55-minute interview. Those to be 

interviewed were called from their classes individually. 

Care was taken not to infringe upon the class time that the 

student believed he or she should be attending. If when the 

student was requested to come to the interview room and he 

or she did not think that was a favorable time, the student 

was reassigned another time for the interview. 

The interviews were conducted in a small conference 

room adjacent to the main offices area. The student and the 

investigator sat at a conference table facing each other. 

The tape recorder was in view for the student although not 

directly between the interviewer and the interviewee. After 

greetings and introductions, the investigator stated the 

purpose of the interview and confirmed that what was said by 

the interviewee would remain anonymous and confidential-- in 

that none of their friends, teachers, the school personnel 
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or any administrator would have access to their identity or 

their taped comments. It was stated that even though the 

student had volunteered to participate in the interview, he 

or she could withdraw at any time, and if there were any 

questions presented in the interview that the student did 

not want to answer, he or she could just abstain from a 

response by shaking his or her head. The interviewee was 

given a piece of paper and a pencil so that he or she could 

doodle or draw diagrams or both, to illustrate the different 

groupings which would be discussed. 

The interview followed a general schedule of open ended 

questions, although the student was able to deviate from the 

schedule if he or she so chose. The protocol began with a 

request that the student tell something about himself or 

herself in "a word picture" that would describe, in terms of 

personal characteristics, what he or she was like (e.g., 

what he or she liked to do, what kind of a person he or she 

was, and how he or she felt about himself or herself). Then 

the student was asked to describe the characteristics of his 

or her friends. Next he or she was asked about the groups 

of students that he or she thought "hung around II together at 

school, the nature of the groups, the common interest of 

those belonging to the groups, if he or she was a member of 

any of the groups he or she identified -- if so why, if not, 

why not -- and further, could he or she become a member of a 
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group if he or she so desired. The question was posed also 

about the ease with which group members moved between 

groups. The interviewees' perceptions of characteristics of 

group members, their behaviors, attitudes, and general 

acceptance were also queried. 

Questionnaire. The Guess Who instrument was 

administered in November (the day before Thanksgiving) to 

each grade separately in the auditorium/cafeteria. students 

sat at long tables arranged in rows facing the stage area. 

The principal presented the reason for the assembly and 

stated that participation in responding to the questionnaire 

was voluntary. The investigator and the assistant were then 

introduced. The primary investigator explained the purpose 

of the questionnaire and the modus requested for responding 

to the statements. The students were assured of their 

anonymity in regard to their responses. It was explained 

that after each individual had been assigned a number the 

face sheet on the questionnaire would be destroyed. The 

number would be assigned only to be used in the computer 

analysis of their responses. The students were asked to 

work independently, as their impressions of their self and 

of others were private opinion. If they had questions they 

were to raise a hand and a member of the research team would 

come to assist them individually. The questionnaire was 

designed to take about 45 minutes for completion. 



Analyses 

Observation notes. Assignment of a number for each 

student in the school was made at the beginning of the 

school year and as new students enrolled during the year. 
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As observations of groups were made, the investigator 

identified the group members and watched how groups defined 

themselves, where the groups congregated, which individuals 

made up which groups and which individual students did not 

interact with groups of students. As groups' members were 

identified the number assigned to that student was placed in 

the appropriate group category. Patterns of behavior 

(Spradley, 1980) in and between the groups were identified 

and noted to ascertain if group composition or 

characteristics changed during the school year. Smaller 

groups, cliques and friendship dyads and triads were 

identified and noted as they participated with or did not 

participate with others in their environment. Personal 

characteristics of the smaller units which the investigator 

noted were of particular interest and detailed in the study 

notes. Descriptions of the characteristics were formulated 

to present a composite of the main and subgroup 

participants' observable characteristics and behaviors. 

Interviews. Thirty-two hours of audiotaped interviews 

were analyzed independently by two raters (the researcher 

and a trained rater) for interviewee statements that 
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pertained to: (a) how the individual perceived him or her 

self, (b) how many friends the individual reported having, 

(c) what characteristics the friends had, (d) what were 

important characteristics for all of the friends in his or 

her group to have in common, (e) to which group(s) did they 

belong and how many individuals were in the group(s), (f) 

how many groups did they believe to exist within their grade 

level, and what would those groups be called, (g) how many 

groups were in the school, how many people were in those 

groups, and what would those groups be called, (h) what, if 

any, characteristics or interests were peculiar for the 

participants in the particular groups they perceived, and 

(i) how did they perceive the group(s) in which they were a 

participant. These analyses followed the general outline of 

the semistructured interviews. 

Interrater initial consensus of 93% for classifications 

of statements was maintained by the researcher and the 

trained rater throughout the period of analysis. statements 

or classifications not agreed upon were replayed and 

discussed until agreement was reached or it was decided that 

the lack of clarity (of the tape) or the ambiguity of the 

response should allow deletion of the remark(s) from further 

analysis and the results of the study. 

Questionnaire. Averages of the frequencies (AOF) of 

responses given by the participants were calculated by 
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gender and grade regarding characteristics of importance for 

self and for characteristics of importance for friends. The 

purpose of these analyses was to: (a) verify observations 

and inferences associated with the interviews, and (b) to 

synthesize similarities and differences across gender and 

grade level. 



CHAPTER 3 

RESULTS 
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The results section will present: (a) a synopsis of the 

observation notes (which are the record of the perceptions 

of the observer the etic perspective) of the 

characteristics of groupings and of the characteristics of 

the students and their associations with groups and within 

groups, (b) a condensation of the interviews with 

representative students at each grade level of the school in 

regard to their perceptions (the emic perspective) of the 

characteristics of: themselves, their group(s), other groups 

in the school and the participants in those groups, (c) ·the 

findings in regard to two questions of the questionnaire 

that was responded to by the students, and Cd) a summary of 

the results. 

Observations 

Beginning of the Year Impressions 

Initial impressions from observations made at the onset 

of the study were necessarily made in regard to the variety 

of physical and behavioral characteristics of the school 

population. Most noticeable were the differences in the 

sizes and physical development of the students in the 

school. Whereas some of the students appeared to be no more 



than four feet tall and physically resembled children at 

about the fourth and fifth grade school level, others were 

almost six feet tall and resembled high school students at 

the eleventh grade school level. 
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It was difficult in the first days as an observer, 

because of the diversity in sizes, to ascertain just which 

students were in each grade and which groups were 

functioning within each grade level. It was easy to assume 

that all of the younger looking and less physically 

developed students would be sixth graders. (A 

disproportionate number of the student body then would have 

been in sixth grade.) As this observer attended grade level 

assemblies, moved with classes from room to.room, and 

conversed with students at each grade level, fallacies of 

the assumption were readily apparent and differences noted. 

Many sixth, and small seventh and eighth grade boys 

were especially similar in their physical development and 

behavior. They were very active and always moving, if not 

from one locale to another, then at all times when stopped 

in place (seated or standing) some part of their body seemed 

to be twitching, thumping, turning, shuffling, or keeping 

beat with an inaudible drummer. 

The boys who appeared to be more physically mature, 

those who could be generally classified to be in the middle 

areas of the continuum of early adolescent physical 
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development, although energetic, did not exhibit the 

constant movement and frenetic, nonstop, activity apparent 

in t'.le smaller, less developed boys. The most physically 

developed males and the taller boys (some were eighth 

graders) were generally a little gangly and not well 

coordinated in their movements. They, although not 

sluggish, did not appear to function at the very high energy 

level manifested by the less mature-appearing boys. 

Girls in the sixth grade generally appeared more alike 

than different in height, weight and physical development. 

There was very little, if any, external evidence of 

pubescent maturation. Their behaviors were generally active, 

gregarious, and interactive. They smiled, laughed, and 

acted "silly" with each other. 

Seventh grade girls were much more diverse, in physical 

appearance and behaviors, than were the sixth grade girls. 

Discernable differences of maturation levels were apparent 

in breast development, weight distribution, and height 

(although none were especially tall). 

In contrast to the seventh grade girls, the eighth 

grade girls were generally more comparable in their level of 

physical development, however, the range of appearance 

produced by their development was noteworthy. Whereas most 

of the girls had attained some breast development and weight 

and height changes, others had attained the observable 



physical characteristics associated with the normal 

development of females sixteen to seventeen years of age. 

None of these observed generalities held true for all 

individuals within each grade level, however, or for the 

specifics for either gender. The range of sizes, shapes, 

and levels of physical development was amazing. 

41 

In attempting to initially delineate and identify the 

various groupings in the school (as the students' size and 

personal behavior were not good consistent indicators of 

membership in grade level or other groupings, other criteria 

for establishing grouping patterns had to be used (e.g., 

mode of dress, consistent seating patterns in the 

lunchroom/cafeteria, activity centered group interactions, 

and/or consistent congregation of students in specific areas 

of the school yard or within the buildings during lunch 

periods.) These groupings were given identifying labels 

according to what the observer saw as visible identifying 

characteristics of a consistently interacting group of 

students. The labels given to these groups were: Black 

Shirts, Boy Athletes, Girl Athletes, Popular Group, Honors 

Group, Grassbacks, Bullies, Girl Cliques, Boy Cliques, and 

sixth Graders (boys' group and girls' group). 

Eighth Grade Groups 

The eighth graders made up the largest and most 

definable groups in this middle school. It appeared that 



42 

the largest group contained about twenty-five to thirty-five 

individuals, about five or six of whom were seventh graders. 

(Although some seventh graders were involved with the eighth 

grade large groups they were rather peripheral in their 

participation and acceptance, as a rule. They had to "push" 

themselves to be included at all. They would hang around 

the eighth graders and respond to the harassment with an 

"I'm not afraid of you" type of attitudinal passive 

confrontation. This type of behavior was seen to occur more 

with the boys than with the girls, but was evident for both 

genders. These types of interactions were observed most 

generally with the Black Shirt, Girl Athletes, and Boy 

Athlete groups. One group in which this behavior did not 

occur was the Grassbacks, a group that appeared to be more 

accepting and less exclusionary to anyone who wanted to 

participate with the group. 

Black Shirts. From the first day of observations some 

clearly defined naturally occurring groups and some 

contrived groups were identified. The most apparent of the 

naturally occurring groups was the "Black Shirt" group 

which, at the onset, contained about ten members, eight 

males and two females. The members all wore some 

identifying clothing that always contained black -- and the 

black shirts usually contained reference to a music group. 

The group grew in number to about twenty-five over a two-
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month period of time. Many of the core group were 

noticeably more physically mature than most of the other 

middle school students. Several of the male members were 

taller than their classmates and the female members were 

more physically developed than most of the other girls in 

the school. On the first day of school the Black Shirt 

group established two specific areas as their territory 

along the portal of the far end of the rectangular building 

and in the far end of the soccer/track playground (this area 

was very difficult to observe from the rest of the 

schoolyard or the school building). In these two areas they 

grouped during lunch periods after they had eaten (if they 

had) in the lunchroom/cafeteria or by the outside serving 

window. In the cafeteria the group was rather broken into 

smaller five to seven person cliques that were fairly 

consistent in membership. As the school year proceeded, 

these smaller lunchroom groups took on more participants 

until many of the cliques contained eight or nine 

individuals who were recognizable by dress as identifying 

with the original Black Shirt group. As the year further 

progressed, the original group became more authoritarian and 

aggressive, with the addition of new members, than they had 

been in the beginning of the year. They also became more 

prominent as individuals because of the sullenness they 

exhibited in classes, on the school grounds, in assemblies, 
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and in the aggressive behaviors toward peripheral members 

and the nonmembers of their group. The individuals of this 

group were seen more often in the administrative office for 

discipline procedures, seen sleeping in class, or were 

noticeably absent from the school more often than were their 

classmates. 

The new peripheral Black Shirt male participants were 

not quite as physically developed or as sullen as the 

original members. By midyear the group had about twenty

five consistent male members and six more females (two of 

whom were believed to be athletes) conspicuously identified 

with this group. As a rUle, core members of the group and 

many of the newly acquired members did not participate in 

sports or any of the school sponsored activities. 

Boy Athletes. The boy athletes did not appear to have 

as well defined a "large" group as did the girl athletes. 

The larger (25 to 30 member) encompassing group (mostly 

eighth graders) which contained male athletes, also 

contained males who were not athletes. Also, there appeared 

to be a nucleus group of about twelve Black and three to 

four White eighth grade males who were almost always 

together and who, consistently throughout the school year, 

participated in all interscholastic sports. During a given 

sport season there would be subgroups of other boys that 

excelled at a particular sport who would "hang around" with 
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each other and the group, but there were not the clique 

groupings as was apparent with the girls' group. At times, 

the larger, rather nebulous group would number about thirty

five participants. There was a lot of jostling and joking 

among these boys some of the time, but generally they were 

not very gregarious within their own group. There were five 

to seven, seventh grade boys who were usually included in 

the larger group and who participated in many of the 

athletic events. In the school yard some of the seventh 

graders appeared to interact both with other seventh graders 

and the eighth grade athletic group. Those boys who were 

athletes did not appear to attempt to interact with the 

Black Shirt group. 

Girl Athlete. This group (about 30 participants) could 

be recognized readily as a "large" group, although the 

membership did seem to vary somewhat depending on the sport 

of the season. There were many friendship groups of two, 

three, or four which appeared to be the nuclei of cliques 

which varied in size from eight to twelve members. The 

eighth grade Black female athletes did not tend to group 

together as did the Black male athletes. They appeared 

instead to be a part of the large ethnically mixed group of 

young female athletes who grouped together basically as 

friends and who had mutual interests in athletics. 
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It appeared that the members of the female athletic 

group were able to move easily in and out of several other 

large groups but, with the exception of one or two 

individuals who were in each group, did not interact with 

the Honors Group or the Black Shirt group (except for two or 

three girls who appeared to interact with the Black Shirts 

and the Girl Athletes). At lunch period, the female 

athletes group tended to stay together in smaller groups on 

the patio area or in the volleyball/basketball area of the 

schoolyard. They were friendly with other students but 

seemed a bit cliquish. They were not friendly with many 

seventh grade girls and were the brunt of teasing from boys 

who were, many times, physically smaller and who did not 

fare well in the interactions. The girls were very rough 

with the boys sometimes, but smiled a lot and kept the 

interaction going. The girl athletes behaved, generally, in 

a way toward the other students which was condescending and 

superior. As the year wore on, the seventh grade girls who 

were participating consistently in athletics tended more and 

more to emulate the characteristics of their eighth grade 

predecessors. 

Popular Group. Another discernable group (about 22 

members) was made up of both males and females who appeared 

to be the popular people in the school. These people were 

highly visible, political, and appeared to be a mix of 
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athletes (male and female), several of the Honors Group, 

some cheerleaders (male and female), several band and chorus 

members and some students who did not appear to be in any 

other large group or any recognizable clique. Leadership of 

this group seemed to change and vacillate back and forth 

among several individuals, sometimes males and sometimes 

females. Some seventh graders who were highly visible in 

their own grade interacted on an equal basis with the eighth 

graders in this group. There were more girls in this group 

than there were boys. Participants generally were more 

likely to attend school functions such as athletic events 

and school "socials". Many were members of the student 

council. This group appeared to be made up of many 

individuals rather than those who were in cliques as in the 

other large groups. Friendship dyads or triads were not 

readily apparent within this group. Whereas the group 

appeared to be a defined group of recognized and 

recognizable "well known" girls and boys, individuals seemed 

to function within the participation and camaraderie that 

the group offered, alone. 

As a group the participants were alert, active, 

interactive and participatory. They laughed a lot and joked 

with each other. They were generally less faddish in their 

dress--more complying to the rules and more concerned with 

working together on school ad hoc projects than were other 



groups in the school. When the individuals, who were 

members of other groups, were with the other group with 

which they participated, they again would become part of 

friendship dyads or triads or cliques within that group. 

48 

Honors Group. The Honors group was made up of members, 

both eighth and seventh graders, many of whom were in the 

Honor society, those in the Gifted and Talented English 

(GATE) program, and those students who were identified as 

most capable academically, whether they were in special 

programs or not. This group appeared to contain two 

distinct groupings. 

"Hard core" students. About one-half of the members of 

the Honor Group (which numbered about 50) were 

identified as being visible in the stUdent body as more 

concerned with academics than with any observable 

desire to participate socially in the school 

environment with others, except those in their own 

cliques, unless academic concerns were directly 

involved. These stUdents spent their time with each 

other and appeared to be somewhat ostracized by the 

other students. They also appeared to be rather aloof. 

Many of their lunch hours were spent in the library or 

reading or talking amongst themselves about school 

subjects or the lack of ability of other stUdents. 

Most members of this group moved through classes as a 
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group and were not placed generally in classes with the 

other students. The female members of this twenty-five 

plus group formed cliques of about four to six people, 

but at anyone time it appeared that at least one 

member temporarily would be rejected by or rejecting of 

the other clique members and would either remain by 

herself or would be a peripheral member of one of the 

other cliques. The male members of this grouping 

appeared to be either very superficially social or 

loners. They did not appear to have well established 

friendship dyads or triads or cliques. The social 

boys, although they tried to move between the other 

larger groups, always appeared to be peripheral and not 

really accepted and many times were treated with 

disdain, especially by the males in the other groups. 

"Soft core" students. The other twenty-five plus 

individuals of this group who were not the "hard core" 

academics appeared to belong to smaller friendship 

groups, members of which were not in the Honors Group. 

These individuals were more socially oriented than were 

the "hard core" members. They were more accepted 

generally by other members of the student body and 

appeared to have more social and interpersonal skills. 

Although other students appeared to recognize that 

these students did very well academically, they were 
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still accepted into the other groups with which their 

friends associated, such as the Athletes, the 

Grassbacks, and the other discernable but smaller (10 

to 15 member) friendship groups. These students were 

more active in school functions and in the school 

ground interactions than were the hard core subgroup, 

but were not as social as the Popular or Girl Athletes 

groups. 

In general, the individuals in the Honors Group were 

very compliant and self-conforming to rules and to 

administrators' and teachers' wishes; however, they were not 

always respectful of the other employees/staff in the 

school. Disciplinary problems within this group were 

practically nonexistent. 

The individuals in the Honors Group appeared to have 

the standards against which all other girls and boys in the 

school were compared. They were the "ideals" and were held 

in high esteem by the adults in the school. They were, as a 

consequence, given more concessions, privileges, and treated 

with more care and adult-like respect by teachers, 

administrators, and staff than were most of the other 

students. 

Grassbacks. One group that started forming about two 

weeks after the school year began was truly a sign-of-the

time fad group whose members numbered about fifteen and 
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appeared to be a mix of small, slightly built, seventh and 

eighth grade boys. This group would eat lunch very fast in 

small groups in the cafeteria and then would all rush 

outside (when it was not raining) to an area of the school 

yard which was not close to the school (see Appendix A, A-

10). Many others of the student body -- about twenty to 

thirty -- would follow them to this area. One of the core 

group would always have a "ghetto blaster" a large hand 

carried tape machine/radio -- with him. They would go to a 

shed in the area and get large pieces of cardboard which 

they would place on the ground and then they would 

"breakdance" in the style of young street dancers commonly 

seen on television. Several of the boys were recognized by 

fellow students as the "best" breakdancers. This ability 

seemed to give these boys status among all the students. 

This was a very interesting phenomenon to observe in that 

the dancers generally were those students who had few if any 

friends or who were not of particular note in any other 

dimension of their school life. 

Many of the eighth graders and all of the seventh 

graders in this group physically resembled the sixth grade 

boys in stature and physique, but even the Black Shirt group 

treated them with a type of respect. They were, for a time, 

the most recognized and "popular kids" in the school. When 

this group first started forming, the observers did not know 
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what activity was going on out on the cardboard. When the 

large group would return to the school building when the 

bell rang after lunch period, part of the group would have 

dried lawn grass allover their backs and hence were 

referred to as the "grassbacks". The dried grass fairly 

well identified the dancers in contrast to the watchers. 

About two-thirds of the way through the first semester the 

school administration stopped the breakdancing out on the 

field. The dancers were allowed to dance in the "shop area" 

in the rectangular building during the lunch period but the 

ghetto blasters were confiscated by the vice principal. The 

dancers and their retinue lost their enthusiasm. The larger 

group disbanded and the Grassbacks faded from view as they 

lost their shortly realized status. From that time until 

the end of the school year they were bullied and picked on 

much like the rest of the smaller boys by the larger boys 

and girls. 

As a side consequence of this group breakup, however, 

another ad hoc group formed which called itself the "Little 

People Libs". Cliquish in nature, this group of medium 

sized, very social, eighth graders (10 to 12 in number) 

acted as protectors and social arbitrators for some of the 

physically smaller boys, most of whom were the former 

Grassbacks. Not all fame and notoriety had been lost. 
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Bullies. It appeared that eight to twelve boys in the 

school had established themselves as bullies. They were 

very visible in that they were always together at lunch and 

in the school yard. There was no specific place at which 

they grouped; they rather roamed around the different areas. 

It appeared that they would target an individual boy and 

then begin to harass him and any of his friends who were 

present. Two or three of the Bullies would gather around 

him in a threatening manner, shove him around between them, 

talking to him all the while and laughing. The Bullies were 

all rather heavy set, much larger physically than their 

victim, who was usually quite small compared to them and 

much lighter in weight. The encounters usually occurred 

when no teacher or yard monitor was in the vicinity and 

lasted for only a few minutes. After the episode the victim 

would always be visibly shaken and upset and the Bullies 

would move on to another part of the yard to regroup and 

then disperse in small units to hassle another victim. This 

would happen two or three times per lunch period almost 

every day of the observations. 

The hassled boys reported that usually the Bullies 

would say "You think you're pretty smart don't you?" or "You 

probably think you're pretty tough" with a lack of real 

point or purpose evident except for intimidation. 
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Girls Cliques. Separate female cliques which did not 

appear to be identified with a larger group usually 

contained eight to ten consistent members throughout the 

school year. within these cliques there were dyadic, 

triadic, and quadratic close friendships. Further, it did 

not appear that all the members in each clique were close 

friends. One girl in each clique seemed to function as the 

person each of the others liked the best and this girl would 

be looked to for quasi-leadership and opinions. Common 

interests in these cliques were usually music, flirting with 

boys, and activities not available in the school (e.g., 

horseback riding, skating, visiting the shopping malls). 

The members of the individual cliques very often dressed in 

similar (color, style, and type) clothing on a given day. 

Boys Cliques. The boys cliques which did not identify 

with a large group had fewer members (3 to 6) than did the 

girls' cliques and were not so numerous. The boys' cliques 

were very stable throughout the school year and appeared 

also to have interests which were not school associated, 

such as bicycle and/or motor bike riding, game playing 

(Atari, chess, neighborhood basketball, league baseball) and 

television. Interest in girls, for most of the boys in 

these cliques, was not readily noticeable. Friendship dyads 

and triads which were not involved in cliques were most 



55 

apparent amongst the boys and the number of these friendship 

groupings far outnumbered those observed among the girls. 

Seventh Grade Groups 

Groups of seventh graders rarely appeared to exceed 

seven in number of participants (usually four to six) and 

seemed to be more like cliques than groups. These groupings 

were difficult to assess in the first semester because they 

were so much more fluid than were the eighth grade groups. 

Although some of the groupings of girls dressed in similar 

modes sometimes, from day to day, this pattern was not as 

consistent as in the eighth grade cliques. Individuals in 

the seventh grade groupings were not as interactive or 

energetic as either the eighth grade or sixth grade 

students. They frequently just stood around leaning against 

buildings during lunch time, and watched what was going on, 

but did not seem to have an interest in doing too much that 

would commit them to greater interactions. The boys were 

much more active than the girls, but the boys were usually 

interacting with only one or two other boys. The girls 

groupings did not appear to have a pivotal person as did the 

eighth grade cliques, and membership was not as stable. 

only one really consistently stable clique of seventh grade 

girls was observed over the school year. There were eight 

girls in the group and their main interest was singing. 

They attempted to form a lunchtime singing group in the 
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science building area, with a teacher sponsor. After a few 

weeks the teacher withdrew her support because it took too 

much of her time, therefore the girls could not meet in the 

room. They did persevere, however; they found a quiet place 

on the other side of the building and continued to sing 

their songs d~ring their lunch period. 

The seventh grade girls generally looked older than 

their male counterparts -- more physically mature. Their 

facial features and expressions were not as child-like as 

the boys'. Attitudinally the seventh grade girls seemed to 

be markedly different than their female schoolmates in the 

sixth and eighth grades. The behaviors for a large number 

of the seventh grade girls appeared to be defiant or 

challenging as they interacted with many of their classmates 

or the adults in their environment. When the girls were in 

their groupings many of them tended to act affrontive and 

sarcastic to outsiders, especially to adults. Many times 

when adults or the older students, or other groups of girls 

would talk to them or attempt to be pleasant, the girls in 

the grouping would whisper among themselves, make grimacing 

facial expressions, and/or giggle in secretive ways. This 

gave the impression of "talking about others behind their 

backs" -- an impression which caused much difficulty for 

other individual girls and between many of the groups and 

groupings. This obvious secretive type of interaction was 



not usually observed to occur with either the sixth or 

eighth grade girls. 

57 

Most seventh grade boys were, in physical appearance, 

very much like the sixth grade boys and generally kept away 

from the eighth graders except occasionally to heckle or 

tease them -- which they would do with their group of three 

or four. The few seventh grade boys who were peripherally 

involved with the eighth grade groups appeared to be a 

little more physically mature and more socially assertive 

than their classmates. 

In the last months of the school year, the nucleus 

groupings of seventh grade girls resembled the larger groups 

of eighth grade girls and appeared to be fairly well defined 

by interest categories. The girl athletes who were 

peripheral to the eighth grade group were now interacting 

more with seventh grade girls who over the year had become 

increasingly involved in sports. Those students in the 

Honor Society, both males and females, were associating more 

together and the "hard core" students were creating a very 

close, well defined group that modeled the characteristics 

of the eighth grade group. Many of the boys and girls, who 

at the beginning of the year had been in small diverse 

groups containing individuals who were most defiant in the 

girl groups or the most aggressive, or sullen, in the boy 

groups had started a grouping of their own and had adopted 
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the apparel and observable characteristics of the Black 

Shirt group. (Those seventh graders, who at the beginning of 

the year were peripheral to the Black Shirts, were by the 

end of the year no longer peripheral. It appeared that this 

group might constitute the core of the next years eighth 

grade Black Shirts -- or its equivalent -- with the newly 

forming Black Shirts as the "follower" aspect of the larger 

group. ) 

Popular individuals had started to become apparent by 

the middle of the first semester. These individuals, both 

boys and girls, could interact easily with many of the 

groupings, but many of the individuals did not appear to 

belong to a specific group. The main exception to this 

observation was the seventh grade cheerleaders group (about 

five in number). These girls functioned consistently well 

in the group situation, and interacted effectively both with 

classmates and adults in the environment. 

Although in the beginning of the school year it had 

been difficult to identify very many students in the seventh 

grade who could be considered "Loners", by the last month of 

school those individuals were easily recognizable. They had 

not sought out nor been recruited by any specific group for 

inClusion, or so it appeared. Many had one friend some of 

the time, although this companion usually was also in the 

Loner league. 
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sixth Grade Groups 

Distinctive groups within the sixth grade class were 

difficult to identify in the first months of the school 

year. The class was smaller than the seventh or eighth 

grade class. Many of the sixth graders had come to this 

middle school from the same K-5 elementary school so they 

had known each other in the fifth grade. Newcomers into the 

school district appeared to be accepted and to integrate 

very readily. It was not discernable after the first weeks 

of school, which students had previously been together and 

those who had newly arrived to the sixth grade. Although 

small groupings of friends (2 through 4 members) were 

evident, they seemed to function without definition of 

specific interests or focus (unlike the seventh and eighth 

grade fr~end groupings) throughout and within the large 

group. It appeared that the girls made up a subgroup, and 

the boys made up a subgroup. 

By the end of the school year, however, very 

conspicuous differences could be seen in both the social and 

the physical aspects of the development of the sixth grade 

boys and girls. Decidedly, the girls were manifesting 

observable pubertal change; they were becoming taller and 

more physically developed than were the boys. The boys 

social groupings and interactions still retained the 

characteristics which were observed at the beginning of the 
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school year, whereas girls' groups had started to 

differentiate into friendship type cliques, with some 

emphasis on similar dress, and there was some identification 

with the lesser sophisticated seventh graders. The "silly" 

behavior which they so enjoyed at the first of the year was 

changing to a joyfulness and child-like curiosity not seen 

at eithar of the other grade levels. 

Targeted Groups for Observation 

Several small groups with five through ten members were 

targeted in the beginning weeks of the school year for 

observation during the length of the study. These groups 

appeared to be what the observer would label as cliques. 

Cheers group. This group, or clique, was observed in 

the first week of school in the cafeteria and consisted of 

five eighth grade girls who always ate lunch together at the 

same table in the same seating arrangement everyday. 

Although the physical characteristics of these girls were 

very different -- one blond, very active, socially 

interactive, very verbal, and very Cheerleader-like (as a 

consequence referred to in the field notes as Cheer); one 

slender, nervous, vociferous and very active, very short 

dark hair worn in a modified "punk" hair style (herein 

called Punk): one who resembled a doll--Iong bleached blond 

hair, peaches and cream complexion, very large blue eyes, 

quiet manner, smiled a lot but not very talkative (Blondie); 
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one who was a little plump, had short dark curly hair, who 

was generally quiet and seemed more serious than her friends 

(Serious); and one who looked like a pixy--with short auburn 

hair, freckles and flashing, very brown eyes (Pixie). They 

all dressed very much alike. They would all wear the same 

type of clothing -- skirts, slacks, shorts, and the same 

type of tops, of the same colors on the same day. One day 

all would wear blue, on another day pink, and on another day 

lavender. Their shoes (sneakers) and their outfits were 

always color coordinated. They were meticulously groomed 

for the first two months of the school year. Cheer appeared 

to be the leader of this group, Punk the next in the pecking 

order, and the other three girls appeared to hold equal 

status with one another as followers. Each day, after they 

all had finished their lunches, Cheer would begin to table 

hop concentrating on gaining attention by rapidly going 

to the tables where boys would be seated, saying something, 

laughing and darting back to "her" table. The other girls 

in the group would then follow the same behaviors; each with 

a differing level of enthusiasm. They would usually stay in 

the cafeteria until everyone in whom they appeared to have 

interest (boys) had left and then they would go outside and 

lean against the science building in the same place each 

day. There they would talk and giggle a lot. They did not 

really show much interest in others except in the cafeteria. 
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These patterns of behavior were maintained until about the 

third month of school. Then these girls started to change. 

Cheer became less well-groomed and the others followed her 

lead. Cheer started interacting with the peripheral people 

in the Black Shirt group -- and the others did also. 

Cheers' energy and enthusiasm appeared to start to wane, so 

did that of the others. By the sixth month into the school 

year the manner of dress and the social characteristics of 

each girl had changed decidedly. One of the girls (Serious) 

stopped eating lunch with the group and found two other 

girls with whom to eat. The remaining four girls, Cheer, 

Punk, 0011, and Pixie, were no longer dressed in their color 

coordinated pastel clothes, their hair was not well kept, 

they no longer did their table hopping, nor did they appear 

to have much energy any more and they started wearing black 

shirts. They were more interactive in the schoolyard with 

the core Black Shirt group and they started spending more 

time in that "territory" than in the one they had 

established at the beginning of the year. By the end of the 

school year the four girls had taken on the characteristics 

-- in dress, demeanor and behavior -- of the core group of 

the Black Shirts. 

Loners. During the first three weeks of the school 

year, in the cafeteria during the lunch period, there were 

about 10 to 12 girls conspicuously alone (Loners) seated at 
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various tables throughout the room. Each, in her own way, 

had isolated herself physically from the other students at 

the table. One had leaned a chair forward to demarcate her 

space, another had books on the table to indicate lack of 

interest in neighbors and another spread her homemade 

lunches out around her so there was no space for intrusion. 

Each girl always had something to do -- reading a paperback 

book, writing something, weaving something -- that would 

keep her busy and separate from all that went on around her. 

For three weeks all others respected their individual 

spaces. Each of the girls appeared very different from the 

other students. One was quite tall (about 5'5"), had thick 

auburn hair which was straight and which she appeared to use 

to hide under. She was always reading something and 

appeared to be extremely shy. She did not dress in the mode 

of a middle-school girl-- she did not wear sneakers-- and 

her clothes were plain, simple, and drab. She was quite 

attractive, but very different in appearance from the other 

girls. Another of the girls appeared to have a severe 

visual impairment. She had an unusual physical appearance 

which made her appear as though she did not have a waist. 

Her attire was different also from that of the other girls 

and she sometimes wore semi-high heeled shoes, which 

accentuated her physical "differentness" and her unusual 

attire. Each of the other Loner girls was either physically 
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or sufficiently fashion discrepant from their classmates to 

appear as though she did not belong in the middle school 

environment. 

One day one of the Loners lost her area at "her" table 

because she purchased her lunch rather than bringing it from 

home. She could not find a place to sit except in the space 

beside the auburn haired girl. The girl with the 

established territory saw the other girl coming to sit 

beside her and she engulfed her lunch and her books in her 

arms as if to protect them and herself from the intruder. 

The girl placed her tray on the table and asked is she could 

sit down. The other girl nodded affirmatively, if not 

enthusiastically. Each sat there eating her meal and not 

looking at the other or conversing. This same pattern 

occurred for the next four days. 

The beginning of the next week a third one of the 

Loners came to sit beside the girl who had originally been 

at the table alone. She was not warmly received -- as a 

matter of fact she was ignored even though she tried to 

start a conversation. Although there would have been ample 

room for her to pull her chair up to the table upon which 

she had placed her lunch, the original girl would not 

relinquish enough space for her to do so. At the end of 

their lunch the two original girls got up and left. The 

third girl followed. They went to the library where the 
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same pattern of behavior continued--the two girls, although 

not conversing with each other, ignored and shutout the 

third girl. A fourth girl of the Loner girls came to sit 

with the three in the library. She tried to start a 

conversation but was afforded only passing recognition of 

the fact she was present--this behavior was demonstrated by 

all three girls. The next day she joined, or tried to join, 

the threesome at the lunch table. Again, she was ignored by 

the original two girls, who were ignoring each other and the 

third girl. 

The beginning of the next week the two original girls 

started talking a little to each other, still ignoring the 

third girl, who was ignoring the fourth girl. Another girl 

(Loner number five) came to sit with the originals a couple 

of days later. She was given the same initial treatment as 

had been extended to her seated predecessors. 

By the end of the first semester of school this group 

numbered eight girls, each of whom had endured the 

initiation provided by the beginning group. The whole group 

eventually became conversant and interactive. On occasion 

they even laughed. On one or two occasions they went out 

into the schoolyard instead of going to the library, but 

some of them still read or did occupying tasks during the 

lunch and while they were waiting for the others to finish 

their lunches. None of these girls appeared to be in 
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classes together. When they would see each other in the 

hallways between classes they never spoke or even acted like 

they spent each lunch hour together for most of that 

semester. 

By the middle of the second semester, the auburn-haired 

girl had her hair cut in a new style and was wearing clothes 

which were more like the other early adolescent girls were 

wearing. She even wore sneakers, sometimes. There was a 

noticeable, though not extreme, change in the attire and 

deportment of each of the girls who at the beginning of the 

year had appeared to be so different and isolated from their 

classmates. As one teacher on lunch duty one day commented 

"I'm so glad they all found each other--they are such 

misfits none of the other kids would ever have anything to 

do with anyone of them." By the last week of school they 

were all very friendly with one another as though they had 

been close friends all of their lives. They did not 

interact individually or as a group (nor seem interested in 

doing so) with their fellow students, except when necessary 

in classrooms. The final group was madeup of five, eighth 

grade and three, seventh grade, caucasian girls. 

Heels. Another well defined and conspicuous small 

group which was apparent in the first week of the school 

year consisted of five girls and two boys (sometimes two 

more girls and another boy). The very apparent leader of 

". " 
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this group was a meticulously groomed, tall (5 1 6") girl who 

wore some makeup, hose, medium-high heeled shoes and always 

walked ahead of the rest of the group, giving directions and 

orders to her following. During the first few days of 

school the observer thought her to be a member of the school 

staff, who was responsible for those students who followed 

her around. The other girls in the group tried to emulate 

her dress and mannerisms but fell short of accomplishing 

that end because they all appeared so much younger and did 

not have the social composure of the leader. They wobbled 

across the cafeteria on their low-high-heeled shoes as they 

hurried to keep up with her, they wore a little too much 

color on their cheeks, their light lip rouge was rather 

messily applied and their hair styles were not as tidy. 

One of the two boys in this eighth grade grouping 

always wore slacks, semi-dress shirts, was mature looking 

for his age, and was almost six feet in height. He 

presented minimum affect in interaction with his friends, in 

class with teachers, or with other students -- he was never 

seen, during the year of observation, to smile or laugh, 

thereby seeming very unresponsive and aloof. The other 

consistent male member of this group was about five feet 

tall, also very neat, wore slacks and polo shirts most of 

the time, was gregarious, outgoing and a tease (in a very 

sophisticated way for an eighth grader). 
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The boys and the girls in this group appeared always to 

treat each other with consideration. For example, they all 

exhibited good manners at the table in the cafeteria during 

lunch, and although this group was usually last in the hot 

lunch line, as they returned to their table all waited to 

begin eating until the others had seated themselves. (This 

impressed the observer as very unusual behavior in a middle 

school cafeteria for early adolescents who were hungry.) 

This group remained the most consistent during the 

school year in membership, appearance, and demeanor, of all 

of the groups observed. All of the girls did not continue 

to wear the high heels, however. When the leader wore low 

heeled shoes on one day, the other girls wore low heeled 

shoes the next day. Although the dress code for this group 

was conservative, there was a tendency for all to wear the 

same designer label clothes on the same day. 

This group and the members were never seen to be 

disruptive or out of character for being conservative, 

compliant, neat, and sophisticated (in a positive manner) 

for early adolescents. (It was learned that academically the 

members of this group performed in the lower one-half of 

their class, which surprised the observer.) Although they 

were definitely recognized as a very different "group", were 

very exclusive and ignored other students, they were not 

spoken of negatively by their schoolmates. The members were 
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never seen to be approached by other groups nor by 

individuals who might have been interested in joining their 

group. They did not appear to want to be involved either 

with other individuals or groups. 

Summary of Observations 

In summary, observation of the students in the school 

milieu revealed an amazing diversity of physical size and 

maturational developmental levels. During cursory 

observations it was impossible to discern age-grade level 

classifications for individuals in groups, especially for 

boys, so characteristics were noted regarding size -- small, 

medium, and large, also noted were levels of activity made 

in regard to observable levels of physical maturation. For 

example, the smallest boys appeared more frenetic in their 

movement and activities than did those boys who were medium 

sized and whose weight and height suggested a slightly more 

advanced physical maturation; the larger (or conspicuously 

taller) boys were less well coordinated in movements and 

less active than small or medium sized boys. Generally, the 

girls were easier to classify into grade categories because 

of behaviors and physical development than were the boys, 

although great diversity of those characteristics were 

readily apparent within each grade level. 
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Eighth Grade Groups 

As observer familiarity with the students and the 

school environment increased, notable characteristics of 

groups and the participants were defined. Although no 

groups appeared to be exclusive at a grade level, the eighth 

grade groups seemed to be the most well defined and 

identifiable by characteristics of participants, 

interactions, and activity foci. Identifying terms were 

assigned to groups in relation to observer perceived 

characteristics: Black Shirts, Boy Athletes, Girl Athletes, 

Popular Group, Honors Group, Grassbacks, Bullies, Girls' 

Cliques, and Boys' Cliques. Further, observations of 

specific groupings were made over the school year. 

The Black Shirts group was observed to be made up of 

participants (males and females) who were: more physically 

developed than their schoolmates; identifiable because they 

always wore black shirts or other clothing that was black; 

sullen; aggressive with those stUdents not in their group; 

self-isolating and territorial on the school grounds; 

antisocial with other students and adults; nonparticipants 

in school functions and athletics; and were rejecting to and 

rejected by the other students and adults in the school. 

The Boy Athletes group appeared to contain a nucleus 

group or clique of about fifteen Black and White male 

athletes who were consistent throughout the school year in 
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their grouping and participation in school and 

interscholastic sports events. The other boys who appeared 

to identify with the larger group did not form cliques, but 

rather, appeared to group in dyadic or triadic friend 

groupings, all the members of which were not necessarily 

participants in sports. Membership in the large group 

changed according to the sport season. Boys in this group 

tended to be medium to large in physique and not very 

gregarious in their intragroup interactions. They did not 

appear to interact with the Black Shirts or sixth Graders, 

and only with select members of the Honors Group, although 

they did appear to interact with most other groups in the 

school. 

The Girl Athletes group, usually about thirty in 

number, appeared to contain friendship groupings that were 

the nuclei of cliques. The Black female athletes did not 

group together as did the Black male athletes, but rather 

were diverse in their identification with the friendship 

groupings. Although superficially friendly to other 

students, the Girl Athletes appeared to act condescending, 

superior, and cliquish, while they still interacted with 

most groups except sixth Graders, Honors Group, and (with 

the exception of two or three girls) the Black Shirt group. 

Physically these girls were classified as medium or large 



(or tall), although few were among the most physically 

mature girls in the school. 
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A Popular Group, as perceived by the observer, was made 

up of males and females who, although friendly with most 

other students in the school (except the Black Shirts and 

the sixth Graders) appeared to function as individuals, not 

in friendship groupings or cliques, within this group. The 

membership appeared to be politically oriented and the goals 

and tasks associated with school spirit and participation in 

school activities were the focus of the group as a whole. 

Friendships appeared to occur with others who were in other 

groups rather than with participants in this group. This 

allowed for a great deal of intergroup interaction for the 

participants, in that they identified with many other 

defined groups. The group projected an attitude of 

camaraderie. Most members were alert, active, compliant to 

school rules, not faddish in dress or behaviors, and laughed 

a lot. They also interacted consistently and effectively 

with the adults in the environment. 

A group labeled the Honors Group contained those 

students who were self and administratively identified as 

academically highly achieving. Members of this group were 

treated differentially from other students by adults and 

were afforded more privileges and respect than other 

students. They were the "ideals" for comparison for their 



other schoolmates. Two subgroups of participants appeared 

to be contained within the larger group: the Hard core and 

the Soft core groupings. 
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The students in the Hard core subgroup appeared to: (a) 

be very focused on academic pursuits, (b) lack good 

interpersonal and social skills with schoolmates and (c) be 

exclusionary in regard to group membership. The girls 

appeared to be involved in small cliques that could be 

castigatory and rejecting to individual members on occasion, 

and to other schoolmates. The boys appeared to be either 

superficially social or loners. Neither boys nor girls in 

this subgroup appeared to be accepted by, or to participate 

in, other school groups and were treated with disdain by 

many students. 

The Soft core subgroup, although as academically highly 

achieving as the Hard core grouping, appeared to be able to 

negotiate interpersonal relations with members of other 

groups. Participation (with the exception of a few 

individuals) with other groups appeared to be neither 

encouraged by other groups nor strongly pursued by the Soft 

core members. A few friendships, however, did appear to 

maintain across groups. The girls' cliques were not as 

exclusionary or punitive as in the Hard core group, and the 

boys appeared to have better developed social skills. 
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The Grassbacks group (so named because of the dried 

lawn grass that adhered to the backs of their clothing and 

hair during participation in breakdancing in the school yard 

during lunch period) was made up of small, slightly built 

seventh and eighth grade boys. High status was gained by 

these boys, individually and collectively, among almost all 

of the students in the school because of their dancing. It 

appeared that these boys would have been minimally socially 

interactive and participatory in other aspects of school had 

they not been visible as breakdancers. This perception was 

validated when administrators prohibited breakdancing in the 

school yard and the boys reverted back to their former 

inglorious status to be hassled and picked on by bigger 

students; this later stimulated formation of an ad hoc 

group, however, -- the Little Peoples Lib (so named by its 

members) to protect the smaller students, many of whom were 

former Grassbacks. 

A highly visible group, the Bullies, contained eight to 

twelve heavy set boys who hassled and intimidated smaller 

schoolmates. It appeared that little was done by adults to 

curtail this activity. They were shunned and generally 

avoided by the other students and did not interact in 

positive ways with other individuals or groups. 

Girls' Cliques appeared to contain friendship groupings 

of two to four in number. In these cliques, not all members 
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were friends but the commonalities for membership appeared 

to be interests in activities, music, boys in general, and 

the acknowledgement of a quasi-leadership position of one of 

the members. similarity of physical size and maturation 

level, differing common modes of dress, and behaviors 

characterized each clique. 

Boys' Cliques, made up of three to six members, were 

observed to be not as numerous as were cliques among the 

girls, although they were more stable across the school 

year. Interests in extracurricular activities such as 

bicycling/motor biking, video games, and league baseball 

appeared to be the cohesive basis for these cliques. 

Interest in girls appeared to be minimal. 

Seventh Grade Groups 

At the beginning of the school year it appeared that 

groupings, both male and female, did not exceed seven 

members in number, although the girls' groups were generally 

larger than the boys' two to four member groupings. The 

groups, however, were fluid and membership changed as 

differing friendship groupings moved from one group to 

another or as individuals were or were not accepted by a 

particular group. It appeared that participants in groups 

or friendship groupings were not as energetic or interactive 

as in either sixth or eighth grade groupings. 
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Seventh grade girls appeared attitudinally to be 

challenging, somewhat defiant, secretive, and aggressive (or 

affrontive) in their interactions with individuals, groups, 

and with adults. They appeared more socially and physically 

older than their male counterparts, who generally were 

smaller, and less assertive; stayed away from girls and the 

eighth graders, although some liked to tease or heckle some 

older students (usually girls). 

By the end of the school year, seventh grade groups had 

formed what appeared to resemble, but were not as well 

defined as, the eighth grade groups of the beginning of the 

school year. Definite patterns of behavior and activities, 

plus goals and differences of individuals contributed to 

what appeared to be diversification for more consistent· 

interactions in friendship and larger group intra-actions. 

sixth Grade Groups 

Except for friendly associations there were not readily 

observable stable small groupings or cliques within the 

sixth grade class at the beginning of the year. The only 

large groups appeared to be defined by gender and were made 

up of all the girls in one group and all the boys in the 

other. There were numerous friendship dyads and triads 

within the boys' group and within the girls' group. 

By the end of the school year many of the girls were 

showing marked pubertal change, whereas most of the boys 



appeared much as they had at the beginning of the 

observations. Socially, also, many of the girls had begun 

to act more charming than "silly" and had started to form 

differential groupings; the boys' group appeared to remain 

just one big group which contained mostly friendly small 

groupings that were interested in just being friends and 

playing together. 

Targeted Groups 

From groups observed during the school year, three 

cliques were described in regard to the observable 

characteristics of the groupings, -- as one group formed 

(Loners), another changed dramatically (Cheers), and the 

third (Heels) maintained consistently throughout the 

observations period. 

Interviews 

Introduction to the Interviews 
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The interrater analyses of the audiotaped interviews 

revealed discernable differences between the sixth, seventh 

and eighth grader's perceptions of: (a) groups, (b) 

characteristics of groups, (c) numbers of groups, Cd) and 

importance of groups. Further, differences were seen at 

each grade level in regard to the personal characteristics 

of importance for self and for friends. Consistent across 

grades, however, was the delineation of types and levels of 

friendships and groups. All of the interviewees 
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differentiated "best friends group" (closest friends) and 

"good friends group" with the best friends group identified 

as what could be termed intimates -- those one through five 

people with whom the individual could be most comfortable. 

Good friends groups were described as being a larger group 

made up of friends who were more than acquaintances but who 

were not really intimates. 

Taken from the interviews were rather general profiles 

of girls and boys at each of the grade levels, as they 

perceived and characterized themselves, their best friends, 

their best friends groups, their good friend groups and the 

larger groups in the school. The characteristics of these 

profiles were remarkably consistent within grade and gender. 

Sixth Grade Girls 

The sixth grade girls perceived themselves individually 

as nice, friendly, understanding, outgoing, talkative, smart 

and pretty. Their closest friends (best friends group) 

numbered from one through three and the valued 

characteristics of this close friendship grouping were that 

the friends be talkative, understanding, not be mean, and be 

outgoing. These relationships had usually been longstanding 

for two or three years. 

Good friends were usually seen as three through eight 

in number and were seen as what could be described as a 

semi-clique. Important characteristics for participants in 



these groups were that they: (a) have shared interests or 

activities, (b) not to be too serious -- they could "act 

silly" and (c) be good natured. 
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The large groups that were seen in the school were 

sixth grade boys, sixth grade girls and a very large 

nebulous group made up of "the Big Kids" -- the seventh and 

eighth graders. 

The sixth grade girls seemed more oriented to family 

interactions than to friends and groups in the school. They 

stressed the importance of complying with adult expectations 

and values, and to the rules in the school. 

Sixth Grade Boys 

The sixth grade boys saw themselves as nice, friendly, 

liking sports, staying out of trouble, and funny -- in that 

they could make others and themselves laugh at their 

physical shenanigans and rather slapstick behaviors. The 

best friends group, usually one or two companions, had been 

friends for two to three years and the valued 

characteristics for these friends to possess were that they 

(a) liked to do the same activities, (b) were funny, and (c) 

were not fighters or trouble makers. The desired 

characteristics for good friends included a shared activity 

orientation, that they be fun and that they be good natured. 

The group size for good friends varied from two to twenty. 



80 

As were the sixth grade girls, the sixth grade boys 

were more oriented to family than to their friends or groups 

in the school. They also saw only three groups at school -

sixth grade boys, sixth grade girls, and the Big Kids -- the 

seventh and eighth grade group. They, also, felt the 

importance of conforming to adult expectations and values. 

Generally, both sixth grade boys and girls expressed 

positive attitudes regarding school, teachers, family, their 

activities and their friends. They were trusting, 

physically very active, not into clothing, hair fads or the 

jargon (e.g., awesome, fine, cool) of their older 

schoolmates. In the interviews they were very talkative, 

alert, attentive to the interviewer, curious and rather 

childlike (unsophisticated) when responding to or asking 

questions. They did not feel exclusionary in their 

relationships with their classmates and they felt that the 

sixth grade students were generally "just all friends". 

Seventh Grade Girls 

In discussing their own personal characteristics the 

seventh grade girls felt that they were nice (but that they 

could get angry and mean). They liked to make fun of or 

tease people, they were interested in boys and somewhat 

concerned with their body image (e.g., did not want to be 

fat). They liked to share personal secrets and to test 

friends for trustworthiness. They were becoming goal 
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oriented in matters regarding their reputations as females 

("popularity") and they were recognizing that they "have 

rights"; for example, they did not have to do what teachers, 

friends or school pressures dictated. They believed they 

were "sort of smart", but did not want to make "too good 

grades". Best friends which numbered two through three, 

should have the characteristics of being honest, 

understanding, open, trustworthy, of "not getting into 

fights a lot" and of not being conceited. Their friends 

were nice, sweet and should help each other with their 

problems. 

"Good friends" groupings were three through eight in 

number. The girls talked a lot about testing the people in 

these groups for loyalty, being able to keep secrets, 

honesty, and they could talk about "somethings". These 

things seemed to be different than the things talked about 

with the best friends group. with this grouping the girls 

felt that they could test behaviors such as assertiveness, 

some types of aggressiveness, and engage in confrontations 

with other good friend and best friend groups. These groups 

were perceived as being a source of protection for the 

individuals in them. 

The large seventh grade groups in the school they 

perceived to be three in number. There were (a) the stoners 

or the "real popular kids", (b) the Middle group "everybody 
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knows them" and (c) the Not Knowns ( a group that crossed 

the different grades levels) which included "Gross people". 

Gross people were defined as sixth graders, and some seventh 

and eighth graders who just did not "fit in". The girls 

said they did not feel negatively about any of the groups, 

however they did label the Gross people as nerds and 

believed they were appropriate objects for derision and 

teasing. 

The seventh grade girls differed from the sixth grade 

girls in that they spoke much more about awareness of the 

ramifications of their social interactions as individuals 

and as members of an identified group. They were very 

verbal about being able to identify the characteristics that 

they perceived to be strengths and weaknesses in themselves 

and others in regard to their own and others, physical 

appearance and personality attributes. They discussed, from 

this orientation, why they would as individuals, become 

socially successful. The basic modus operandi for becoming 

successful was to challenge other girls and those outside of 

their own group, about things that had been said about their 

best friend(s) or about someone in their good friend group. 

In so doing they became more visible across groups. When 

this reputation had been established, they could then be 

nice and sweet to everyone so that next year, in the eighth 

grade, they would be "very popular". This concept of 



popular would prove to be different than the "popular" of 

the stoners, although they did not discount that "popular" 

as being important. 
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Ongoing with the "challenges" were other activities 

such as sports, chorus, cheerleading, student council 

activities (that were politically motivated) and minimal and 

subtle defiance of authority that could gain them further 

recognition from their classmates and the eighth graders. 

From their conversations it could be garnered that these 

seventh grade girls, sometimes to their surprise, were just 

becoming aware of their individual differences in regard to 

girl classmates in general. Whereas they wanted "to tryout" 

and "tryon" these newly discovered potentials, they did not 

want to do things to an extreme that would set them too much 

apart from their best friend or their good friend group. A 

great deal of the conversations focused on the exclusionary 

aspects of the good friend groups, with each group having 

established some subtle (and not so subtle) criteria for 

inclusion with a group of friends. If individuals or best 

friends violated the criteria for inclusion they would be 

ostracized from the good friend group. Mainly the criteria 

for exclusion involved talking about someone in their group 

behind their back, telling secrets that had been shared, 

failing to stand up for a friend with the others in the 

group in a confrontation, being too conforming to adult 
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authority, making very good grades at the exclusion of 

social interactions and having fun, appearing too different 

in dress or style from the others in their group, and not 

liking the same musical groups or type of music appreciated 

by the other group members. 

In the interviews the seventh grade girls provided many 

comments that concerned the ways in which their groups 

validated the worth and value of the individual. For 

example, "they think I'm nice", "they say I'm a good friend, 

and "they listen to my advice", that their best friends 

"know what I'm really like", that "I can really act crazy 

and they won't think I'm just stupid" and "they know I'll 

stand up for them", and "even if I act mean they will like 

me anyway, that is, if I don't tell their secrets and stuff 

like that". Apparent in the interview comments was the need 

for the girls to identify with and to be identified by a 

specific group of peers. Comments about family, if made, 

usually were in regard to some reference to best friends or 

interactions with good friends. Few remarks exclusively 

regarding importance of, or identity with, families were 

offered. Those comments when given, on family, were not 

negative, they just made it appear that family interactions 

were not as important as were the interactions with peers. 
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seventh Grade Boys 

The seventh grade boys viewed themselves as: being 

able, generally, in athletics; active; of "being smart 

enough" (but also concerned about their intellectual 

abilities); and as having a sense of humor. They were very 

verbal, also, about their concern for their physical size 

and about the compatibility characteristics of their best 

friends and themselves. They commented extensively on their 

desires to stay out of trouble, not get into fights, and how 

they did not like to be picked on or abused by "bigger 

kids". In general these boys had difficulty recognizing 

(and/or articulating) their perceptions of their own 

personal qualities and/or characteristics. 

Best friends, some of whom were longstanding friends 

and some who were new, were two through five in number -

enjoyed the same activities, had a sense of humor, reflected 

the same values (such as, the importance of not being a 

trouble maker, being good at riding bikes, or playing league 

baseball well). Best friends understood each other, but did 

not talk about personal things or problems very much, if at 

all. They were concerned more about congenial participation 

in activities than about sharing personal concerns or 

feelings. 

The good friends groups ranged in size from five 

through thirty-five persons and were inclusive of (a) 
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classmates (both males and females) and (b) gamemates from 

sixth, seventh and eighth grades, both those at school and 

those they knew in team sports away from school. These 

groups were viewed as "mostly a bunch of guys who like to do 

the same things and can get along". The good friends groups 

were not necessarily part of what were perceived of as the 

larger groups in the school. The larger groups were 

identified as: (a) stoners, (b) Big Kids, (c) Breakers, (d) 

Smart Kids, (e) sixth graders and (f) Unknowns, not really a 

group, just everybody, both boys and girls, in the school 

who did not belong to the aforementioned identifiable 

groups. 

The seventh grade boys made it apparent that their best 

friend relationships were important to them and were based 

on camaraderie and doing specific activities together. If a 

current best friend would find other interests and other 

best friends, (as many did as they physically started to 

mature and/or grow taller, or began to identify with other 

friend groupings) feelings of confusion, rejection and 

betrayal were voiced by the original friends. On occasions 

when the once best friend returned to the previous best 

friends group for some specific activity or reason he would 

be allowed to participate as before. (This would be in 

contrast to the manner in which seventh grade girls would 

respond to the return of a once best friend.) The boys, 
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however, apparently did not feel it was necessary to 

ostracize past best friends as gamemates for social or 

personal reasons. Thus, the good friend, gamemates, groups 

rather ignored the personal best friend problems and carried 

on in a magnanimous way. 

Seventh grade boys talked more about their families 

than did their female counterparts. They were aware of, and 

often spoke about various family configurations (i.e.,two 

natural parents, single-parent, and stepparent families) and 

the differences between their best friends who were in the 

differing family situations. 

Eighth Grade Girls 

The eighth grade girls generally viewed themselves as 

nice, smart, outgoing, trustworthy, and caring about others' 

feelings. They also recognized that they often experienced 

moodiness and other rapid swings in their emotions, for 

example, crying, (and sometimes laughing at the same time), 

for no apparent reason. They seemed to sense feelings of 

pressure and stress brought about by peers and teachers. 

They felt that they could listen well to their friends, 

that they gave beneficial advice to friends, and that they 

could exchange opinions with friends effectively. They 

cited examples of their self-awareness such as: "sometimes 

I'm too bossy"; "I'm not as smart as some of my friends"; 
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"I'm really good at art and its something I can do and enjoy 

when I don't want to be around anyone else". 

Best friends groups were usually one to two in number, 

and the valued characteristics for these best friends were 

that they: were understanding; did not talk about others; 

shared interests; were trustworthy; and could give their 

opinions, when appropriate. The important qualities for 

best friends differed somewhat, however, depending on the 

membership of the best friends group, and involvement with, 

and participation in, what were becoming well defined good 

friend groups. 

Some general characteristics of the good friend groups 

were that participants shared interests, were alike in their 

abilities, that they were more affiliative than testing· 

(unlike the seventh grade girls) and that members "fit in" 

comfortably. Good friend groups ranged in size from about 

twelve to forty, although one girl stated that her good 

friend group was "maybe a thousand". 

The eighth grade girls perceived that there were many 

defined subgroups within one of the four large general 

groups in the school. The large groups were (a) Stoners, 

(b) Regulars, (c) School Boys/School Girls, and (d) the 

Unknowns. They also recognized different smaller groups and 

varying levels for participation in the well defined larger 
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groups, and the ability of members of one specific group to 

interact, with varying commitment, with other groups. 

The eighth grade girls talked about specific ways in 

which they were beginning to schedule their priorities. For 

example, although grades needed to be "ok", for most the 

main focus of energy would be on intrapersonal concerns, 

interpersonal relationships, sports, or popularity with 

girlfriends or boys. As one girl stated, after rather long 

consideration, when asked about the priorities she had, 

"Well, first there's me then my friends, then there's my cat 

and my family, then there's school. Most important though 

is television -- television is my life". (This hierarchy 

was verified when the pictures in her locker were seen to be 

placed from top to bottom in that order -- with pictures of 

television stars outnumbering all other photos). For 

others, school and grades were the primary focus, with 

friends and social aspects holding varying degrees of 

importance. 

Comments regarding autonomy and conformity, also, were 

prevalent in the interviews. For example, "I can be like my 

friends and at the same time I can be very different. I 

don't always have to do what everyone wants me to now I 

can still do what I want and still be nice and a friend", 

and" I've always been in the honors group but there is too 

much pressure there. Everybody expects too much of me. So 
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now I've decided to do what I want -- I can make good grades 

not have excellent grades and have a good time -- my good 

friends -- well, and my best friends -- [Honors Group] don't 

understand that. Neither do my teachers or my mom and dad, 

but I have to do what is good for me -- as long as it 

doesn't hurt someone" and another stated "Now I know I can 

choose my friends. I don't have to wait to be chosen by 

someone. I can decide who I want to hang around with and 

how I want to be. It's nice to feel that way". 

Remarks regarding emotions and feelings disclosed that 

many of the girls were able to appreciate the feelings of 

others and that they consciously attempted, in their social 

interactions, to be sensitive to the impact they could make. 

"sometimes, not often, I do like I did in the seventh grade, 

you know, -- like I want to be mean and tease some weirdo 

kid. If I do, I always go back and say I'm sorry, that I 

was in a bad mood or somethin'. Usually they say it's 

alright, but they still look sad. I guess I ought to learn 

to control myself more. I know it hurts their feelings"; 

and another girl shared some of her insights, "Sometimes I 

get really sad. Sometimes for no reason, but when my dog 

died -- he got killed -- I felt really bad. While I was 

feeling so sad I thought of my friend who's dog had died 

last month. All of a sudden I knew how she had felt. I 

didn't know before so I never told her I was sorry it had 
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died. So I went and told her I knew how she had felt and 

she knew how I felt. We cried a little. We helped each 

other, -- that was nice". In another conversation regarding 

what a girl referred to as the Unknowns, she said "I feel 

real sorry for some of those kids. They don't really have 

any friends. Maybe some of them don't want any. There's 

this one girl -- she never smiled. She's only at school 

half a day. I think she's in special classes. She really 

isn't pretty or anything. One day she had on some new 

Adidas and I told her how nice they were. She smiled so 

every time I see her now I find something nice to compliment 

her about. She's still a loner and really shy but every 

time she sees me she smiles. I like it when people say nice 

things to me, too". One interview had to be changed because 

as the girl confided, "Today isn't a good day for you to 

talk to me. I feel so depressed I'd probably cry or say 

things about my friends I don't mean. I have my period and 

sometimes I get like this. Could I come another day so I 

can tell you a lot of stuff?" (Indeed she did -- one and a 

half hours worth). As one girl stated, however, "I don't 

really have any friends because I don't want any. If you 

get a friend then they can always hurt your feelings -

either that or they move away or somethin' and then you just 

feel lonesome. It's better to just be by yourself. I don't 

want to talk anymore." Another said "We're [her group] 



always happy and joking around. We like to sing and be 

silly. We pass notes during classes so we won't get too 

serious. We don't let each other get down or unhappy". 

Eighth Grade Boys 
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Characteristically the eighth grade boys saw themselves 

as outgoing, risk taking, physically active, considerate, 

and generally "good buddies" with their peers. Most of them 

felt they were humorous and valued that. Perceptions of the 

self had great variability. Each boy, however, talked about 

trying to find a niche, something in which he could excel. 

Areas of importance for personal differentiation included 

being: very conforming to fads and peer pressure; very 

proud of their independence from the pressures from peers 

and family; and especially being involved in sports (this 

had a very strong teammate, camaraderie focus of 

importance). 

Best friend groups numbered two to three. Important 

qualities for best friends were that they liked to have fun, 

have similar interests and abide by the understood rules of 

conduct of the group. For some groups, for example, this 

included "not picking on people", "don't get into trouble", 

and "do not use illegal substances". Each boy was expected 

to exercise a personal compliance that would maintain the 

trust and levels of comfort among these friends. The boys 

stated that they did not talk about personal problems with 
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best friends. As one boy representatively stated "Why 

should I lay my problems on my friends? They probably have 

enough of their own." 

Good friend groups were reported to number from ten to 

twenty and contained peers of similar abilities and 

interests in various activities. Here again there was a 

general attitude of "teammanship" even though the groups 

were not necessarily oriented to sports or what would be 

considered a team effort. They perceived themselves, if 

they were in a good friend group, to just lido things we want 

to together." (Many boys had no good friends group, 

however, and interacted only with their best friends group.) 

Generally the groups were all male groups but one was 

recognized as being a "Couples Group". The eighth grade 

boys saw, as did the eighth grade girls, four distinct large 

groups in the school. These they labeled (a) stoners, (b) 

Regulars, (c) School Boys/School Girls, and (c) Unknowns. 

Identified within one of these groups (Regulars) were 

subgroups with differing characteristics and interests. 

Levels of participation, and movement between groups and 

subgroups were recognized as occurring. 

The eighth grade boys appeared to be attempting to 

establish a personal identity for themselves. One in which, 

although they held strong friendship orientations, would 



allow them to be unique in some way from their peers. As 

one boy summarily pointed out 

You see, it's important to be like the guys but 

you also have to be different. Like, you have to 

be able to get along with all your friends when 

you do things together, but you have to also think 

about yourself. Like, I'll go along with a lot of 

what they do, like mess around in class and stuff 

like that, but I won't let myself get too bad of 

grades or get suspended, 'cause that would only 

hurt me. That's the way the guys in our group do. 

Not all the groups are like ours though. 
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Other boys from other groups perceived themselves and their 

groups differently. For example, 

In my group it's important to act like everybody 

[in the group] expects you to. It's really 

important to do the things the whole bunch wants 

to do. You just have to do what your friends 

want, not your parents or other people, or you 

just wouldn't have your friends. We don't never 

do nothin' really bad though, just hang around -

like we might go spray [with spray paint] another 

school or somethin' or go to a party at a stoner's 

house an smoke and stuff -- we don't do the bad 

drugs though. If you don't do what they all 



decide to do they say 'Hey, what's the matter, are 

you chicken or somethin'?' So you just do it. 

Then they know you're not a wimp. 

One of the boys, a 4'4" in height eighth grader, talked 

about the way he established an identity for himself 

I only have two best friends. I'm not in with a 

group of guys because they won't let me be around. 

I don't want to be in with them anyhow. I'm not 

very big you know -- at the beginning of the year 

I got picked on a lot. They thought it was fun to 

push me around. One day they really hurt me but I 

didn't cry or tell anyone that time. They says 

'that's cool.' So they'd quit picking on me I 

started to do things to get detention and sent to 

the office and stuff. They think that's cool and 

you're not a wimp if you're in trouble a lot. I 

don't do bad things -- just throw trash and 

erasers an stuff like that. Then the teachers 

give me a slip and I have to go to the office. 

Those guys are usually in the office too so 

they think I'm OK and they don't pick on me any 

more. I'll sure be glad when I get bigger so I 

won't have to be in trouble all the time -- it's 

causin' me some bad grades. 
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Characteristics of Groups 

Perceptions of the characteristics of groups in 

the school and their members differed noticeably between the 

views of the participants in a given group and the views of 

the students not in the specified groups. At each grade 

level difference in those perceptions were seen also. 

Characteristics of Groups -- sixth Grade 

As mentioned previously, the sixth graders viewed the 

groups as sixth grade boys, sixth grade girls and "the Big 

Kids" (seventh and eighth graders). Both boy and girl sixth 

graders thought of the sixth grade groups and their 

participants as nice, friendly, active -- liked to play, 

everybody got along pretty well, except for three or four 

sixth graders who drank alcohol and smoked cigarettes. 

sixth graders talked about doing more things with family and 

neighborhood friends than they did about doing things with 

members of the school groups. In school they were all 

friends and "playmates". Many of the Big Kids were viewed 

as bullies, a few were labeled as trouble makers, and six or 

eight were considered "popular" but none of the seventh or 

eighth graders were identified as belonging to any specific 

other group. 

sixth graders were viewed by the seventh and eighth 

graders -- both boys and girls as belonging in the 

Unknowns category. They were described as "the little kids, 
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who played in the sandbox". (This was an area on the school 

grounds -- it did indeed have a sandbox, and jungle-gym type 

equipment located there). Most sixth graders stayed in the 

sandbox area during lunch/play time. 

Characteristics of Groups -- Seventh Grade 

Girls. within two of the three groups (Stoners, Middle 

Group and Unknowns) were subgroups, as identified by the 

seventh grade girls. The Stoners were perceived to be "real 

popular" but they were seventh and eighth graders who should 

be avoided and not be emulated. 

The Middle Group contained four subgroups: Goodie

goodies; Boy Athletes: Girl Athletes (these two latter 

subgroups contained the cheerleaders and Breakers); and the 

Just Friends. From the outsider point of view, the Goodie

goodies (both boys and girls) were "smart", "conceited", 

always doing things for teachers, always conforming to 

rules; and always made good grades. The boys and girls in 

the Goodie-goodies, (though they did not call themselves by 

the label) thought of themselves as being: popular, smart, 

having lots of friends, treated well by teachers because 

they knew how to get along with them; and they believed 

themselves to be leaders. They did concede that some 

members of their group were "conceited". The Athletes, both 

the boys' and girls' groups, was inclusive for people who 

were physically active -- girl and boy athletes, 
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cheerleaders and breakers -- were viewed by others as 

"everybody knows them", and cool -- a positive connotation. 

The girls were seen as being competitive and confrontive. 

The boys were awesome, (term used by girls to mean something 

like handsome and capable). The people in this subgroup saw 

themselves as: athletic, positive, and competitive people 

doing things for a commonly understood cause; not interested 

in individual power or leadership; and functioning in a 

rather school-protected environment because of their 

visibility to the whole school. The Just Friends subgroup 

was thought to contain "all the kids who are not in the 

other groups, but also the Athletes when they're not doing 

their things". This was viewed as the seventh grade social 

group made up of "lots of groups of friends, kids who ca'n 

even be from the Goodies and stoners (if they're not too 

bad)" [meaning if their behaviors are not too antisocial]. 

From the people included in this broad subgroup explanations 

of the group included that: they liked each other, they had 

the same interests, they liked to do things together, they 

would/could fight for and protect each other, they were not 

mean, they did not fight, they shared secrets and trusted 

each other (girls), and they "have ways to get rid of those 

kids from the group who don't fit in or don't have the same 

standards". 



Boys. The seventh grade boys, when they talked about 

the large groups of Big Kids, stoners, and Smart Kids, and 

the characteristics of the groups and the members, their 

comments differed considerably from the statements made by 

the girls about the groups they perceived, as the boys' 

comments were always couched in very negative terms. Big 

Kids were called mean, bullies, jerks, fat heads; Stoners 

were referred to as druggies, stupid, dumb, geeks, dope 

heads, and trouble makers; Smart Kids were called wimps, 

weird, strange, and creeps. (The Breakers, Sixth Graders, 

and Unknowns neither very positive nor negative comments.) 
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More opinions and comments were offered about the 

stoners group, however, than any of the other groups, as the 

boys described them (stoners) as thinking themselves to be 

"cool". This meant that they (a) bragged about the number 

of times they had been sent to "juvy" (Juvenile Court); (b) 

would smoke on the school grounds or in shop class as a 

defiance of adult authority and school rules, to set 

precedence, and "to show other kids how big and important 

they are" and "they're not afraid of nothin". They called 

the stoners "real popular" but they did not want to be like 

them. When asked about what the term "cool" meant they said 

that there were two kinds of "cool". One was the stoners' 

type of cool and the other was the kind of cool they were, 

which meant that you could do things really well -- like 
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ride your bike or play ball -- and the "guys" recognized 

that you did things "really good". It was not cool to make 

very good grades because then they might be classified as 

Smart Kids. Although many of the boys made good grades and 

recognized the importance of doing well academically, most 

vehemently denied being in the Smart Kid group. 

The comments made about the negatively viewed group 

participants were noteworthy because many of the 

interviewees were classified as members of those various 

groups by their classmates. The seventh grade boys did not 

seem to perceive, or perhaps did not want to admit either to 

themselves or others, that they were part of the groups. 

Although awareness of the large groups and their 

characteristics was more apparent in the seventh than in the 

sixth grade, definitive groups and group characteristics in 

the seventh grade were not consistent or well defined. 

Seventh graders tended to contradict themselves a lot when 

discussing groups, their own group membership, and the 

perceived qualities and characteristics of the larger groups 

to which they belonged or those in which they were not 

involved. 

Characteristics of Groups -- Eighth Grade 

Eighth graders believed that there were four large 

groups in the school: the Stoners; the School Boys/School 

Girls; the Regulars; and the Unknowns. Within the Regulars 
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group there were perceived to be ten discernable subgroups. 

In the other three large groups varying levels of 

participation were discussed. 

stoners 

The stoners, as viewed by those outside the group, were 

said to be: bullies, dumb, troublemakers, antisocial in all 

aspects of school participation; they received frequent 

detentions, and they were suspended a lot. They had to be 

forced to conform to the rules and limits to which the other 

students had to comply, and they always acted defiant, 

sullen, and superior to others outside of their group. The 

stoners were readily identifiable for the previously 

mentioned reasons, plus they all dressed usually in black 

shirts, some of which were printed with names and/or 

pictures of music groups. Although the stoners were said to 

be "the most popular" people in the school, most students 

felt that they should be avoided and rejected. 

In contrast to the view of those outside their group 

the stoners spoke of themselves as being more mature than 

the other students; that they did not " ••• have to do the 

school thing because that was for the little kids", they 

liked " ••• to bug the little kids 'cause they don't know 

what to do about it", they c.id not " ••. need to do no sports" 

to make them feel good about themselves or important, 

" ... everybody looks up to us, everybody knows we're very 
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important in this school", "we don't have to obey the school 

rules". The group, in the school environment thought they 

were " ••• good friends who have a lot of fun together. We 

understand each other and we don't say things about each 

other", and " ••• we take care of each other". One person in 

the group stated that, "I don't need to be in this group 

'cause my real group is not in school; the only reason we 

come to school is because the law said we have to -- you've 

gotta hang around with somebody here." "This school doesn't 

have anything but bad for me." 

Participants in the stoners felt there were really 

three little groups in the large thirty to forty students 

seen with the group "Some of us hang around together all 

the time, some kids are around sometimes in school and 

sometimes away, and some just come on with the way they 

dress like us so everybody'll think they're real bad [this 

meant something like great] and popular like us -- they're 

kinda wimps". 

The outsiders also saw and mentioned varying 

participation in the Stoners group. They generally 

designated these levels as: those who use all kinds of 

drugs; those who use alcohol and cigarettes; and those who 

wore black shirts, went to some parties and sometimes drank 

beer and smoked cigarettes. Some people in the last two 
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categories were said to be members, also, of other groups in 

the school. 

School Boys/school Girls 

This group was not truly a naturally occurring group. 

Students with high academic achievement were 

administratively placed into special classes that would 

provide accelerated and enriched programs. The students in 

these classes were the nucleus of this group. Not all of 

those perceived to be in the School Boy/School Girl group 

were in the special classes, however. 

Boys and girls outside of this group saw the 

characteristics of those labeled for this group to be: they 

were smart; they were Goodie-goodies; they never got into 

any kind of trouble -- they never got detention; and they 

were liked better by the teachers, principals, and the other 

adults than any other of the other students in the school. 

outsiders felt that the members of this group knew how to 

"handle" the teachers better than could other students. 

This group was looked on very negatively. So much so that 

many in other groups (of Regulars) disclosed that they did 

not try to make good grades for fear of being classified as 

a school Boy or School Girl. Generally, this group was 

perceived as not sociable; not knowing how to have fun; and 

always more interested in school work than in other people 

or friends. 
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The outsiders did denote, however, different levels of 

involvement of those in this group. There were the (a) 

"really serious ones", who did not socialize with those 

students who did not share their academic commitment, and 

who " ••• just didn't know how to have fun"; (b) the ones who 

" ••• do other kinds of things around school, mostly for 

teachers but sometimes with other kids" not in their group -

- (things were student council, Yearbook, and special school 

function activities banner-making, etc.) and for the most 

part were active in task oriented and political types of 

interactions; and (c) the third level that contained a few 

School Boys/School Girls who would and could belong 

simultaneously to more than one group. Comments such as 

"She's a School Girl but she is really nice anyway and she 

knows how to get along with regular kids and have fun" amply 

expressed most of the other students' attitudes regarding 

both this level, and the general feeling toward the School 

Boys/School Girls. 

The School Boys/School Girls viewed themselves as 

"Intelligent", and selective in regard to friend choices. 

They expressed feelings of superiority in relation to those 

not in the Honors Group (which they preferred to call 

themselves), for example, as one girl stated, "She's nice 

but she's just not up to our standards". They readily 

admitted that they knew how to conform to adult standards, 
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as one boy said, "We just do what we know they [teachers] 

expect from us. If you just do everything you're supposed 

to and don't mess around then they're really nice to you. 

It's really hard sometimes 'cause they expect you to know 

everything like they do. We get to do lotsa' things the 

other kids don't get to do though, because they don't know 

how to make teachers like them. But then we're smarter". 

The boys and girls within the School Boys/School Girls 

group talked about differing levels of involvement 

aptitudinally, academically, and socially in the larger 

group. There were some people they saw as having only one 

or two "sorta' friends" from within the "Honors Group". 

"They don't really care much about other people. They're 

mostly just interested in making perfect grades. The 

teachers really like them". The next level contained those 

students who " •.• make really good grades and are always 

doing things for the principals -- around the school, some 

of them do some sports and music and stuff. They have one 

or two friends they always do stuff with, but they have a 

lot of other friends in the school". The next level or 

subset described included boys and girls who, in relation to 

the other School Boys/School Girls, exhibited inappropriate 

behavior. Even though these people were considered 

"intelligent", they " ••• do not do their homework on time"; 

"they talk in class and sometimes talk back" [to the 



teacher]; "they don't do as well as they could [grades] 

and they have some friends who aren't nice -- like in the 

stoners". 
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In conversation, various students in this group talked 

about some difficult aspects of being in the accelerated 

group such as the pressures to do very well academically and 

how these pressures affected them. Many suffered from 

"nervousness", "ulcers", and other gastrointestinal upsets -

- "I throw up sometimes before a test"; "I usually get sick 

to my stomach after a test or a quiz because I don't know 

how well I did". Another student complained, "I don't get 

[understand] algebra. I try, but some kids know exactly 

what they're doing [in algebra] ••• I get really bad 

headaches in there" [algebra class]. Cheating in this group 

was recognized as a consequence of the need to excel. As 

one person lamented, "Cheating happens a lot in there 

[algebra class] because some people really know what they're 

doing and do well, some kids really want to do well but 

can't understand the problems, and some kids don't 

understand and don't care if they do, but they have to do 

the work -- so on tests there's a lot of cheating -- I don't 

but a lot do. This makes it really bad for people like me 

because the teacher grades on a curve. When some of them 

who shouldn't make really high grades cheat, then when I 

don't cheat, that makes my grade lower. That makes me very 
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upset". (The stress here was caused by the lower grade, not 

the ethical aspects of cheating.) 

Regulars 

The large Regulars group perceived by the eighth 

graders, was a catchment for many of the good friends 

groupings. Movement of individuals and good friends between 

the defined groups was noteworthy, for although the 

intergroup interactions were recognized, the intragroup 

characteristics were evident and maintained. There were ten 

specified subgroups: Boy Athletes, Jocks, Girl Athletes, 

Preppies, Regular Girls, Bops, Couples Group, Picked on 

Kids, Bullies, and Friendship Group. 

Boy Athletes. This group viewed by outsiders were 

believed to be "just a lot of regular guys that hang around 

sometimes together". It was thought of as a lot of best 

friend groupings and individuals who would play on a team 

together (e.g., track events, soccer, basketball, baseball). 

However, when, except when at given times of the year, a 

specific sport was an organized school sponsored effort, the 

members would be identified as boys "who are in my classes 

and like to do some sports" or "its all the guys who like to 

play on teams during lunch" or "they're all good sports, but 

they're not always on the school teams". The members of 

this group readily identified with it as individuals and 

stressed that the team membership was really important, but 
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that some of the best friends were not in the subgroup. As 

one boy stated they liked to play with teammates in "one or 

two sports but we all have other interests besides sports". 

As one boy said, "Playing sports is fun. We just play for 

fun not to be famous in the school. I like to make good 

grades too, but I'm not a School Boy". Many of the boys 

reported being active with members of their families in some 

sports such as running, cycling, or basketball. Members of 

this subgroup said that they could easily interact with the 

School Boys, the Jocks, or the Regular girls. 

Jocks. This subgroup, in contrast to the Boy Athletes, 

was identified and referred to collectively as the Jocks -

"the best athletes, everybody knows them". "They play all 

sports really well and they play other schools. They are 

Q.YJ;: team". They, also, were referred to as "cool", in the 

positive sense. Further, the viewers from outside the group 

believed that " ••. they're mostly just interested in being 

jocks. They don't do much other stuff. Like they're not 

really interested in good grades, but I think some of them, 

like Bill, make real good grades but he doesn't have to work 

hard for 'em". A girl stated, "The Jocks like sports §Q 

much they'll probably all become professional." 

As viewed from inside the group one boy talked about 

his personal orientation, "I can play ball [basketball] 

really well, I'm a good athlete. I'm really serious about 
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sports. Maybe I'll go to college if I can be good enough 

and get a scholarship". Another boy talked about the group, 

"We all stick together and our best friends are this group. 

We play together on almost all the sports for the school. 

We're really important to this school. Everybody knows you 

when you're on the school teams". When asked about 

involvement in the Jocks group one boy replied "We all have 

good sportsmanship -- that makes us friends. That's really 

important -- to work as a team. When you have a good team 

and win then everybody knows what a good school you have. 

It makes everybody proud of you, even coach". 

Another "Jock" when queried about his other interests 

replied ttl don't really have any other interests -- except 

maybe girls. If you're gonna' be a good athlete you don't 

have time to do other things. School's hard -- like grades 

and stuff, but you can't worry about it too much or you 

can't think about the game". 

This subgroup was rather exclusive, howev,3r, some 

members did interact with the Girl Athletes and the 

preppies. One of the members was identified also with the 

socially adept level of School Boys. 

Girl Athletes. The members of this subgroup were 

generally perceived as individual girls who were good 

athletes who interacted as a group, and as individuals, with 

the preppies, the Regular Girls and the Jocks. Both boys 
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and girls outside of this group talked about how proud they 

were, as schoolmates, of the girls athletic teams. The 

girls were highly recognized as individuals and as good 

athletes, although some were perceived to be "conceited". 

The girls in the subgroup, although they generally 

talked about liking to participate in sports and enjoying 

the "challenges" of sports emphasized the importance of 

their friendships with the other girls as being most 

important. "We can do sports together but mostly my friends 

-- see some of our friends aren't very athletic -- are 

important because we can talk to each other about things 

like problems and boys. I'm really glad I'm good at so many 

sports but other things are more important to me -- like my 

friends and getting along with other people. I'll always do 

good in sports but its not so easy to have nice 

friendships". Another girl athlete stated, "We're not like 

the Jocks -- they only think about winning. They don't talk 

about anything but sports -- well they do -- but it's 

usually about how they don't like a teacher or school work 

or something like that. We're interested in more things 

like our friends and grades and whether other people like us 

not just sports, sports, sports all the time. It's fun 

to play and real nice to win but that's not all there is to 

life". Although these comments were representative of the 

group as a whole, several of the group members felt 
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differently as presented by one of the girls. "Most of the 

girls on our team aren't really serious about sports. They 

play really well -- you know -- and we win a lot, we have a 

real good team -- but to them too many other things are more 

important. Like we should practice more and learn to think 

alike. See, to some of us if we're going to have a team 

we should be the very best not just play for fun and say 

'well, today was a bad day' or 'maybe we'll win next time'. 

That's not taking what you do seriously. I don't play to 

make friends with the other team -- I play to win, for 

myself and the school". 

Preppies. Those students outside the Preppies subgroup 

described them as well dressed, energetic, "kinda 

conceited", well liked by the teachers, "some of them are 

phoney", as " ••• always doing stuff for the school, like 

banners and work for teachers" and "they're always 

everyplace. They have a lot more energy than me, and they 

try to be friends to everybody". 

The preppies perceived themselves as being very 

involved in school activities and worked hard to keep up the 

"school spirit". They wanted to be well known and "popular" 

in a positive way "different than the Stoners". 

Consistently voiced was the opinion that they knew everybody 

in the school and that "everybody is my friend". Some 

readily admitted to belonging to the School Boy/School Girl 
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group but further commented that they liked to do more than 

"just study all the time". They confided that "the teachers 

like us because we do a lot of extra stuff for them -- but 

we're not goodie-goodies. We just like to do things and 

have friends and fun and still not get into trouble". 

As would be expected, the members of this group stated 

that they moved easily between most groups in the school 

except the stoners and the "Unknown kids who don't want to 

be friends even if we try". 

Regular Girls. This subgroup was defined as containing 

subsets of from eight through ten girls who were "all good 

friends". outsiders of these groups viewed the subsets as: 

"they have secrets"; "they're groups of girls who hang 

around together because they're friends"; "they eat lunch 

together"; "they stay together in the same place outside [at 

lunch period]; "Some groups like to watch boys and some of 

them [the groups] like to tease boys"; "some of them are 

just mean"; and "people in each group like to dress the 

same". Members of these various subsets described their 

group: "Most of my friends just stay in this group" [both 

the subgroup and the subset]; "I have some friends in other 

groups"; "We do a lot of things together". "We can talk to 

each other and we have secrets that no one else can know". 

Many girls stated that for their particular subset group 

there was an interest that the participants had in common, 
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such as music (or musical group), skating, going to the 

mall, or " ••• boys -- we like to bug the boys", " ••• mostly we 

just like to talk and share problems and help each other". 

The individuals in these groups perceived, and were 

perceived by others, to be able to move in or between all 

other groups and subgroups in the school with which they 

chose to interact. The subset did not (as a group) 

generally interact with other subgroups. (These subsets, 

although not recognized so by the participants functioned as 

well defined cliques). 

Bops. This subgroup, which numbered about eight 

through ten in membership, was made up of eighth grade boys 

who individually and as a group perceived themselves and 

were perceived by others as able to move easily into and/or 

with any group in the school except the Unknowns or the very 

dedicated School Boys/School Girls or the Jocks. They were 

thought of collectively as "cool", in a positive sense; 

"fine" [by the girls, meaning good looking] (they were 

physically more developed than many of their male 

classmates) they were not trouble makers and they did not 

fight with people "unless someone forces 'em, then they 

talk, if talkin' don't work they usually win". "Well they 

make good grades but they sure aren't School Boys, they're a 

real fun group and real nice". One girl said "The Bops 

aren't really athletic or Jocks but they do good in P.E. and 
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stuff. They're like what you'd like your boyfriend to be -

a lot of fun and considerate. Some of them have manners". 

The Bops saw themselves as "pretty popular", "well 

known", "not trouble makers, but we all stand up for each 

other and sometimes we have to help out the littler kids." 

As one boy stated, "I guess we think it's important to do 

what everybody [in the Bops] wants to do. It's more 

important to go along with your friends than with what your 

parents say, but all of us have our parents who care about 

us so we don't take advantage." Another boy said, 

"Sometimes we go to parties with the Stoners, some of them, 

but we really don't get into their thing. We mostly go to 

see what's happenin'. We'd rather do more fun things if we 

could find more fun things to do." He continued later in 

the conversation, " •.. we do things the group wants to 

but we're different than the others [stoners]. I guess it's 

because our parents care about us, those other kids 

[Stoners] -- nobody cares about them. Most of their parents 

do what they do -- except most of them don't have their two 

parents you know their real mothers and fathers 

together." Another boy commented, "Most of the guys have a 

girlfriend here [at school] most of the time. My girlfriend 

is really my best friend. We talk about lots of things and 

understand each other. But she's not in the group [Bops] 

that's just boys. She has her own group. She's just in 
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with her group in the Regular Girls. She doesn't like to go 

to the parties [Stoners]." 

Couples Group. This subgroup was made up of boys and 

girls, mainly eighth graders but some seventh graders 

(mostly girls) who had established semi-dating 

relationships. There were about ten couples that were 

recognized by the other students as belonging to this 

grouping. One eighth grade girl who was not in the group 

observed, "They seem to have fun hanging on each other 

sometimes -- not all the time, they have to go to class 

sometimes. I'm not in with them cause my boyfriend is in 

tenth grade. He's a friend of my brother. Most of us 

[eighth grade girls] who have boyfriends -- they're older 

[the boys] an' in [the high school]." Another girl (eighth 

grade) said, "I'm not in the couples group -- I wish I was -

- but you really can't be in it if you don't have a 

boyfriend." A boy not in the group said with disdain, 

"That's a dumb group. They just act dumb. They always are 

with each other laughin' an' kissie, all the time. I'd 

rather ride my bike an' stuff." Another boy said 

laughingly, "They kinda act silly. My best friend hangs 

around with his girl in that group. He's real nice when 

he's with us [the Bops] but when he's around [the girl] he 

acts like stupid. I like girls ok but not like he does. My 

dad says, 'Just wait' so I'm waitin'." 
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Members of the couples group perceived their subgroup 

differently. As one boy said, "It's nice to get to know a 

girl. We have fun, like go to movies or play basketball at 

my house with my brother. We know each other from church, 

too. Our moms and dads are friends so we do things with 

them too. The guys are my main friends but she's a good 

friend too." One girl (seventh grade) said, "He's my 

boyfriend here -- only at school. We go with the others 

[couples] to school socials and the games -- well there we 

sit together an' stuff. My folks won't let me have a 

boyfriend outside of school but we talk on the phone a lot." 

Talking to a couple each offered comments: 

She: "We just like to do things together. Some of the 

others [girls] are jealous so they say they don't 

want a boyfriend. He's nice and we do our 

homework together an' talk on the phone." 

He: "We can't really go on real dates cause I can't 

drive yet, but we do things at school -- dances 

and basketball games. We all [the couples] met 

at the Fair but we all had to get people to take 

us so we just met there. It's still fun. Here 

we eat together an' have our classes together 

we carry each others books an' stuff." 

She: "We still have our own friends, though, not just 

each other -- we're too young for that." 
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He: "But we're getting older." 

Friendship Groups. In the eighth grade there were 

several well defined groups of friends that were 

consistently identified by the other students by the name of 

the leader or focal person in the group. These groups could 

be all male, all female or heterogeneous and were very 

exclusive in their membership. The members did not identify 

with other groups. Usually six to eight in number, these 

individual groups were discussed by other students. For 

example, "Jasons' group -- well they don't really do 

anything. There's six guys -- they just hang around but 

they're not friends with anybody else," and " ••• Betsy's 

group (boys and girls) -- they're not couples or anything. 

I think they all go to the same church. They're always 

together like at lunch and games but I don't know any of 

them really well because they just stay to themselves. 

Betsy's the one who kinda' tells them all what to do, 

though." "Tammy's group all dresses alike. All the girls 

with her all act like Barbies [Barbie DollsJ. They're 

always combing their hair and flirtin' with guys. They're 

just always together. They don't have other friends." 

From within the groups, Jason offered perspective of 

his group. "Well there's six of us guys. We're nothin' 

special. We like to hang around. I'm kinda' the leader but 

sometimes Bob or Jim have ideas [about what to doJ too. 
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Then we just do it together -- like play soccer or eat ice 

cream bars." A member of Betsy's group explained, "We all 

go to the same church. Betsy says the other kids don't 

have our same values so we just stick together. I don't 

think we're different than the others though. Maybe we're 

just a little more grown-up. Sometimes the other kids act 

really immature. Like hasslin' people and actin' up in 

class. We don't do that." A girl who had been in Tammy's 

group said, "They're nice -- or they used to be but they 

get a lot of money from their folks. They buy lots of 

clothes. My mom says it's too expensive to have to always 

dress like them. Besides, now they run around with some 

Stoners. My folks don't like that me too. We used to 

have a lot of fun teasin' the boys at lunch but not now.' I 

just found other friends. We'd all been friends since the 

third grade but my mom says people change and that you can't 

have the same friends forever if they change to things that 

aren't right for you." 

Picked-On Kids. This perceived subgroup was made up of 

a number of dyadic and triadic friendship groups of about 

eighteen boys and three or four girls, both seventh and 

eighth graders. Although they did not all group together, 

the other students could readily identify who they and their 

friends were and could name those in each friendship 

grouping. Other students talked about the characteristics 
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of these Picked on Kids. "They're small for their age", 

" ••• most of them are skinny", " ••• they're really unpopular", 

" •.• they like to bug the bigger kids", and " ••• some of them 

hang around with younger kids like the sixth graders 

sometimes, they play down at the sandbox when they're not 

buggin' us." Terms used to describe them included: "fags", 

"homos", "wimps", and "little people". The view from inside 

the group, as voiced by Picked on Kids as individuals, 

presented other opinions. "Well, we're little. Me and my 

friends stick together 'cause everybody picks on us", "I'm 

afraid most of the time cause the big kids think it's neat 

to make us cry", "You've got to learn not to cry or they 

never leave you alone. sometimes we bug them [stoners] so 

they won't think we're wimps." "Girls do it too, [pick on 

them] especially the big seventh grade ones. Sometimes 

they're really mean. They pull your hair and pinch you then 

they laugh and make fun of you if you yell or run away." 

"Girls don't pick on each other but they [the big girls and 

big boys] pick on us boys and some of the bullies [boys] 

even pick on some of the littler girls in the eighth grade." 

"Bullies know we won't fight back so they tell us 'we'll get 

you after school'. I have to ride my bike and I'm so scared 

all the time on my way horne. Once [names two boys] got me 

[on the way horne] and they hurt me an' broke my front wheel. 

They said if you tell we'll really get you and Tommy [his 
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friend]. My mom says, 'just ignore them' [the Bullies], my 

dad says, 'stand up for yourself', and the monitors [in the 

school yard] just say, 'leave him alone', and then they walk 

away. Someday I'll probably get dead." One girl said, "I'd 

like school fine if I didn't have to be afraid all the time 

of the Bullies. They say they're gonna' do awful things to 

me an' my friend." Another said, "We'd rather play with the 

sixth graders, they're fun and not mean." 

Bullies Group. The Bullies grouping was identified as 

being made up of about eight to ten boys and several members 

of the Stoners group, including three girls. In discussing 

the Bullies, members of the general student body described 

the eight to ten boys: "Most of them are kinda' fat but 

some are just bigger. They just like to show off"; "They 

hang around in bunches and decide which little kids they're 

gonna get. They just like to terrorize them. I don't know 

if they really hurt them but they make them afraid all the 

time." An eighth grade girl said, "They're really not nice 

to the little guys. They really are immature. Most of them 

are fat and they think they're really funny when they make 

one cry. Nobody likes 'em." "I'm glad I'm not that little" 

stated one eighth grade boy, " •.• I'm not as big as they 

[Bullies] are but they don't come after me. If they tried 

to take !!lY pants off I'd kill 'em." One of the bigger 

eighth grade boys said "They're mean. We started our own 
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group to help out. When we see them hasslin' a little 

person we go talk to the Bullies. Now they're afraid of us, 

except the stoners, they're not afraid of us -- we leave 

them alone." The members of the Bullies group, during 

interviews, were quite verbal about their position in the 

school groups, as can be gained from their remarks. "Well, 

we have our own bunch of guys, see. We like to stay 

together. We kinda' keep other people on the playground 

from thinkin' they're too big for their pants" and, "Me and 

my friends -- you know the ones in my group we like to 

eat, mostly -- but I like video games too. We're not into 

sports, well except when we have to do P.E. [physical 

education] an' stuff ••. we all stick together pretty much 

and we like to terrorize the little people so they respect 

us." One boy, laughing, said "We like to have fun pickin' 

on the little kids -- like we don't do nothing mean -- we 

just throw 'em around say 'you're cool' if they don't cry, 

an' then we pick him up an' he takes off. Sometimes they're 

really funny. But we don't go around with no other groups. 

Sometimes we have to kinda stay away from 'em." Another 

said, "Somebody's got to control all those twerps they're 

like ants everywhere. Runnin' around and gettin' in your 

way--an' buggin' everybody .•• So me and my friends help 

out everybody. We just let them kids know we're around --
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that makes 'em act better. They gotta' learn some respect -

-an' who's important." 

Unknowns 

The fourth large group identified by the eighth graders 

(and the seventh graders) both in classification and 

attitude was referred to as the Unknowns. 

This group, as seen by those not included in it, 

contained generally three types of people. As one eighth 

grade girl said, "Well, see they're not all the same. Some 

of those kids don't want to be in with any other kids except 

maybe one friend but not even one friend with some of 

them, then there ~re some who are just so gross, like they 

dress funny, they act weird and they just aren't like us, 

they don't know what to do or what you're talkin' about;, 

they say some really dumb things when you try to talk to 

them, and some of them have funny hair. Then there are the 

ones who are always tryin' to get to be friends and get in 

your group. They're really noxious [obnoxious]. Like they 

corne up and butt into your conversation and act loud and say 

the stupidest things. They don't even know what you're 

talking about but they try to act like they do. You just 

have to not pay attention to them; then they go away after a 

while." 

other remarks that shed light on the plight of these 

students included those by several eighth grade boys. "The 
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Unknowns are kids who stay away from other kids 'cause no 

one wants to be around them. Like if you make friends with 

one, then nobody -- like your friends wants to be around 

you." "Well, there's like one guy, he's kinda' different -

his hair is cut real short and his pants are too short, he 

has a funny name too. The girls really tease him a lot and 

he thinks they like him. He's prob'ly OK but he doesn't do 

sports an stuff. He just hangs around by himself." Another 

boy said, "They're just different. There's one girl who's 

always comin' up to guys and tryin' to talk to them. She 

has these two guys who are Unknowns too, who she says are 

her boyfriends -- she's always tryin' to kiss 'ern, then she 

comes up to us an' starts talkin' about her boyfriends. 

She's weird. She's just not like the other girls so they 

don't want her around either" and another, "Some of those 

[Unknowns] are just really shy, I think. There's one boy in 

my class who won't look at anybody. He makes good grades, I 

think, -- he always answers questions [from the teacher] 

right but if you ask him somethin' or try to talk to him he 

just says 'I dunno', and he won't look at you or nuthin'. 

He doesn't even have one friend. He always eats by 

himself." 

Girls viewed the Unknowns in various ways also: "They 

don't fit in with anybody. They're not really a group like 

ours is a group, or the Stoners -- they're just there." 
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"Some people tease some of them but they don't usually bully 

'em cause it doesn't do any good. They just ignore people." 

"I don't think they have any fun at all. Nobody includes 

'em in anything -- but most of them don't even try -- well 

some do, but they're so strange you can't understand 'em." 

"Each person [of the Unknowns] seems to be so different -

so individual -- you don't really know how to be nice to 

them -- see some of them are shy and some of them are weird 

and some of them only want to read an' stuff." "In my 

neighborhood they [the Unknowns at school] only play with 

kids who are in the third and fourth grades. They're a lot 

bigger than those kids but that's their friends. Here at 

school they don't have any friends." 

Conversations with some individuals in the Unknowns' 

revealed some interesting perceptions regarding themselves. 

Almost all of them recognized that they were not involved 

with the rest of the study body. One boy stated: "I guess 

I'm really different from the other guys. I can't make 

friends with 'em. I guess they think I'm weird, but I don't 

think I am. When I hear them talkin' about sports an stuff 

I don't know how to talk to them 'cause I can't do sports. 

I've got asthma, see, so I just watch other people. One guy 

said, 'You wanta play soccer with us?' I said, 'No, I 

can't', he said, 'We'll teach you', I said, 'I can't he 

said, 'OK'. I got so nervous about it that I had to hurry 
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to get my medicine right away. He thought I was bein' not 

friendly and runnin' away. I just couldn't breathe. He 

hasn't talked to me again." A girl very insightfully 

explained her view: "I like to read and listen to classical 

music and draw. They are too loud and they act like they 

don't have feelings about things. I know I should try to be 

like them, but I'm not. It makes me very nervous to be 

around those other girls in class. They wouldn't understand 

me -- but I don't understand them either." 

The boy who was talked about as having the short 

haircut and short trousers was eager to talk about his 

problem. "They think I'm weird, but they don't know me. 

Some ways I'm like them, but some ways I can't be. See, I 

know the difference. They think I dress strange and things 

like that. My pants are too short, I don't have clothes 

like them, my dad cuts my hair. My dad doesn't have a 

real job. My mom has been sick since our new baby came 

have seven brothers and sisters -- we just came here -- my 

two brothers, they're older than me and my two sisters, are 

I 

at high school. I've grown so fast my folks can't keep 

buying me clothes--we kids have to share. My other brothers 

are havin' the same problem at their school. We all have to 

help at home but I can't get a job yet like the older kids. 

My family're real nice but we just don't have enough money 

right now. I don't want them [other boys] to know that, and 
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The girls are really airheads though. They think I don't 

know what they're doin' when they tease me. I hate that. 

I'm not weird, I'm just different -- and I'm glad. 
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The situations of other Unknowns were not as readily 

identified by the individuals. One girl stated, "In my 

church we don't like a lot of the things most kids here at 

school do. Most kids here are OK but they're not my 

religion. I have a lot of friends at my church. If some of 

them went to my church they'd probably be real nice then and 

my friends." 

"I'm just a kid. I think I'm nice don't you? I have 

this friend sometimes, but he says I'm stupid and loud an' 

cheat [at chess]. Then he's not my friend for a while, so I 

try to make other friends but not too many guys like to play 

chess so I go to the library [in the school] and try to find 

someone else who wants to play." 

Summary of Interviews 

To summarize the most important patterns seen in the 

interviews, first of note were the differing perceptions of 

self at each grade level. Whereas the focus of the sixth 

grade girls was on being nice and liking to be "silly" if 

they chose, the seventh grade girls recognized that they 

were not always nice and that they even enjoyed making fun 

of, or teasing, other students; that they were particularly 
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interested in establishing their reputations as somewhat 

independent and not conforming to all the rules. The eighth 

grade girls, on the other hand, held their ability to be 

trustworthy and caring about others as characteristics of 

importance. Also different and in contrast to the girls in 

the sixth and seventh grades were the eighth grade girls' 

perceptions of moodiness, stress, and the ability to listen 

to, and give advice to, friends. 

The boys at each grade level appeared to be more 

consistent in their views of themselves than were the girls. 

For example, sixth, seventh and eighth grade boys perceived 

themselves as active, being involved in sports, and all 

stressed, to varying degrees, the importance of staying out 

of trouble. On the other hand, rather subtle differences in 

regard to humor were seen, that is, sixth grade boys thought 

they were "funny", seventh grade boys thought they had "a 

sense of humor", and eighth grade boys thought they were 

"humorous" and believed it was of value to them as 

individuals. Consistently voiced by the seventh grade boys 

was their extreme concern about their physical size, and 

being picked on, whereas for sixth and eighth graders in 

general, this was not as much a concern. Also, concerns 

about intelligence were apparent in comments only at the 

seventh grade level. For eighth grade boys the need to find 

something at which each could excel was very important. The 
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eighth grade boys discussed characteristics of importance 

not evident at the other two grades, such as being outgoing, 

risk taking, and considerate. 

The girls at each grade level believed it to be 

important that their best friends be "understanding". At 

the seventh and eighth grade levels best friends should be 

"trustworthy", but for different reasons. Further, 

differences for the general good qualities for their best 

friends could be heard at each grade level. At sixth grade 

the girls wanted talkative, outgoing, not mean, and 

understanding best friends. At seventh grade they wanted 

honest, open, and trustworthy best friends who would stay 

with them through their confrontations with others and who 

would help them with their problems. The eighth grade 

girls, however, appeared to be more interested in mutual 

caring interactions with best friends and they were not 

interested in confrontations or challenging behaviors as 

were the seventh grade girls. 

For the boys at each grade level, best friends needed 

to share the same interests and activities, the same view of 

humorousness, and not be trouble makers. At the seventh 

grade, emphasis on congenial participation and camaraderie 

was apparent, whereas for the eighth grade boys a slight 

change in emphasis was that best friends abide by the rules 

of their best friend group. 
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As can be seen in Table 2 the reported numbers of Best 

Friends for girls at each grade level ranged from one 

through three; only seventh grade girls reported not having 

only one friend. The sixth grade boys reported only one or 

two Best Friends, whereas eighth and seventh graders 

started at two Best Friends, and the seventh grade boys 

usually had two more Best Friends than did the eighth 

graders and three more than did the sixth grade boys. (In 

the formal interview sessions, only one student (at any 

grade level) stated that she did not have one Best Friend.) 

Table 2. Student Reported Numbers of Participants in Best 
Friends and Good Friends Groups and the Number of 
Large Groups in the School by Grade and Gender 

Best Friends Good Friends Large Groups 
Grade Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys 

6 1-3 1-2 3-8 2-20 3 3 

7 2-3 2-5 3-8 5-35 3* 6 

8 1-2 2-3 12-40 10-20 4* 4* 

*plus subgroups 

Subtle changes in attitudes regarding their good friend 

qualities were verbalized at each grade level. For example, 

whereas sixth grade girls thought good friends should be not 

too serious, sometimes silly, good natured, and share common 

interests, the seventh grade girls stressed the qualities 
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for their good friends as being honest, protective, and able 

to keep secrets. The eighth grade girls generally wanted 

good friends to be affiliative -- to fit in, to have shared 

interests, concerns, and abilities. 

Good friend qualities mentioned by the boys generally 

involved some reference to interactions in activities. 

There was, at each grade level, emphasis placed on the good 

friend relationships for those activities. For example, the 

sixth graders used the term "playmates"; the seventh graders 

stressed the idea of camaraderie in games (or gamemates) 

whereas the eighth grade boys talked about teams and 

teammates. Good friends did not share personal confidences, 

they stated. 

Differences can be seen in the reported numbers in Good 

Friend groups (Table 2) as sixth and seventh grade girls 

believed there to be three through eight participants in the 

groups, whereas the eighth grade girls reported 

conspicuously larger Good Friend groups at their grade level 

(twelve through forty in number). (The one thousand Good 

Friend group reported by one girl was not considered in 

these results.) The boys' Good Friend group numbers 

differed at each grade level with the seventh graders 

reporting more members in their groups (about 30) than in 

either sixth (18) or eighth (10) grade Good Friend groups. 
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Perceptions of the numbers of Large groups in the 

school varied noticeably for each grade level. (See Tables 

2 and 3.) The sixth graders (boys and girls) saw only three 

groups; the eighth graders (boys and girls) saw only four 

encompassing Large groups with levels of participation 

within two of those groups, and subgroups within another of 

the groups. The seventh grade boys and the seventh grade 

girls, however, did not report seeing the same number or 

make up of Large groups, either within their grade or in the 

school. The girls, for example, saw three Large groups, one 

of which contained four subgroups, and another which had two 

subgroups. The boys believed that there were six Large 

groups. 

Characteristics of Groups 

The sixth graders perceived themselves as being "all 

friends" and used the term "playmates". Also, they were all 

nice, friendly, active, and liked to play (except for three 

or four who were said to "drink alcohol and smoke 

cigarettes"). The Big Kids were thought of as "some are 

trouble makers", Bullies, and fewer than ten were identified 

as "popular". The sixth graders were perceived by both 

seventh and eight graders as being Unknowns and rather 

unimportant. 
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Table 3. Students Perceptions of Large Groups in the School 
at Each Grade Level 

Grade 

6th 

7th 

8th 

Girls 

sixth Grade Girls 
sixth Grade Boys 
Big Kids 

stoners 
Middle Group 

Goodie-goodies 
Girl Athletes 
Boy Athletes 
Just Friends 

Unknowns 
Gross People 
sixth Graders 

Boys 

sixth Grade Girls 
sixth Grade Boys 
Big Kids 

stoners 
Big Kids 
Breakers 
Smart Kids 
sixth Graders 
Unknowns 

(same for girls and boys) 
stoners 

All the Time 
Part Time 
Some Time 

Regulars 
Boy Athletes 
Jocks 
Girl Athletes 
Preppies 
Regular Girls 
Bops 
Couples Group 
Picked-On Kids 
Bullies 
Friendship 

School Boys/School Girls 
Really Serious 
Not so Serious 
Fit in with other groups 

Unknowns 
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In addition to the sixth Graders' group, commonly seen 

by both seventh and eighth graders were the (a) Stoners, 

who, although described as the "most popular people", were 

viewed as trouble makers, antisocial to other students and 

adults, drug users and "dumb"; (b) the School Boys/school 

Girls (Goodie-goodie/ Smart Kids) who were viewed as smart, 

conceited (some of them), and teacher preferred. 

Involvement in this group was viewed, by those in the group 

and those not in the group, as representing three levels of 

commitment for scholastic endeavors and social adeptness. 

Generally, however, to be classified as a School Boy or a 

School Girl was negative in connotation; and (c) the 

Unknowns who were not truly a group but were designated as 

such and contained all of those students who did not or 

would not "fit in" with other groups. The people included 

in this group were generally described as different than 

their schoolmates, but that was the only characteristic they 

were perceived to have in common. Those students who were 

in the Unknown group, for the most part, knew that they were 

not accepted by their schoolmates. 

Boy Athletes and Girl Athletes groups were readily 

recognized, also, but they were placed in subgroups of the 

larger Middle Group and the Regulars. The main identifying 

characteristic of these subgroups and their participants was 

their notoriety for, or interest in, sports activities. 
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Questionnaire 

Two questions in the Guess Who questionnaire were 

selected for inclusion in this study. The first question 

(#43; see Appendix B) requested that the student state the 

five qualities/characteristics (choices provided from a list 

of forty-two qualities) that were the most important 

qualities for him or her to have. The second question 

(#44) asked the respondent to choose, from the same list, 

those five qualities (characteristics) he or she believed 

were most important for their friends to have. Rank 

ordering of the qualities was not requested for either 

question. 

Tabulations of the averages of frequencies (AOF) of the 

responses to the question "Which of the qualities 

[characteristics] listed above are most important for you to 

have?" disclosed patterns of differences between the 

females' and the males' perceptions of qualities important 

for the self. (See Table 4.) Males most frequently 

designated being Friendly as the most important quality and 

Intelligent as the second most important; whereas, the 

females most frequently chose being Cheerful and Friendly as 

the most important qualities to possess, and the AOF of 

choosing Intelligent placed it in the sixth position of 

importance for them. By AOF, males placed Cheerful in the 

sixth position of importance for themselves. As can be 
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noted, both males and females were fairly consistent in 

regard to important qualities for the self to have, with the 

exception of Talkative which had importance only for the 

females, whereas to be a Leader was important for the males 

but not for the females. 

Table 4. Average Frequencies of Qualities/Characteristics 
Important for the Self to Have by Gender and Grade* 

Males 

Quality All 6th 7th 8th 

Friendly 7.02 5.65 4.60 10.22 
Intelligent 6.60 8.48 5.75 6.20 
Good Natured 6.46 5.65 4.98 8.39 
Happy 5.33 5.08 6.13 4.74 
Talented 5.33 9.61 4.21 3.65 
Cheerful 5.33 8.48 4.21 4.38 
Honest 5.06 5.08 3.83 6.20 
Leader 4.92 3.39 6.51 4.38 
outgoing 4.92 1. 70 4.21 7.66 
Boy Athlete 4.78 1. 70 4.60 6.93 

Females 

Cheerful 11. 37 6.81 12.19 13.13 
Friendly 10.07 9.42 8.44 11.94 
Good Natured 8.53 3.66 7.50 12.23 
Honest 8.41 6.28 6.88 11.04 
Happy 7.82 6.28 9.06 7.46 
Intelligent 6.40 9.42 5.31 5.67 
outgoing 5.57 3.66 4.06 8.06 
Talkative 4.74 4.71 4.69 4.78 
Talented 3.79 6.81 4.06 2.39 
Popular Girl 3.44 5.76 4.69 .90 

*All numbers shown in percentages. 
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Differences in patterns of importance for the various 

personal qualities can be seen at each grade level for both 

males and females. To be Friendly was more often chosen as 

important for the sixth graders than for the eighth graders, 

by both males and females. Although there were AOFs of 

choice differences in importance to be Friendly at the sixth 

and eighth grade levels for both males and females, the 

seventh grade males and females did not place Friendly in 

their choices as did the other two grade schoolmates. 

To be Intelligent was chosen on an average more often 

as important for both males and females at the sixth grade 

level than for those in seventh or eighth grade. Both males 

and females in the seventh grade did not perceive 

Intelligent, as indicated by the AOF of choices, to be as 

important for the self as did either sixth or eighth 

graders. 

For males, consistent differences in AOF of choices 

were observed between the sixth, seventh and eighth graders 

for the qualities of outgoing, Boy Athlete, and Talented. 

Importance for Cheerful, Good Natured, Honest and 

outgoing was perceived by females, with greater importance 

indicated at the eighth grade level. On the other hand, the 

sixth grade females viewed Talented and Popular Girl as 

important on an average more often than did seventh grade 

girls, who chose those qualities on an average less often 
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than did eighth grade girls. Males and females in the 

seventh grade chose Happy more often than did either their 

sixth or eighth grade schoolmates. 

In response to the question regarding the five most 

important qualities for their friends to have, both males 

and females cited all of the same ten qualities, although 

not with the same frequency, as characteristics that they 

would like to see in their friends. In addition males 

wanted their friends to be Considerate. (see Table 5.) 

At the sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, the patterns 

of importance for the qualities of males' friends were 

different for outgoing and for Considerate. The AOF of 

choices showed importance for Friendly, Honest, and Good 

Natured. Generous was chosen fewer times by the seventh 

grade males, and the qualities of Happy and Jolly were on an 

average chosen more often. 

Females at each grade level assigned greater 

importance, through their AOF of choices, for friends to be 

Friendly, Cheerful, Honest, Good Natured, and outgoing, 

although the quality of being Jolly was chosen on an average 

less often by the eighth graders. The seventh grade females 

indicated, through AOF of selection, that it was of greater 

importance for their friends to be Happy than did the sixth 

and eighth grade females. It was less important, given the 

AOF of selection, however, for the friends of seventh grade 
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Table 5. Average of Frequencies of Qualities/Characteristics 
Important for Friends to Have by Gender and Grade* 

Males 

Quality All 6th 7th 8th 

Friendly 8.92 8.67 5.42 11.98 
Honest 7.41 7.33 5.91 8.68 
Cheerful 6.90 8.00 6.40 6.61 
Happy 6.73 4.67 8.37 6.61 
Good Natured 6.23 5.33 3.45 9.09 
Outgoing 4.88 3.33 4.43 6.20 
Talkative 4.71 2.67 5.42 5.37 
Intelligent 4.04 5.33 3.45 3.72 
Generous 3.87 5.33 2.46 5.37 
Jolly 3.03 2.67 3.45 2.89 
Considerate 3.03 2.67 2.96 3.31 

Females 

Friendly 12.77 12.09 12.22 13.72 
Cheerful 10.23 6.04 9.65 13.11 
Honest 9.99 7.69 10.29 10.98 
Happy 9.50 8.79 11.90 7.62 
Good Natured 8.16 5.49 6.75 10.98 
outgoing 6.46 3.85 5.79 8.54 
Jolly 4.87 6.04 5.79 3.35 
Intelligent 4.51 7.69 2.89 4.27 
Talkative 4.38 3.30 5.69 5.49 
Generous 4.20 3.85 3.54 4.57 

*All numbers shown in percentages. 
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females, as compared to sixth and eighth grade females, to 

be Intelligent. 

Comparisons of the Importance of Qualities for the Self and 

for Friends 

In viewing the ordering of the AOF ratings of qualities 

for self and friends it appeared that the males (grades six 

through eight) believed it was more important for the self 

to be Intelligent than it was for their friends to be 

Intelligent. Further, to be a Leader, Talented, and to be 

an Athlete were perceived to be of importance for the self 

but not for friends. Friends should have the qualities of 

being Talkative, Generous, Jolly, and Considerate, although 

these were not as frequently chosen as important for the 

self. Also chosen more often as more important for friends 

than self were the qualities of Honest, Cheerful and 

Outgoing. For the males, of equal importance for self and 

friends were the most frequently chosen Friendly and the 

fourth most chosen Happy. 

For females (sixth through eighth grade) comparisons of 

the general AOF ratings for important qualities for self and 

friends to possess revealed that it was important for the 

self to be Talented and a Popular Girl, qualities not chosen 

as important for friends. The females appeared to want 

friends to be slightly more Friendly, Honest, and outgoing 

than was the self, but they chose Cheerful, Good Natured, 
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Intelligent, and Talkative more often as being more 

important qualities for the self to have than for friends to 

have. 

In summary, the three qualities that were chosen most 

frequently as important for the self and those important for 

friends to possess can be seen by gender and grade in Table 

6. Slight differences in the perception of the importance 

of qualities are evident for grade and gender for the self 

and for friend qualities. 

Summary of Results 

The characteristics of early adolescents' peers and 

groups which were the foci of this study, were viewed from 

both the etic perspective (observations) of the 

investigator, and the emic perspective (interviews and 

general conversations; and questionnaires) of the early 

adolescents in a middle school. From the observational 

point of view, groupings at each grade level (sixth, 

seventh, and eighth) not only differed numerically in size, 

but also in number of groups, in the characteristics of the 

groups, and in the participants in those groups. For 

purposes of identification, according to the perceived group 

characteristics, the observer provided labels for ten large 

groups: Black Shirts, Boy Athletes, Girl Athletes, Popular 

Group, Honors Group, Grassbacks, Bullies, Girl Cliques, Boy 

Cliques, and sixth Graders. The students provided labels 
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Table 6. Three Most Frequently Chosen Qualities (Based on 
the AOF) for the Self and for Friends by Gender and 
Grade 

Most Important Qualities for Self 

Grade 6th 

1. Talented 
2. Intelligent/Cheerful* 
3. Good Natured 

1. Friendly/Intelligent* 
2. Cheerful/Talented* 
3. Honest/Happy* 

Most Important 

l. Friendly 
2. Cheerful 
3. Honest 

l. Friendly 
2. Happy 
3. Honest/Intelligent* 

7th 

Males 

Leader 
Happy 
Intelligent 

Females 

Cheerful 
Happy 
Friendly 

Qualities for 

Males 

Happy 
Cheerful 
Honest 

Females 

Friendly 
Happy 
Honest 

*equal frequency of choices. 

8th 

Friendly 
Good Natured 
Outgoing 

Cheerful 
Good Natured 
Friendly 

Friends 

Friendly 
Good Natured 
Honest 

Friendly 
Cheerful 
Honest/Good 

Natured* 
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for groups that somewhat corresponded in make up to those 

seen by the observer, but the students' perceptions of 

groups at each grade level were more definitive both in 

regard to the groups and the labels. (See Table 3.) Stoners; 

Regulars -- that contained Jocks, Boy Athletes, Girls 

Athletes, Preppies, School Boys/School Girls, Breakers, 

Bullies, Bops, Couples Group, Picked on Kids, Friends; 

Middle Group--Goodie-goodies, Just Friends; Unknowns; Big 

Kids; and Sixth Graders, represented the groups seen by the 

students, but not for each grade level nor within each 

grade. 

The perspectives of both males and females at all three 

grade levels, during interviews and general conversations, 

provided insights into differences between the etic and ·emic 

view. The participants, before discussing groups, each 

found it necessary to differentiate types of groupings. For 

example, they saw: best friends groups; good friends groups; 

and large groups (for which they provided labels of 

identification, some of which were consistent for the 

seventh and eighth graders). The students' view, therefore, 

differed from that of the observer in that the observer 

perceived the groupings more in keeping with the group 

structures and functions suggested by Dunphy (1963,1980) and 

Brown (1989,in press)--cliques and crowds. Further, the 

labels provided by the students were much more definative in 



regard to (a) activity interests, (b) subgroupings within 

the large groups, and (c) levels of commitment and 

participation of students within the stereotyped larger 

groupings. 
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Responses on a questionnaire to two questions regarding 

(a) what qualities do you think are important for you to 

have? and (b) what qualities are important for your friends 

to have?, provided some insight to differences of 

perceptions by gender and grade level that appeared 

consistent with information gleaned from the observations 

and interviews. However, the terms for 

qualities/characteristics provided in the questionnaire were 

not the terms used by the students in the interviews or 

conversations to describe qualities or characteristics of 

themselves or their friends. As a consequence of the 

imposed terminology (etic perspective) the emic perspective 

may not have been accurately represented except in broad 

perceptual categories. 

Two subgroups observable at the sixth grade level were 

defined by gender and contained small friendship groupings 

that exhibited interactive and non-exclusionary patterns of 

participation. The sixth graders generally were seen as 

playful, active, and liked to be "silly" or "funny" with 

their classmates. Physical size and observable maturational 

development appeared to be fairly consistent within the 
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boys' group and also within the girls' group (although many 

of the girls had changed noticeably by the end of the school 

year). Interaction between the sixth graders and the 

seventh and eighth graders appeared to be minimal, (possibly 

in part due to the insularity provided by the school 

administration). 

Perspectives provided by the sixth graders revealed 

that they viewed themselves and their friend groupings much 

as they were seen by the observer, to be active and playful

- the girls liked to be "silly" and the boys to act "funny". 

They did stress that although there were best friends groups 

that they (the sixth graders) were "all friends" -- with the 

exception of three or four students who "drink alcohol and 

smoke cigarettes". They saw three large groups in the 

school which they labeled as sixth Grade Boys, sixth Grade 

Girls, and "the Big Kids" which included all seventh and 

eighth graders. They did not believe that there was 

interaction between the sixth graders and the Big Kids. 

However, during interviews with seventh and eighth graders, 

many comments were made in regard to the "little kids" 

seventh and eighth graders (mostly boys) who "played" with 

the sixth graders. 

At the seventh grade level, whereas groups were seen to 

still be defined by gender, there appeared to occur a 

differentiation within the (a) boys' groups, whereby 
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friendship dyads and triads became defined by activities and 

the physical size of the males in the groupings; and (b) 

girls' groups, in which nuclei friendship groupings created 

not very stable cliques. The participants who interacted in 

these girls' groupings appeared to be testing and 

challenging their friends, clique members, other cliques, 

individuals, and adults. Choice of members for the friend 

and clique groupings appeared to depend, at least in part, 

on the likeness of the individuals in regard to maturational 

development, physical size (although this was not always the 

case), and the ability of the individuals in friendship 

groups to pass tests of loyalty and trustworthiness. These 

"tests" could occur at a personal level or in light 

confrontations between (or within) cliques. The seventh 

grade girls appeared to be attempting, more than the other 

early adolescents in the school, to define themselves and to 

establish friend groupings. These strivings appeared to 

hold true even for the girls who were in the Honors/Goodie

goodies/School Girl group, and who were generally conforming 

to more conservative activities and attitudes. 

Perceptions of seventh graders regarding personal and 

group characteristics were generally consistent with the 

noted perceptions of the observer, but provided details seen 

only by the participants. The girls contended that they 

were testing and being tested, through confrontive means, to 
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establish loyal, honest, and supportive friendships and 

friendship groupings and cliques with others of similar 

characteristics. At the same time, many seemed to be 

establishing a sense of personal independence, through self 

and others, of recognition of a particular social status 

that would translate into "popularity", especially when they 

became eighth graders. They also were the only girls at any 

grade level to discuss their concerns about their body 

image. The boys voiced concerns about their physical size. 

The boys' desire to stay out of trouble and not be hassled 

or picked on by "bigger kids" may have been relational to 

the observed groupings of seventh grade boys, by size and in 

close protective friendship groups of game-type activities, 

rather than in the larger, less personal groups seen within 

the eighth grade boys groupings. Worthy of note also, in 

regard to physical size and activities, was that seventh 

grade boys who were observed to attempt to interact with 

eighth graders were noticeably larger (mostly taller) and 

more physically mature; they appeared not as interested in 

the small group activities of their classmates as they were 

to gaining access to the eighth grade groups. The seventh 

grade males' responses on the questionnaire to the question 

of "important qualities for the self" to possess revealed 

that they were the only ones to most often chose to be a 

Leader as a desirable quality for themselves. 
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In the eighth grade, groupings appeared to be more 

stable and more defined by interests, activities, personal 

characteristics, and maturational levels of development. 

Boys' groupings were especiallY noticeable for consistency 

of physical size of the members, and their orientation of 

"teammates", whereas the girls' groups tended to contain 

participants who appeared to be at similar sexual 

maturational levels (notwithstanding the individual 

differences associated with height and body-type 

considerations). The girls' cliques and their larger groups 

also appeared to be more affiliative than confrontive,-- an 

observation verified in the interviews and conversations. 

Further, some of the more physically developed girls had 

older (ninth or tenth grade) male friends (boyfriends). 

Some of the eighth graders were active on occasions in a 

cross-gender group at the school, but generally the eighth 

grade groups were still separated by gender. 

The large (and some small) groupings in the school, in 

both observations and student reports, appeared to be in 

relation to the level of conformity to adult-type values and 

dictates adhered to by the participants in each group. 

Groupings almost could have been placed on a continuum 

ranging from conformity to non-conformity in regard to adult 

expectations and the levels and types of interactions 

engaged in with the adults in the environment. For example, 
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sixth Graders, the Honors/School Boy-school Girl/Goodie

goodies groups' participants, who were very aware of their 

acquiescence to adult expectations and guidance, could be 

placed at the extreme of conformity, with the Regulars' 

subgroups-- Preppies, Athletes, Boy and Girl Cliques--, to 

the stoners/Black Shirts being placed in descending order 

for closeness of interactions and activities contingent upon 

adult approval. The comments about staying out of trouble 

(especially by boys) in the smaller groupings of the Middle 

and Regulars groups were of particular interest in that 

these concerns were not only in regard to personal safety, 

but also seemed to be indicative of the students' lack of 

desire to be labeled negatively by other students as trouble 

makers, a term consistently applied to the Stoners/Black 

Shirts group. ThUS, although this group was perceived as 

"the most popular kids in the school" most of the st.udents 

did not want to be associated or identified with them. (A 

perceptual discrepancy regarding the concept of popular was 

apparent, as the students appeared to mean that the 

Stoners/Black Shirts were well recognized or notorious, and 

when most students spoke of wanting to be popular, they 

would differentiate between the kind of popular they wanted 

to be and the kind of popular the Stoners/ Black Shirts were 

labeled as being.) 
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On the other hand, it appeared that students did not 

want to be identified by the adults as especially 

academically achieving or proficient because this would lead 

to labeling by fellow students of being a School Boy/School 

Girl; a label that they perceived, also, to have very 

negative connotations. As a consequence, many students 

would not perform to their academic potential in order to 

avoid the image of "adult-preferred" and conforming. 

At each extreme of the continuum,-- Stoners (trouble 

makers) and School Boy/School Girl (never trouble makers)-

were groupings that were perceived by most students to be 

undesirable groups with which to be identified, in part 

because of the extremes of conformity each represented. It 

appeared that the early adolescents in this study wanted to 

experience some anonymity, and most wanted to be identified 

with groups that were not too extreme and with which they 

could feel comfortable and not particularly challenged by 

adult perspectives. 



CHAPTER 4 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, and IMPLICATIONS 

Summary 
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This chapter is devoted to the summarization, 

discussion, and interpretation of the general findings of 

the study. 

The purpose of this exploratory study was to 

investigate the characteristics of peers and groups of early 

adolescents (eleven through fourteen years of age; N = 594) 

in a middle school environment (grades six, n = 100; seven, 

n = 248; eight, n = 246). The study was conducted over one 

academic school year utilizing three methodologies: 

observation, interview, and questionnaire. Field notes ·of 

the perceptions of the observer (etic perspectives), 

audiotapes of interviews with the early adolescents (emic 

perspectives) and a questionnaire were analyzed to provide 

insights into characteristics of the early adolescent peer 

groups and the participants in those groups. 

Observational data were recorded and analyzed on a 

daily and ongoing basis (Spradley, 1980). Audiotaped semi

structured interviews were analyzed by independent raters 

for specific and predetermined areas of content. Two 
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questions of a questionnaire were analyzed for AOF of 

responses for characteristics perceived to be of importance 

for the early adolescent's self and for characteristics of 

importance for friends. 

Results of the analyses of the observational and 

interview data revealed some nomenclative differences of 

groups and groupings between the perceptions of the observer 

and interviewees. For example, labels applied by the 

observer to perceived large groups in relation to their 

characteristics were Black Shirts, Honors Group, Grassbacks, 

Popular Group, Boy Athletes, Girl Athletes, Bullies, Girls' 

Cliques, Boys' Cliques, and sixth Graders. At the eighth 

grade level, however, the students, although recognizing 

similar characteristics (as those seen by the observer) for 

each group and the group participants (as discussed in 

Chapter 3) labeled the groups as Stoners, School Boys/school 

Girls, and Breakers, respectively, and subsumed under the 

label of Regulars: preppies, Boy Athletes, Girl Athletes, 

Bullies, Regular Girls, Friendship Groups (each of which 

corresponded respectively to the large groups seen by the 

observer), plus, Jocks! Bops, Couples Group, Picked-On Kids 

and the Unknowns (each of which was not labeled by the 

observer). As was presented in Table 3, differences of 

students' perceptions of the large groups could be seen at 

each grade level. Cliques as described in the observational 
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data were very well defined and rather exclusionary primary 

groups of friends that contained a pivotal or organizing 

person around whom the group functioned. The students 

referred to these "cliques" as the Friendship Groups. 

The ernie perspective, as obtained from the interviews, 

revealed student' perceived types of groupings which were 

designated as: best friends groups; good friends groups; 

and, large groups. These designations were provided by the 

students to differentiate the level and types of 

interpersonal interactions that occurred between the 

participants in each of these designated groupings. 

Group participation, as garnered from the observations 

and the interviews, appeared, to some degree, to be in 

relation to gender, grade level, physical size, maturational 

development, activities, personal security, common 

interests, levels of conformity to adult expectations, and 

social adeptness. There were no groupings observed, or 

discussed by students, that were identifiable in regard to 

exclusivity by racial or ethnic characteristics of the 

participants. Ethnically or racially identifiable students 

appeared to be dispersed throughout all the groupings. 

Discussions with participants and nonparticipants in 

all of the large groups revealed some differences of views 

regarding characteristics of the groups and the members. 

Participants in the large groups did recognize and discuss 



their membership in the group and characteristics of 

themselves and the group. 
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Several specific groupings observed across the school 

year provided information of interest as one group formed, 

another changed dramatically, and another remained 

consistent and constant. Characteristics of these groups 

and the participants were discussed. 

Analysis of the questionnaire data revealed slight 

differences for gender and grade level in regard to the AOFs 

of choices for important characteristics for the self to 

possess and important characteristics for friends to 

possess. Due to differences in terminology provided and 

that provided by the respondents in interviews, comparisons 

of those data were difficult except in broad conceptual 

perspectives. 

Conclusions 

The groupings of the middle school students reported in 

this study did not appear to be invariant, in many respects, 

with the differing descriptions of the adolescent peer 

groups (cliques and crowds) provided by Dunphy (1963,1980) 

and by Brown (1989,in press), as their respective broad 

descriptions of peer groups could and did pose requisites 

for peer groups across ~he adolescent years. Results of the 

present study, however, provided insight specific to the 

early adolescent groupings in the middle school in detailed 
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descriptions of type, size, function, characteristics of the 

groups, and participatory nature of the memberships. For 

example, the early adolescents, girls and boys at each grade 

level, emphasized the difference between the groups in which 

they personally participated. They stressed that "having a 

best friend" (who many times was not in the school or in 

their best friend group) and involvement in the best friend 

group, (that generally numbered from one to three members 

and provided their basic support and interpersonal 

interactions at school), were not comparable. Members of 

the best friends group interacted consistently and 

maintained equal status relationships. This was decidedly 

the grouping in which the participants felt most comfortable 

and with which they could explore the various available good 

friends groups options. 

The next emphasized group was the good friends group, 

that varied in size from three to forty members, depending 

on grade level, and contained best friends groups and 

individuals that interacted at a less personal level and did 

not maintain the equal status relationships between 

individuals as occurred in the best friends groups, yet the 

larger group did provide support and recognition to the 

participants. Membership in neither the best friend groups 

(for individuals) nor the good friends groups (for best 

friends groups or individuals) was static. 



155 

Large groups, were discussed as though they were 

aggregates of good friends groups of common characteristics 

and interests that could be labeled and which were 

designated by others and themselves as belonging to a 

stereotypically recognized segment of the school population. 

Interactions in the large groups were believed by the 

students to be in regard to association and identification 

rather than to provide opportunities for all participants to 

interact on a personal and equal basis. The recognition and 

differentiation of levels of participation in some of the 

large groups provided nonparticipants some access to the 

large groups without necessarily, individually or in groups, 

committing to the reputations afforded the participant 

members of some of the large groups. Perceptions of the 

large groups and their group characteristics varied at each 

grade level. 

within the best friends and good friends groups 

differences were described in relation to the focus of 

interpersonal interactions and expectations, according to 

gender and grade level. For example, sixth graders, both 

boys and girls, considered their classmates and those in 

their best friends and good friends groups to be playmates; 

seventh grade boys perceived their male companions in their 

groups to be what could be defined as gamemates; and eighth 

grade boys described their friends a teammates. Boys at all 
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grade levels focused on interpersonal interactions that were 

activity oriented. Girls at all grade levels generally 

focused in various ways and degrees on interpersonal 

interactions that were affectively and affiliatively 

oriented. Behaviors of the girls in regard to interpersonal 

interactions were different, however, at each grade level. 

Groupings by Physical Size and Level of Maturation 

Another aspect of the present study that was worthy of 

note, and that has not been specifically presented in other 

studies of early adolescent peer groups, was the observation 

of the groupings by physical size and observable 

maturational development, at the best friend group and the 

good friend group levels among these early adolescents. As 

discussed previously, the differences of physical size and 

development of the students seen in the middle school was 

amazing. It appeared, however, that in addition to grouping 

with peers of like personal characteristics and interests, 

the students also tended to associate with other individuals 

of similar size and development. This appeared to occur 

within and across grade level, and if an individual in a 

group physically out-grew those in the best friend group, he 

or she might very well attempt to associate with another (or 

other groups) of similar physical size and/or development, 

and interests. This provided fluidity and the appearance of 

instability in may of the groups, especially at the seventh 
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grade level, in which, the girls, especially, were 

noticeably changing in physical development over the year. 

Conformity to Adult Expectations 

contributing to the complex network of the peer 

groupings in this middle school appeared to be the important 

relationship of student attitudes toward conformity to the 

expectations and values of the adults in the environment. 

Group membership, especially in the stereotyped large groups 

(and the good friend groups that functioned within them) 

appeared to be reinforced in regard to the level and types 

of interactions the students maintained with teachers, 

counselors, and administrators. These interactions which 

occurred on an individual basis, but also with the best 

friend groups and the good friend groups, appeared to be in 

relation to influence and reinforcement of personal and peer 

perceptions of levels of conformity to adult expectations 

for the various labeled groupings in the school. A group 

non-conformity to conformity continuum thus appeared to 

exist, with most students who were not in the groups at each 

extreme of the continuum (both of which were perceived 

negatively by most students in the school) attempting to 

maintain individually, and by group, a reputation that would 

not make them vulnerable for identification with either of 

the extreme groups. 
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Implications 

An exploratory study such as the one presented here, 

imposes certain restraints on generalizability, limitations, 

and implications of these findings for further research. 

Due to the specific population of study -- predominately 

Caucasian, middle class, suburban, in a middle school with a 

sixth through eighth grade configuration, certain 

limitations of generalizability of the results are 

recognized. These limitations do provide, however, the 

bases for consideration of further research in populations 

that: are ethnically diverse, and those that contain 

concentrations of ethnic minorities; are in schools of 

varying grade configurations; are located in differing 

socioeconomic communities; are sited in different geographic 

locations -- both in different areas of the country, and in 

population density, such as urban, rural, inner city, and 

other suburban areas -- that compare to and are different 

than the studied site; provide varying teaching, counseling 

and administrative perspectives and policies. Inclusion of 

these considerations in a systematic replication across 

samples could provide information for the personal, social, 

cultural, economic, and educative concerns that influence 

adolescent peer group studies. 

Recognizing the qualificatives of the present study, 

several specific findings could provide focus for research 
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on how, why, if, and to what degree peer grouping choices 

influence (or are influenced by) the personal, cognitive, 

social, and affective development of individuals in early, 

middle, and late adolescence and early adulthood, in life 

style and vocational pursuits. 

As indicated by the findings of the present study. 

early adolescent peer groupings are perceived to be 

differing and sequentially more involved at each grade level 

of the middle school, the relationship of influence of 

differing characteristics for affiliation, such as physical 

size and/or maturational level, and perceptions of 

conformity to adult expectations should be investigated. 

Future studies that would focus on these aspects of 

adolescent peer groupings should be longitudinal in design 

to identify and follow groupings and individuals from the 

early adolescent/middle school years through late 

adolescence. Initial and ongoing measures o~ physical, 

psychological, cognitive, affective, moral, and identity 

development, and family interactions, in combination with 

studies that include the etic and emic perspective could 

provide information of major importance for adolescents, and 

to those who interact with adolescents at all developmental 

levels. 

Information regarding influences for initial and 

ongoing affiliative attractions for grouping, lack of 
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attraction for, or inclusion in, friend groups, and the 

needs and expectations for personal and social acceptance 

that may be provided by the peers in groups, could be of 

great consequence in the education of teachers, counselors, 

and administrators who will interact with early adolescents. 

Salient and relevant research pertinent to the social 

development that occurs during early adolescence is 

necessary if this very formative period of life is to be 

understood and the research utilized for positive purposes. 

As could be gleaned from the present study, most of the 

early adolescents perceived the social roles of themselves, 

their friends, and their groups to be their primary focus in 

school and to take precedence over the role as student. 

Consequently, many of the policies and goals of education at 

this level may not be as effective as would be desired 

because of lack of recognition of the priorities of the 

early adolescent "student", for affiliation, security and 

peer acceptance. 
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APPENDIX A 

DIAGRAM OF THE MIDDLE SCHOOL 
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NO ONE EXCEPT YOU AND MRS. THORNBURG AND HER ASSISTANTS WILL SEE YOUR 
PAPER OR KNOW HOW YOU ANSWER ANY OF THESE QUESTIONS. THE NAME SHEET ' 
WILL BE USED ONLY FOR CODE NUMBERS FOR THE COMPUTER AND THEN IT WILL 
BE DESTROYED. 

Name ___________ Grade, ___ H'omeroom:...-_____ _ 

Age~ ____ ~Sex, _____ _ 

Circle One: This is my 1st 2nd 3rd year in this school. 

Where did you go to school before coming to this school ______ ? 

All people have special things about them called Qualities that make 
them different or unique from other people. For example, a person 
could be shy, cheerful, grouchy, or talkative. Each sentence that 
follows can describe one person or more you know in school. 

The underlined word in the sentence can'be a special quality that 
reminds you of someone. Read each sentence and write the first and 
last names of the students you think the word and sentence describe 
and mark the grade they are in--(6) or (7) or (8). 

Do not name teachers, parents, or other adults. 
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EXAMPLE 
A. This, person seems to be nervous a 

:8 ill ~ -SOocs(sd 
lot of the time Kair/na..3M. if-t.. (7) 

¥t)-T I j)j I So n (tel 

Remember 

1. The sentence can describe more than one person so you can write 
more than one name for each sentence. 

2. The same person can be named in more than one sentence., 

3. Write "myself" if the sentence also describes you. 



1. This person hardly ever talks and even when everyone else 
is talking. he or she is ~. 

2. This person is serious most of the time and hardly ever 
jokes or laughs about anything. 

3. This person is good natured and can take a joke and does 
not get angry. 

4. This person is gentle and would not harm another person 
on purpose. 

5. This person is the most talented in the arts. music. 
chorus. band/orchestra. or drama. 

6. This person is always cheerful and makes others feel 
cheerful. 

~. This person is the best all around girl athlete in school. 

8. This person seems to be sad even when she or he is having 
a good time. 

9. This person acts as if he or she is not as good as others 
or inferior. 

10. This is the most handsome boy in the school. 
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11. This person does not want to talk or do things with other 
people and seems unfriendly. 

12. This person is quiet although she or he is not unfriendly. 

13. This person is very talkative and always finds something 
to talk about. 

14. This person has a very hard time with school subjects and 
it seems she or he is not intelligent. 

15. This person 1s the best breakdancer 1n the school. 

16. This person is almost always 1Ql!l and can laugh and joke 
about almost everything. 

17. This boy is the most popular in the school. 

18. This person is cranky and is grouchy a lot of the time. 

19. This person seems unhapp~ most of the time and does not 
see the good things in sltuations. 

20. This person seems to think he or she is better than 
everyone else or is conceited. 
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21. This person always goes along or conforms with what the 
group does or with what is expected of him or her. 

22. This person is not truthful with others in what he or she 
says or does. 

23. This person is very good in school. always makes high 
grades. and seems very intelligent. 

24. This person is a good leader and others like to follow. 

25. This person is very outgoing and is always friendly and 
active with other people. 

26. This person is the best all around boy athlete in the 
school. 

27. This is the most popular girl in school. 

28. This is someone who does not think about the feelings 
of others and seems inconsiderate. 

29. This is someone who is always friendly to others and 
usually is very well liked. 

30. This person likes to be a follower and does not like to 
be a leader. 
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31. This person likes to bully others. 

32. This person is sincere because he or she never acts like 
something he or she is not. 

33. This person will not share what she or he has with others 
and seems to be ~. 

34. This person is independent so he or she does not always 
follow what the group or everyone else does. 

35. This person is generous with'her or his belongings and will 
share what she or he has. 

36. This person is very ~ and seems to be embarrassed easily. 

37. This person is honest with others and can b~ counted on to 
be truthful. --------------------------------------

38. This person is almost always considerate of others. 

39. This person is the prettiest girl in school. _____ _ 

40. This person wants others to see him or her as different 
from what he or she really is so he or she seems ~. 

41. This person is always ~ and sees the good things in 
situations. 

42. This person always makes a lot of noise and is loud when 
he or she talks, laughs, or jokes with others.-_-____ _ 
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USE THE QUALITIES LISTED BELOW TO ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS 

1. Silent 15. Breakdancer 29. Friendly 
2. Serious 16. Jolly 30. Follower 
3. Good Natured 17. Popular Boy 31. Bully 
4. Gentle 18. Cranky 32. Sincere 
5. Talented 19. Unhappy 33. Stingy 
6. Cheerful 20. Conceited 34. Independent 
7. Girl Athlete 21. Conform 35. Generous 
8. Sad 22. Not Truthful 36. Shy 
9. Inferior 23. Intell igent 37. Honest 
10. Handsome 24. Leader 38. Considerate 
11. Unfriendly 25. Outgoing 39. Prettiest Girl 
12. Quiet 26. Boy Athlete 40. Phony 
13. Talkative 27. Popular Girl 41. Happy 
14. Not Intelligent 28. Inconsiderate 42. Loud 

- - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - -
43. In each of the sentences you just answered there was an 

underlined word that described,qualities of someone you 
know. Which of these qualities listed above are most 
important for ~ to have? Please list 5. 
1., _______ _ 4. _______ _ 
2. _______ _ 5. _______ _ 

3., _______ _ 

44. Of the qualities underlined which 5 would be most important 
for your friends to have? 
1., _______ _ 4., _______ _ 
2., _______ _ 5., __________ _ 
3., _______ _ 

45. Of all the people in the school (students. not adults). 
list 5 whom you most admire and give the quality they 
have that you admire. 

Person Quality 

1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 
5. 5. 
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46. Besides yourself, which 5 other students in the school would 
you want to be like if you could be and which quality do they 
have you would like to have? 

1. 1. 

2: 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 
5. o 5. 

WHEN YOU FINISH, FOLD YOUR PAPERS IN HALF AND PLACE THEM IN THE 
SACK THE TEACHER PROVIDES. THANK YOU! 
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Ellen Thornburg , 
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After discussion with Ellen Thornburg and examination of 
the proposal and research procedure9. I have approved it 

since this research falls under Section 4 part b of ·t~e 
Human Subjects Guidelines exemptirig if from further' review. 
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Attachment 



HUMAN SUBJECTS RESEARCH STATEMENT 

One copy of this form must be submitted with each Application, 
for Candidacy or, Master's Degree Study Program. Please sign , 
one of the statements belqw: 

1) ~he,thesis/dissertation referenced on the attached form 
is based on research involving the use of ,human sl,lbjects. 
The project: has been approved by the Human Subjects Com
mittee. (Please attach a copy o( the letter of approval 
received' from the Committee.) 

. Stlldent Date 

.'Department. Head Date 

* * * 
2) ,The·th~sis/dissertation referenced'on the, attached form 

'is ,based on research involving J:luman subjects' 'exempted 
from review. by" departmental or University Human Subjects 
,committees by the National Research Act revision effective 
'July 27"l981. 

E[ I EN TtIORNBIJRG 

Student 

~:>11: £-L' 
Department lie ad 

* * * 

.AUG!IST 28 3984 

,Date 

Date .'. 

3)' 'The thesis/dissertation referenced on the attached form 
is based on.research which does not involve the' use of 
'human subjects. 

Student Date 

,Qepart:ment, Hea4 Date 

;.'.:ruly 28" 1981 
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Dear ~arent or ~uardlan: 

w~ all know how importnnt friends are to young people. Many n~w 
~riends and groups of ~riends are ~ound AS atudents attend 
school. Little is known, however, about how or why students 
choose particular friends or groups of friends from all the 
choices avail~ble to them. 

Uver a five-month period I will be doing a study, approved by the 
Tucson Unified School District. the Assistant Superintendent of 
the Region, and the Principal of the Middle School, on how the 
students choos~ friQnd~ ~nrl ~roup~ of frlend~. 

lhe study will be conducted through observations, interviews, 
tape recordings and questionnaires about friendship choices. 
Everyone at the Middl~ School. stUdents, teachers, and staff, 
will be Aware of the purpose of my presence and the study. At no 
time will questions about pe~sonal or family attitudes, values, 
or behaviors be asked o~ students. I will be the only person who 
will have knowledge of the sourc~s of information and this will 
remain Gtrictly confidential. At no time will tape recordingG or 
interviewG be done without the student'. knowledge of And 
expressed consent of the interview or convarsation. The names o~ 
tha studants, the school, the district, and the city will not be 
used in any written or verbal reports of the study which is being 
conducted as part 01 my Ph.D. dissertation at the University of 
Arizona. 

It has not been determined which students will be chosen or will 
choose to participate in the interviews, but I am requesting your 
permission for your boy or girl to participate, in tho' event an 
intarviaw could be conducted. 

If you have any questions regarding the study, please feel free 
to contact me at the school. Thank you for your time, your 
consideration of my request. and in advance, for your permission 
if you Have your boy or girl return this form 

h 

................................................................ I __________________________________ .• ~give my parmiss~on for my 

--------_._---,--------------------------,----------------, son/daughter name of student grade in school 
to participant in the interviews regarding friend5hlp groups 
the Middle School 'with Ellen Thornburg. --Oat;-----------·--· 
I give my 
'friendship 

consent to be interviewed by Ellen Thornburg ragarding 
groups. ._ ... _--------------------------, ------------_. 

Stud&nl Signature . Date. 
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