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ABSTRACT

Women'’s Recollections of Childhood Peer Rejection in School
Catherine Derry

Most of the research literature on peer rejection either blames the victim or concentrates
on finding patterns in the process of rejection. The perspectives of the children being
rejected have been given surprisingly little attention, while the perspectives of adults
thinking back on their experience has yet to be investigated. This study examines the
memories of four women (one of who is myself) who were rejected as children in school,
and is written from a phenomenological standpoint. In addition to conducting a self-
study, the research involved interviewing participants about their memories of childhood
experiences, and incorporated the use of memory prompts, such as photographs and
drawings. Through analyzing and reflecting on the images, memory accounts, and
interviews, I explore and describe what it can feel like to be excluded or bullied by others
in school. The data analysis was conducted by looking for and testing common themes
that describe the essential nature of each participant’s experience. This was followed by
the writing and rewriting of phenomenological descriptions of the experiences. The
findings highlight both differences and commonaities in coping strategies used by the
participants to deal with their situations, and provide an in-depth look at the traces that
childhood experiences can leave on adult memory. In the concluding chapter, the

participants themselves offer advice to parents and educators dealing with peer rejection.
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CHAPTER ONE

EXAMINING MEMORIES OF PEER REJECTION

‘Well... first thing she says is, Why do you always pick on me? So I tell her, I
don’t pick on you and she goes, You do too. You and all your friends. And I never
did anything to you. So I tell her, You’re full of it and she goes, Some day you’ll
be sorry. I'll get you for this. So I tell her, I’m really scared and she goes, You
should be. So I say, Yeah ... I’'m shaking all over and then she goes, 1 hate you!”
(Blume, 1974, p.75).

Introduction

What is it like to have nobody to play with at recess? Do you remember the
children who no one wanted on their team in gym class? How did they feel about it?
What was their experience? What is it like to be rejected by other children? What do
adults remember of these experiences? How do these memories effect their adult life?
Are they happy and well adjusted? I asked research questions like these to women who
had experienced peer rejection as children. In this thesis, I explore their childhood
experience of peer rejection through listening to them recount their memories and
reflecting on the meaning they derive from them.

1 start this endeavor by inviting you to read the memory written by a woman who
was peer rejected as a child. Thestoryisofgﬁﬁhgradegirlwhogets picked on at recess,
a situation familiar to almost everyone. In the speaker’s own words, here’s what
happened:

Picked on at recess

An incident I can remember happened in grade five during recess. I guess it

happened because I was deemed the geekiest girl in the school. Some grade six girls told



me [ should kiss Artie because they heard he liked me. Not only was Artie the geekiest
boy in school, he also had a reputation for disliking girls. I refused to kiss him, I felt
humiliated knowing that it was a trick. I was going to stand my ground and not let them
have another laugh at my expense. Suddenly, the girls grabbed me and put my hands
behind my back and walked me towards Artie. His hands were being held behind his
back, too, and he was being walked towards me by the grade six boys. As we were forced
face to face, the boys said, “C’'mon Artie kiss your girlfriend!” We both refused. They
pushed our faces together, our lips touched, but we did not actually kiss. After this,
people start singing “Cathy and Artie up a tree. K-I-S-S-I-N-G. First comes love, than
comes marriage, than comes Cathy pushing a baby carriage.” For the next few weeks [
was teased about him constantly. This is the kind of harassment I endured from the older
kids. [ wonder, now, where was my best friend, who was a well-liked sixth-grader, during
these incidents? I honestly don't remember. It seemed to me that this is what I had to
endure in order to hang out with her and the older kids at school.
This memory brings to light the all too familiar dynamics of what recess is like for many
children. This is the kind of memory account that can help readers vicariously share
another person’s experience.

Why did I choose the topic of school-based peer rejection for my research? I
chose it because it has special significance in my own life. I was rejected repeatedly by
other children in school for many years. As you might already have guessed, that fifth
grade Cathy is me. Van Manen (1984) says that the topic a researcher chooses to
investigate usually reflects something personal or professional about the person

researching it. This topic is also important to society, since friendship is an important part



of childhood. Friendship in childhood teaches us a Int of important lessons and promotes
good self-esteem (Erwin, 1998). Unfortunately, many children are "left out in the cold”
by their peers, something that can leave a lasting effect on their lives.

The phenomenon of peer rejection has been occurring for years and seems to be
fairly widespread. When I tell people of my interest in this topic, they spontaneously tell
me their own stories. For example, I was at a party recently talking with a group of
people about university. Someone asked me what my thesis topic is. When I told them
my topic is peer rejection, three people waved their hands and said “That’s me.” My
friend Ivy (not her real name) told me she didn’t have many friends in elementary school
Another friend said that she dropped out of school in junior high because people made
fun of her appearance (she was “heavy metal” and overweight). My friend Kitty (not her
real name) told me she never had problems fitting in but, for some reason, had always
made friends with the kids who did not fit in. I have heard theirs and many other stories.
It seems that almost every adult I know has either been rejected or remembers someone at
school who was rejected.

This kind of rejection is still being experienced by children in school today.
Children frequently appear on talk shows to ask for help fitting in at school. A recent
story in the media told of a British boy who was so severely picked on at school that he
ran away to Buckingham palace to seek help, thinking that the Queen was the only person
powerful enough to help him (Weaver, 2001). Stones (1993) tells of a sixteen-year-old
girl who committed suicide because she was being picked on in school. In another
extreme case, two boys in Columbine, Ohio who apparently were peer rejected wenton a

shooting spree, killing 15 students in their school before killing themselves (Vaughan &



Clark, 1999). Most cases of peer rejection do not make the news headlines, but the ones
that do highlight the devastating effect that peer rejection is having on children’s lives
today.

In my personal life I have also heard recent sad tales of peer rejection in schools.
For example, when my cousin Adam (not his real name) was in kindergarten last year,
some of the other children would steal his lunch. He was too scared to stand up for
himself and the teacher did not know how to stop it. My friend’s daughter, who is seven,
recounted another story of how all the kids in first grade made fun of her, including her
best friend, when she had a splint on her finger. As she put it, “My bestest friend made
fun of me and that hurt my feelings.” Peer rejection is a phenomenon that has been
occurring for a long time and shows no signs of ending. We need to understand what this
experience feels like from the victim's perspective if we want to understand it. It is also
important to understand how some people manage to get through this experience and live
functional adult lives. I want to explore what traces the childhood experience leaves on
adult life.

What Is Peer Rejection?

What exactly is "peer rejection?” Who is a rejected child? A peer rejected child is
usually described as somebody who is overtly disliked by their peers (Asher, 1990).
“Rejected children are those whom most classmates dislike to play with and whose bids
for social interaction are often rebuffed” (Roopnarine and Honing, 1985, p.60). However,

this definition does not take the rejected child’s perspective into account. For the



purposes of this study, I define a peer-rejected child as someone who is disliked or who
feels disliked by most of his or her classmates.

It is important not to lose sight of rejected children as thinking, feeling beings
who are aware of their situation. Social rejection may not be as powerful a phenomenon
when the person being rejected does not perceive the situation as such. Perhaps the
rejected child’s feelings and thoughts are more important a consideration than the
attitudes or behaviors of rejecters. For example, if only half the class dislikes a child who
feels this dislike and feels rejected, than that is just as important a situation as one where
the entire class dislikes the child. In other words, the lived experience of the person being
rejected needs to be taken more into account. I hope this study will add to the

professional knowledge base on peer rejection.

The Literature on Peer Rejection

Van Manen (1984) says that sometimes when we investigate a topic, we know too
much about it already. "The problem is that our “common sense’ pre-understandings, our
suppositions, assumptions, and the existing bodies of scientific knowledge predispose us
to interpret the nature of the phenomenon before we have even come to grips with the
significance of the phenomenological question” (p.46). It is important, therefore, not only
to explore one’s own experience, but also to search elsewhere.

There have been a lot of things said about peer rejection on television, in the
media, in movies, books and in the literature of social science research. I fully explored
the research literature on peer rejection, and also sampled various movies and novels that
address the topic. This is an important part of phenomenological research.



What does the research literature have to say about peer rejection? Peer rejected
children face almost consistent rejection throughout childhood. This rejection can cause
problems with loneliness, self-esteem, depression and learning (Asher, 1990). Peer
rejection is thought to stem from many places. Some theorists say it is the result of the
child’s behavior and personality defects (Asher, 1990). Others maintain it is based on
reputation (Hymel, Wagner & Butler, 1990). Some researchers claim teachers can effect
a child’s status (White & Kisner, 1992). Whatever the reason for the rejection, it makes
childhood difficult, although having one good friend is said to make a difference
(Vaughn, MclIntosh, Schumm, Hager, & Callwood, 1993).

The media has grabbed onto the topic of peer rejection and there have been many
interviews from victims of rejection in the papers, magazines and television. However,
although the media and popular culture highlight its importance, few, if any, social
scientific studies have examined rejection from the perspective of how the rejected
person remembers feeling and what the actual experiences were like. Most studies focus
instead on defining who is peer rejected, and whether or not they have low self-esteem, or
any friends. Many studies try to figure out the “so-called” flaws in children’s behavior,
personality or cognition that caused them to become rejected (Ladd, Price, & Hart, 1990).
Some studies examine how to stop peer exclusion (see for example, Matthews, 1996,
Salisbury & Palombaro, 1998, & Vaughn et al., 1993). The majority of these studies
examine narrowly defined qualities of peer rejection rather than the “essence” of what the
experience means or is like. The few studies that do question how it feels to be excluded
are studies conducted with children. To my knowledge, no one has examined the
memories of adults who were peer rejected as children, how it made them feel, and how



the experience affects the quality of their adult life. This study will serve as a starting
point to fill that gap.
Research Design and Methodology

To explore the phenomenon of peer rejection, I designed a multi-pronged inquiry
from a phenomenological standpoint. I explored my own and other women's memories of
childhood peer rejection using interviews, old photographs as memory prompts, and
artistic expression through drawing. I analyzed and re-analyzed the resulting data using
the phenomenological method of theme analysis and rewriting. I examined my own and
other’s “lived experience” to understand the “essence” of peer rejection.
About Phenomenology and Memory Work

A phenomenological question asks what a human phenomenon or life experience
is like (van Manen, 1984). This kind of research basically asks what is it like to be?
Although this may sound like an impossible and overly philosophical task, it really boils
down to understanding what it is like walk a mile in another person's shoes,
understanding how they felt during their experience and how it affected their lives. Thus
the guiding question for this study is "What is it like to be peer rejected as a child in
school 7"

Van Manen (1984) suggests that our own experience is a good starting point for
research since it is immediately accessible to us in a way that no one else’s experiences
are (p.51.). This helped me realize that my own memories of peer rejection would be a
good starting point for this investigation. To quote Yeats, “all knowledge is biography™
(cited in Swindells, 1995). Van Manen (1984 believes that we should study the way we

experience the world to gain insight about it. “It is always a project of someone: a real



person, who in the context of particular individual, social, and historical life
circumstances, sets out to make sense of a certain aspect of human existence” (p.40).

By studying a topic relevant to one's life, one may discover information that had
not been previously detected by traditional research done in that area. This is what
Lepage-Lees (1997) concluded when she studied women who, like herself, came from a
disadvantaged background. She found that traditional so-called “objective” research in
that area had missed some important aspects. She feels her experience as an insider
enhanced her research. “I believe my experiences have provided me with the empathy
needed to reflect on disadvantaged women’s lives in ways that outsiders cannot™
(Lepage-Lees, 1997, pg.3).

Swindells (1995) discusses how autobiography gives a voice to the minority
speakers’ experience that is so often ignored in society. It can in some way challenge
what “society” has put forth as "fact". Lepage-Lees (1997) argues that academics may
have shut out certain minorities from researching areas in which they have experience. “1
now believe that certain groups have been shut out of the academic process because
people from the traditional majority subtly communicate that it is inappropriate for
people from marginalized groups to reflect on their own experiences” (Lepage-Lees,
1997, p.3). Griffiths (1995) further argues that the study of personal experience is crucial
to development of a feminist perspective.

According to Kuhn (1995), memory work is a good method for exploring the
perspective of those whose experiences are often ignored by society.

Memory work is a method and a practice of unearthing and making public untold

stories, stories of “lives lived out on the borderlands, lives for which the central
interpretive devices of culture don’t quite work’. These are the lives of those



whose ways of knowing and ways of seeing the world are rarely acknowledged,
let alone celebrated, in expressions of hegemonic culture. (Kuhn, 1995, p.8).

I like to think that as a woman and a former peer-rejected child, I am contributing
to a knowledge base that challenges some of the societal assumptions about peer-rejected
children.

Telling our own stories often helps us understand ourselves (Linde, cited in
Fulford,1999). Linde says that “Life stories express our sense of self- who we are and
how we became that person” (p.14). Mitchell & Weber (1999) write about how the past
can help us understand who we are today both personally and professionally, and they
stress the importance of making the past useable in the present. As an example, they
discuss an early childhood educator whose memories of being an outsider helped inform
her teaching of children who might be outsiders.

Like Mitchell & Weber (1999), my use of memory work does not mean dwelling
on the past in and of it self. I am referring to a commitment to make the past useable, in
our present lives toward future action. Mitchell & Weber (1999) demonstrate that
memory work helps us understand not only ourselves but also how we relate to others.
Like them, I do not assume that memories are accurate. Instead, I am interested in the
feelings childhood memories evoke and the mark they have left on that adult life. How
does one remember the experience feeling and how does it affect ones life today?

The past is gone forever. We cannot return to it, nor can we reclaim it now as it

was. But that does not mean it is lost to us. The past is like the scene of the crime:

if the deed itself is irrecoverable, its traces still remain. From these traces, markers

that point towards a past presence, to something that has happened in this place a

(re)construction, if not a simulacrum, of the event can be pieced together (Kuhn,
1995, p.3-4).
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Because my research question emerged from my “lived experience,” I began my
research by conducting a self-study of my own memories. But I realize that my
experience is not necessarily universal, and that I do not represent every excluded child.
Accordingly, to access a broader range of experience, I also interviewed three other
women whose age is similar to my own (between the ages of 28 and 33). I limited the age
range in order to get a specific look at how one generation of women remember
experiencing peer rejection in Canada. The experience of childhood exclusion has many
faces and many varied experiences. I can only present a small glimpse into the
phenomenon of peer rejection: my own and my participants’ memories of it.

Self-Study

This detour through the world of childhood, with my own childhood self as guide,
heals and teaches. It heals because it allows the child and the aduit to speak to one
another, lets the adult recapture the child’s spirit of bravery and sense of
possibility. It teaches because it shows that understanding may be gained by

routes other than that of intellectual detachment. (Kuhn, 1995, p.38)

Once I had found my question and explored the literature, it was time to explore
my own experience, time to start my self-study. But first, perhaps, I should tell youa
little bit about myself. I was the only adopted child of two loving parents. [ grew upina
mid-size city in the Maritimes where I was consistently picked on in school from
kindergarten to grade eleven. Today I am a thirty-year-old graduate student in education.
An outgoing person, I have a loving family, am in a happy love relationship, and have
good friends.

The following are the steps I followed in exploring my memories of peer

rejection.
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Generating the data

To begin my self-study, I wanted to use as much material as possible to make sure
I thoroughly investigated my memories. Van Manen (1984) says that generating data
usually consists of a thorough exploration of the scope of lived experience, of the kinds
of material that can be found and which might eventually have a bearing on the
possibility of developing a deeper understanding of the nature of the phenomenon (van
Manen, 1984, p.50). Accordingly, I explored my memories in many different ways. I
used objects as memory prompts. I used others stories real and fictional to aid my
memory. I used writing to reflect on my memories. I used art to express what could not
be expressed verbally.

Material that may eventually yield significant interpretive understanding can be

sought in a variety of places: one’s personal experiences, the etymology of

relevant terms, idiomatic phrases and expressions, other people’s experiences,
biographies or reconstructed life stories, experiential descriptions contained in

artistic and literary sources and so forth (van Manen, 1984, p.50)

As I proceeded through the study, I found that each path of inquiry would lead
into another; for example, drawing a picture would give me something to write about.
Sometimes, somebody else’s story, real or fictional, would trigger a memory or would
make me think of a2 new way of exploring my story. Sometimes, [ would find data after
interpretation had already begun. So the steps I will describe later for proceeding through
a self-study are by no means a sequential order. The process was more of a spiral.
Aiding memeory

I used objects that document my childhood to aid my memory. These objects or

prompts included my yearbooks, my baby book, my school treasure book (a book of
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photos and memories my mother kept for me), various photos, and a videotape of some
of the schools I attended.

Mitchell & Weber (1999) talk about how objects can aid memory work, ...
using objects as prompts to remember is itself a strategy which can enhance memory
work around childhood” (p.17). Aids such as photographs can be helpful when doing
memory work, providing lots of information. Weiser (1993) believes that photographs
can help uncover memories that had been lost or not consciously remembered.
Photographs can help verbalize feelings we would not have been able to express without
visuai clues, and allow us to examine ourselves and how others view us. As Weiser
(1993) says,

Personal snapshots and albums can assist us in remembering, confronting,

imaging, and exploring complex parts of ourselves and our lives... as a means of

assisting people to reconnect with thoughts and feelings of the past as if they were

presently being experienced (49).

Because photographs can elicit such powerful emotions, they are a good tool to usein
memory work.

As mentioned earlier, I also looked to popular culture to assist my memory. I read
children’s novels that deal with peer rejection, such as Blubber (Blume, 1974) and The
Cat ate my Gymsuit (Danziger,1974). Similarly, I watched movies such as Carrie and
Welcome to the Dollhouse. Van Manen (1984) writes that we gain insight by examining
how an artist interprets experience:

The phenomenolgists knows the value of having read widely and deeply and

having an insatiable interest in the ways in which sensitive artists are providing us

vicariously with expressive examples of fundamental truth experiences. There
exists 2 hermeneutic dialectic between lived life and art: art interprets life and life

interprets art (p.51).
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Collecting artifacts

Collecting the objects I needed meant a trip home to my mother to borrow
photographs and other artifacts. [ also went to some of the schools I attended and did
some videotaping there. I interviewed my mother about my baby and pre-school days
because I can not remember being a baby and only remember a little about my pre-school
years. [t wasn’t necessary to ask my mother many questions because she was more than
happy to talk endlessly on this subject (for a list of questions used see Appendix A). Van
Manen (1990) noted that when interviewing, sometimes asking few questions is better.
“Often it is not necessary to ask so many questions. Patience or silence may be a more
tactful way of prompting the other to gather recollections and proceed with a story”
(p.68). This proved to be true and the information I received gave me a rich background
from which to start my exploration.
Procedure for self-study
The photo captured how I looked on the outside and the art represented how [ felt on the
inside (Catherine's notes).

As mentioned earlier, it is hard to describe this process in a linear fashion,
because so often steps would overlap. Nevertheless, I have decided to describe the
research procedure in four steps as follows:

1. Examining the artifacts: I examined the photos, my mother’s interview, and
memorabilia. My baby book and “School Treasure Book™ were very good sources of
information. My mother turned out to have been a very good recorder of my life, writing

every little detail, saving hair clippings and report cards. This attention to detail helped
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me clarify many memories. After examining this data I would sit down and record the
thoughts, feeling and memories they brought up.

These artifacts became useful again later on. For example, if | was writing and was
having trouble remembering the details of a certain experience, [ would sift through the
artifacts until one or two would jog my memory. Also, later on when doing 2 drawing
about a memory, [ would use a photo of my self as reference point. The photo captured
how I looked on the outside and the art represented how I felt on the inside. The photos
are useful even as I am writing this chapter: When I feel I am losing sight of my question,
I just pick up a photo of ten-year-old Cathy and look into her face and I remember clearly
what this project is all about.

After I had already done a lot of writing, [ still felt there was something missing. So [
visited some of my old schools and videotaped them. Taping and viewing these videos
brought a new dimension to my memories, making them go from two-dimensional to
three-dimensional.

2. Writing my memories: This happened in many stages. It started out as writing down a
memory as [ remembered it. This was usually triggered by a conversation or interaction
with someone or something. I wrote down memories after examining my artifacts. Next I
asked myself a list of questions, the same ones I used for my participants (see Appendix
B). I reflected on the questions and answered the ones that were most helpful to my story.

Some times, I would have new memories to write, for example, after doing

artwork or listening to someone else’s stories. This will be discussed in the next few
steps. All the steps in my procedure caused me to write reflectively about my memories

of my experience.
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3. Art: While writing, I drew many pictures of my memories. I noticed sometimes that
my writing in some places seemed flat, as if something was missing. One day while
haﬁngavetyhardtime describing an experience that happened to me in third grade, I
stopped writing and left my desk. I went into the kitchen armed with some colored
pencils, some paper, and a photo of myself that had been taken that year. I sat down and
did something suggested to me by therapists, professors and books. I drew. What resulted
was a drawing that conveyed emotions I could not express with words. The fact that I
have not drawn since I was school-aged (when I was peer rejected) means that the
vocabulary and process of my drawing is more like that of the young girl I was back then.
It brought me in contact with myself as a child and helped me to see what was missing
from my writing. I was then able to finish writing that memory.

According to van Manen (1990), phenomenologists often use art as a source of
lived experience,

Objects of art are visual, tactile, auditory, kinetic texts — texts consisting of not a

verbal language but a language nevertheless, and a language with its own

grammar. Because artists are involved in giving shape to their lived experience,
the products of art are, in a sense, lived experiences transformed into transcended

configurations (p.74).

I discussed earlier why photographs are a useful tool in memory work, but
drawings, too, can be helpful, especially to express memories. According to Weiser
(1993) when discussing art therapy, “All art-therapy is based on the idea that visual-
symbolic representations is far less interruptive and distortive than verbal translations of
sensory based experience” (p.10). Gamin (1999) talks about how some clients in
traditional therapy have been astounded by the emotions they leamn to express when using

art-therapy. Gamin (1999) says, “Using art to express what your body-mind is saying will
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enable you to connect, perhaps for the first time, with your deepest feelings and
emotions” (p.21).

While writing my self-study, I did many drawings, all of which were useful in
aiding my writing and describing my memories. I have placed them through out Chapter
Two, in the hopes that they paint a fuller picture of my experience for the reader.

4. Other people’s stories: Whether they be actual true stories or fictional accounts, other
people's experience of peer rejection have helped me remember my own experiences.
Fictional accounts such as those in children’s novels and movies can help to create a
three dimensional look at what it’s like to be peer rejected. They let you experience it
through the eyes of the rejected, something the research literature does not often do. Van
Manen (1984) notes that we gain insight from such sources, “Indeed, from a
phenomenological point of view we may gain more interpretive understanding and more
profound insights into human life from a great novel or a great poem than from more
reputable behavioral social science text” (p.51). Watching or reading these fictional
accounts would often trigger a memory for me to record. Other stories that triggered
memories were those of the other women who participated in this study. Often while
listening to the tape of an interview, something in their story would remind me of my
own. When that happened, I would stop the tape and jot down my memory.

Problems encountered during self-study

The most difficult part of doing this study was writing my own stories in Chapter
Two. My self-study seemed like a never-ending journey. After my artifacts were
examined, my art was finished, and my questions had been answered, new questions

would arise, new ways of memory retrieval would occur to me, and I found new forms
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for expressing these memories. It seemed like where ever | went, there was no escaping
this research - a movie, a conversation or a novel would provoke a new memory. One
night, for example, I watched an episode of The Simpsons that showed Homer watching
TV. The content of the program he was viewing was similar to situations in his life.
Soon, he imagined that the characters on the TV shows were talking to him_I felta
knowing sympathy for him because I found that while writing this thesis, I could not
watch a film or TV show without seeing how it tied to this research and my experience.

During this endless search I found many ghosts of myself. The problem with these
ghosts is that they are not pesky strangers beckoning me to expose their secrets; these
ghosts are my own. It is not always easy to be searching for painful memories.
Sometimes I didn’t feel like remembering how bad things were. I coped with that by
turning to a good memory. When recounting a painful memory became too much, I
would stop writing and look at a photo of a happy memory or something nice my mother
had written in my baby book, to remind myself it wasn’t all bad, just certain aspects
were. For the most part my self-study was healing. But, sometimes it is difficult to put
your work away when the subject is yourself.
Self-study analysis

After taking part in all these reflective activities, I wrote the first draft of my
story, looking for themes. What themes stand out in my story? How are my themes the
same and different from those in the other stories I had been told?

What exactly are themes? According to van Manen (1990), ‘Theme Analysis®
refers to the process of recovering the theme or themes that are embodied and dramatized

in the evolving meanings and imagery of the work (p.78). Phenomenological themes may
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be understood as the structures of experience. When we analyze a phenomenon, we are
trying to determine the themes, the experiential structures that make up the experience
(van Manen, 1990, p.79). Themes are the common threads that run through each story.
They are the feelings and incidents that happen repeatedly. They help describe the
experience in a form that makes sense.

In reading and re-reading the memory accounts, or simply in thinking about them
at odd moments of the day, I began to draw up a list of themes that seem to best represent
my experience of peer rejection. Then I matched each memory the best I could with a
theme, which is difficult because some memories represent more than one theme. If the
matching was "forced”, then I knew I was on the wrong track and would re-think it. Van
Manen (1990) says that themes are the “structures of experience™ but they are also a way
of putting order in this kind of multifaceted, complicated research. “Themes give control
and order to our research and writing”(p.79).

After isolating what I thought were the most important themes, I wrote my story
around them. But this is not the end of the analysis. An important part of
phenomenological analysis is rewriting (van Manen, 1990). “ The method of
phenomenology requires a dialectical going back and forth among these various levels of
questioning. To be able to do justice to the fullness and ambiguity of the experience of
the lifeworld, writing may turn into a complex process of rewriting (re-thinking, re-
flecting, re-cognizing)” (van Manen,1999, p.131).

Writing and rewriting my story was sometimes a difficult process. Giving shape
to these stories was an arduous task. Having to recount a few stories over an hour, as the

participants did, is difficult enough, but having to write and rewrite your most
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embarrassing and painful moments can be emotionally taxing. It can play havoc with
your self-esteem. Sometimes I felt like a geek or a loser, and at other times, a protective
mother of a sad child. Subjectivity can give us an insightful perspective missed by
traditional objective research, but there are also dangers. “Subjectivity means we are
strong in our orientation to the object of study in a unique and personal way — while
avoiding the danger of becoming arbitrary, self-indulgent, or of getting captivated and
carried away by unreflected preconceptions” (van Manen, 1990, p.20).

To avoid being self-indulgent or to avoid glossing over important details out of
embarrassment, I chose to write my initial drafts in the third person, something suggested
as a tool in aiding memory work by Mitchell & Weber (1999). They were influenced by
Crawford et al.(cited in Mitchell & Weber, 1999) who among other things said that
writing in the third person helps one not to worry about the audiences reaction, not to
judge oneself, and to make the story seem important enough to tell. I began by writing
my memories in the third person (as Cathy's story) which I found to be helpful. I didn’t
worry about people judging me or being bored with my silly life and so I was able to
write the full details of "her” memories. Later, I rewrote them all in the first person, so
that they would retain that “personal voice™ that the stories I have written about the other
participants have.

Participant Study: Other People’s Memories

The participants are three women between the ages of 28 and 33. I recruited them
in two ways: I asked a friend who I knew had experienced childhood rejection to
participate. Secondly, I advertised in a student newspaper and website for additional
participants. The women readily agreed to share their memories of being peer rejected as
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children and were assured that they could withdraw from the study at any time (see
consent form Appendix C). The outcome was that three women shared with me and now
share with readers of this report some of the most private and painful moments of their
lives. For reasons of privacy and confidentiality, I have not used their real names, nor the
real names of those they discuss, although it is interesting to note that one of them really
hoped I would use her real name. She wants to go public to end the shame of peer
rejection and to show people there is no reason to hide.

Generating data

So that my story isn’t seen as an isolated incident and to give a fuller picture of
peer rejection, I needed others to share their stories with me, something van Manen
(1984) deems important. But why do we need to collect the ‘data’ of other people’s
experiences? We gather other people’s experiences because it allows us in a vicarious
sort of way to become more experienced ourselves (van Manen, 1984, p.56). Griffiths
(1995) too points out that we can learn from others whose experience may come from a
different standpoint than our own. And so [ deliberately sought out women in my age
group to show how women of one generation experienced peer rejection.

The first participant, Kyla, is an only child who was brought up in a single parent
home. She grew up in a small town in the Maritimes where she was picked on from grade
two to grade twelve. Today she is twenty-nine-years-old and in a career transition. She
would like to go back to school. She is a very beautiful woman who is insecure, but
comes across as outgoing. She is in a happy four-year relationship and is close with her
family. She does not have as many friends as she would like, but that could be because
she has just recently moved backed to the city.
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The second participant, Taylor, grew up in a small family and was very close to
her sibling who was also peer rejected. She grew up in a small town on the West coast.
She was picked on from second grade until about grade eleven. Today, she is a twenty-
eight-year-old graduate student. She is an artist, activist, and leader who is close with her
family and has many friends. She is very outgoing and comes across as having great self-
esteem, although she told me she sometimes still feels ugly, something she never was
judging from the photos I have seen.

The third participant, Linda, was the youngest child of a large family. She also
grew up in a midsize Maritime city. She was picked on from the age of seven until about
grade eleven. Today she is a thirty-three-year-old successful graduate student and a very
dedicated teacher. Linda is a very cautious and guarded person who lets few people get
close to her. She does have a few close friends, people she knows she can really trust.
Collecting the data

... listening to others is possible only if the attempt is made to be open to

particular others. This means making the effort to understand the context in which

they speak. It takes times and trouble. It needs to be undertaken in the knowledge
that understanding will be imperfect. It also needs to be taken in the knowledge
that the listener may find herself deeply changed by the encounter (Griffiths,

1995, p.44)

To encourage the participants to share their stories with me, I designed a list of
questions that were open-ended and would encourage them to reflect on their experience.
I did not ask every participant all the questions. They were a list that I thought would aid
each participant’s memory and help them keep oriented to the guiding question. Van
Manen (1984) says it is important to keep your question in mind, because it is through

that question you will get the answer of what something is like.



I decided I would also ask the participants to share photos and draw a picture if
they were willing. Most participants did not share photos with me because their
childhood photos remained with their families out of town. They did, however, choose to
do drawings for me. I decided to ask the participants as few questions as possible, so as to
let them interpret their own drawings. Their drawing are included in each of their
chapters.

All of the interviews were tape-recorded. The interviews went well, each relating
a story that was familiar, yet somewhat different. Everyone freely gave very personal and
enlightening information. Each participant spoke at length about how they remembered
peer rejection, and, when given draw materials and time alone, drew spontaneous images
of rejection.

Analysis

After each interview I listened to the tape and made notes on what each person
remembered about their experience of peer rejection. After all the interviews were
completed, I listened to the tapes again, adding to the notes things I had missed the first
time. For example, one participant’s voice changed into a childlike voice when telling a
childhood memory, something I hadn’t originally noted.

Next, I took each set of notes and looked for themes that stood out. I noted what
each story had in common with the others and what was different. Oncg I found potential
main themes for each participant's story, I listened to each tape again with those themes
in mind and noted important parts of the interview. This is what van Manen (1990) calls
the selective reading approach, “In the selective reading approach we listen to or read a

text several times and ask, what statement(s) or phrase(s) seem particularly essential or



revealing about the phenomenon or experience being described? These statements we
then circle, underline, or highlight.” (p.93) I then wrote each of my participant’s stories.
After writing my first drafis, I did extensive rewriting. As mentioned previously,
rewriting is an important tool of analysis in phenomenological writing. Chapters three,

four and five tell the participants' stories.

The Social Context

I would like to establish a social historical context of the era the participants and I
were born into. We were all born in the late sixties or early seventies, a time of social
upheaval and social change. Women and minorities were fighting for their rights.
Pedagogists were coming up with new ideas for educational change that sprang from the
changes happening in North America at this time. There was a generational struggle
going on between those that wanted these changes and the established older folks who
didn’t. We all lived in small conservative places. My city was the largest with a
population of over a hundred thousand. None of our communities were places that were
big on change. This may have had an important impact on our experience.

On the street where I grew up, for example, everybody lived in a house, and our
moms stayed at home, while most of our dads went to blue collar jobs. The one mother in
the neighborhood who did work was the subject of gossip. The school system was
making curriculum changes that most teachers were not trained to implement properly,
and in my opinion, didn’t really want to. In the middle of all this chaos and power

struggle, the participants and I were born.
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Biases

We all have personal biases that affect how we do research. In fact not only do I
the researcher have biases, but my participants do as well. I do not know the participants’
biases, although some are alluded to during interviews. My own bias is that peer rejected
people are good people who through no fauit of their own were unfairly picked upon.
This can not help but affect how I see myself and others. But this is not a point I am
trying to prove. [ am not trying to prove or disapprove anything. Phenomenology is not
an empirical science trying to prove a state of affairs (van Manen, 1990). I am trying to
show what we remember it felt like to be peer rejected, not what kind of children we
were. As van Manen (1984) would say, mine is only one interpretation, “A
phenomenological description is always one interpretation, and no single interpretation of
human experience will ever exhaust the possibility of yet another complementary, or
even potentially richer description™ (p. 40).

Now that I have discussed how I conducted my study and introduced myself and
the participants, it is time to hear our stories. I invite the reader to sit back and read the
accounts of four insiders’ memories of how we remember what it was like to be

outsiders.



CHAPTER TWO
CATHY OR CATHERINE? THE SEARCH FOR IDENTITY

IN THE FACE OF ADVERSITY

Telling stories about the past, our past, is a key moment in the making of
ourselves. (Kuhn,1995, p.2)

School was where my journey with peer rejection started. By the time I was eight,
I dreaded getting up in the moming because I knew the day ahead would result in
rejection of some sort. The dread would form itself into a small ball in the pit of my
stomach. I remember walking to the bus stop with a stomachache every morning,
wondering what the day would hold. Would I be left out of other children’s games?
Would I be laughed at? Would I be beat up? This was my reality once I started school.

This chapter will examine my memories of rejection. According to van Manen
(1990), “The purpose of phenomenological reflection is to try to grasp the essential
meaning of something” (p.77). But how does one make sense of years of memories?
What does all this pain mean? As discussed earlier, these memories were analyzed
thematically. To put it simply, I looked for important themes underlying each memory. It
wasn’t always that simple - some memories are made up of more than one experiential
structure, and I uncovered more themes than it was possible to explore here. But after
much thought and analysis, I narrowed the focus to four themes that stand out in my
story: 1) It wasn’t always that way, 2) Helplessness, 3) Identity, 4) Rebellion or rejecting
the rejecter. These will be