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ABSTRAcr

This qualitative descriptive inquiry investigates the perceptions and uses of social

support of a selected group of adolescents who attended an English school for students

with learning disabilities in Montreal, Quebec. 1draw on Vygotskian socio-cultural theory

as a framework for understanding how the participants access and use people for social

support and how these adolescents provide others with social support. 1 use three

Vygotskian concepts, the zone of proximal development, self-regulation and internalization

to examine the differences between those who use support weIl and those who do not. Data

collected and analyzed includes audio taped interviews with focus groups, students,

parents, teachers and professional staff, schooI based and cIassroorn based participant

observations. A major finding to emerge is that adolescents in this inquiry use or do not use

support weIl based on what they have intemalized through previous experiences and social

interactions in their home contexts. The students who use support '-Vell appear to have had

positive demonstrations of social support within their zones of proximal development, thus

enabling them to internalize and self regulate how to access and use social support in other

contexts. The students who do not use support weIl do not appear to have experienced

positive demonstrations of social support within their zones of proximal development. This

latter group experience difficulties in accessing, accepting and using social support both in

home and school contexts. However, these adolescents can learn to self regulate, access

and use social support when adults, their peers or significant others listen and validate their

concems and move into their zones of proximal development. Implications for teachers

include; Ca) Creating open and trllsting environments in which students feel comfortable in

risk-taking and seif-disclosure; and (b) Irnplementing mentoring prograrns in which a

colIaborative environment is created and participants are encouraged to listen, probe, reflect

and validate each others perspectives. These suggestions would enable teachers, parents,

mentors and friends to move into student's zone of proximal development and provide

them with appropriate support, offering students more opportunities to access and use

social support.
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RESUME

L'objet de cette étude qualitative et descriptive. menée à Montréal (Québec) dans une école

anglaise pour étudiants connaissant des troubles d'apprentissage, est d'examiner les perceptions et

l'utilisation du soutien social par un groupe choisi d'adolescents. La théorie socio-culturelle

Vygotskienne sert de cadre théorique afin de comprendre comment les participants font appel au

soutien social des autres et comment ils procurent aux autres un tel soutien. L'auteure utilise trois

concepts Vygotskiens, à savoir, la zone de dévelopPement proximal, l'auto-régulation et

l'internalisation, dans le but de comprendre en quoi ceux qui réussissent à utiliser le soutien

diffèrent de ceux qui n'y réussissent pas. Les données recueillies et analysées comprennent: 1) les

enregistrements sonores d'entretiens avec des groupes de discussion, des étudiants, des parents.

des enseignants et des membres de l'administration; 2) des observations participantes en salle de

classe et à l'école. Il ressort de cette étude que, pour les adolescents qui y ont participé, le succès à

employer le soutien dépend de ce qu'ils ont intemalisé au cours de leurs expériences passées et de

leurs interactions en milieu familial. Les étudiants qui réussissent à utiliser le soutien social

semblent avoir connu des manifestations du soutien social au sein de leurs zones de développement

proximal, ce qui leur a pennis d'internaliser et d'auto-réguler les modes d'accès et d'emploi du

soutien social dans d'autres contextes. A l'inverse. les étudiants qui ne réussissent pas à tirer

avantage du soutien social semblent ne pas avoir bénéficié de telles manifestations. Ce dernier

groupe d'étudiants connaissent des difficultés tant à faire appel au soutien social qu'à l'accepter et à

l'utiliser. que ce soit en milieu scolaire ou en milieu familial. Cependant, il semble également que

ces adolescents peuvent apprendre à autoréguler et à employer le soutien social lorsque des adultes,

leurs pairs, ou des êtres qui leur sont chers sont à leur écoute, comprennent leur soucis, et

progressent au sein de leurs zones de développement proximal. Les implications de cette recherche

pour les enseignants comprennent: (1) Créer des environnements ouverts, inspirant la confiance,

au sein desquels les étudiants se sentent à l'aise de prendre des risques et osent se dévoiler à eux­

mêmes et aux autres; (2) Mettre sur pied des Programmes de mentorat où soient créés des

environnements collaborationnels et où les participants soient encouragés à écouter, à explorer, à

réfléchir, à s'approuver. Ces suggestions devraient permettre aux enseignants, parents, mentors et

amis de progresser dans la zone de développement proximal de l'étudiant, de lui procurer un

échaffaudage et de le soutenir, de sorte à lui offrir davantage d'occasions de faire appel soutien

social et d'en tirer profit convenablement.
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PROLOGUE

l have an empathy unusual to most researchers who have worked or studied students

with learning disabilities (Lds). 1 myself am a student with a language-based Ld. l

received a great deal of support in my life. through family. teachers. tutors, and friends.

As l read the research regarding students with Lds. l felt that l was not represented. l was

a student who was very social and was very successful at hiding my Ld. l realized that l

had a problem in grade three when l could not read or write. The following is my most

vivid grade three memory.

SpeUing tests in grade three

Twenty years Later, 1 remember Mrs. Comberg powdering her nase ar the front of

the class before she began her English fessons. 1 remember the clothing she used

ta wear and a distinct make-up smell thatfollowed her around the room. What 1

remember most powerfully, were those dreaded spelling tests. On one panicular

occasion she decided to yeU at me because 1didn't write my name on the top of

the page; my work was messy. She said. "obviously you did not study!". as 1 had

al! of the words misspelled. She would make me stand ar the edge ofher desk, in

front oftlze class as she yelled at me. ripped my test up in front ofeveryone and

let the pieces drop into the garbage. 1 did study for those spelling tests, with my

mum. every week. 1had an equally special French teacher who had a similar

routine with me when it came ta French dictées. My parents withdrew me from

this schaol in the middle ofthe year, as they saw their eight-year-old daughter

sinking. (1978)

l was assessed by a prominent male psychologist in grade four. He toid my parents not to

expect tao much from me and that they should withdraw me from the private school 1

was attending, as it was too academic and 1 would not succeed. This same psychologist

worked with me one-on-one. on my language skills for a year and a half. My memory of

mm is as follows:
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Someone who was supposed to he helping

1 thought he was supposed to be working with me? AlI he does is give me a work

book and tell me what page to do and then he gets on the phone. 1 think the only

thing l leamed in a year and a halfwas the word "Shalom", as that is how he

ended each phone caU. Eventually l told my mum 1 did not want to go back

because, "he ignores me". That was the end ofhim.

Two years later 1 was assessed by another professional at the Montreal Children's

Hospital and my life changed. 1 was diagnosed with a learning disability. The

appropriate supports were put in place for me such as an excellent tutor with whom 1

have maintained contacty as have my parents. 1 began to soar.

A new discovery as a adult

Only two years ago, at tlze age of26, as 1 was rummaging through my parents

basement, 1 stumbled across the repon that had been written by a psych%gist ar

the Children's Hospital. By then 1 had taken many assessment courses and was

assessing children myself. As 1 read the repon l found myselfsitting on the floor

crying. Maybe Fm no! really stupid after all.

Now, years after those failed spelling tests, that first assessment, the hours of workbook

pages, the second assessment, the unending support of my family, and finally the helpful

support of a wonderfuI mentor, 1completed high school, then university, and now 1 am

cornpIeting my Ph.O. at McGilI University. This is, in part. my story.

In pursuing this research project, rny goal was to understand who, why, and how

adolescents with Lds access and use the social support availabIe to them in their social

networks. In understanding the differences which 1 have uncovered, 1 believe educators,

students, and members of their support networks can develop and provide better

prograrns and support for adolescents with Lds.
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CHAPTER 1

SITUATING AND UNDERSTANDING MY RESEARCH PROBLEM

Overview

This study is a qualitative inquiry into adolescents with learning disabilities and

their perceptions and uses of social support. l begin with Rebecca a teacher at Vanguard

Intercultural High School. Vanguard is a schoollocated in the city of Montreal intended

to serve children with severe learning disabilities (Lds). Rebecca and her class went rock

climbing. The following vignettes highlight how the students obtained or were provided

with support when they needed it. These vignettes emerge from my data sets in an

inquiry that aims to understand how adolescents with Lds use significant others Ce.g.,

parents, teachers, peers) in their social networks for support. The following vignettes

demonstrate how adept the students are at providing each other with different types of

support.

Fellow peers supporting Donald: With encouragement, strategies, and
suggestions

Donald was amazing...um, when he went up tJzefirst time hejust wellt up a Little

bit and then he came down. He was methodical, he took his time, waited. and

thell he went up again and Nancy was belaying him. He went up like maybe four

holes and then he stopped and he said that he was very nervous and that his

hands were sweaty and he thought that he /zad ta come down. There were quite a

few people there, Marianne, Tyler. Nancy, and J. Marianne said, "No Donald,

you can do it, just take a break you know and rest". Nancyadded, "J know you

could do it, there's a big one up there" pointing at a hand hold. They were ail

really encouraging him. He totally stoppedfor about a full five minutes and was

wiping offhis hands and then he went up like another two steps and then stopped

and was nervous again. The students who were around him, Even on the walls
climbing, were stopping...they were all encouraging him and painting out ta him

where to go next and teiling him he's doing a great job. It look him about a half
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an hour ta get ta the top...he went up six rimes and he waited about fifteen/twenty

minutes exactly between each rime and he always did the exact same wall, he

didn 't venture from it. Donald decided he wanted ta do it one more time before

we left and it was already like two minutes to one and so he asked...he asked
Cameron to belay him (the person at the base ofthe climb who hoids the rope and

keeps the climber safe is called the belayer)...every single person at sorne point or

another encouraged him or toid him and 1 was over quite far away at a further
one (another wall) with Derek and Bruce and 1 think Tyler, and when he (Donald)

made if to the top 1 guess Marianne or someone started clapping and Derek was

on the wall and Derek stopped and asked Bruce to hold him so he could, you

lazow, clap and call out to. It then took Donald sa long ta come down...Albert was

telling him how to come down and relling him just ta hold the rope, put his feet on

the wall and not ta wony it took him a long rime ta get down as weil but then he

did it like five more times and each rime 1 belayed him one time and'each time he

got a Little bit faster and he stopped you know being nervous and he stopped

complaining about his hands and...(lnterview: Rebecca, March 1998).

Having intuition that someone needed support and acting on it

One person would be belaying and if the persan on the wall was heavier than the

person belaying then Bruce and Marianne were often around ...to hold them

down. Bruce was amazing cause 1 remember him like two or three limes when

someone felt nervous (he would just move in and help out quietlyJ. Nancy.

Marianne and Tyler had asked for help you know. like "1 need help" or Bruce just

knew and he would often hold the rope and help. Marianne Like quite a few rimes

helped to hold the rope so that in case she lost the break that he would have it sa

he would actually squat down beside her and hold the rope below her hands

Bruce yeah yeah Bruce was just probably out ofthe entire group he just did it. It

was phenomenallike aIl the other kids are so athletic (compared ta him and he
just shined) (Interview: Rebecca, March 1998).

The ability to be honest and vulnerable

Derek had gone up (a really tough route and made it part way, but had to stop)
the overhang was sa difficult. He made if to there (onto the over hang) and then

when he had to let go he was saying he was really scared he was saying "1 can 'r
let go". 1 didn 't realize that he couldn't come down just against the wall because
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the belayer was actually like 1 don't know tenfeetfurther back and the rope that

Derek was on was like over that overhang and then to the bar so as soon as

Derek would let go he would go swinging so Ize was like, "Bruce do you have me?

Do you have me?" Marianne and Iwere holding Bruce down and Derek said

"Okay here I go". He was so afraid that and Ize let go and he went swinging right

to the rope and grabbed on, he was screaming #@$*&# and he came down, in

midair...when he came down he thanked Bruce and said. "I was so scared"

(Interview: Rebecca. March 1998).

Rebecca's summary ofthe day: The students are so insightful ofthe kinds of

support they each need. They are respectful ofeach other and they recognize

that they each have strengths

...words ofencouragement. strategizing for the person...on the wall, someone on

the ground was always telling them where or what hold they could do. um or

telling it's okay to take a break or ...

... the way that they talked depending on who was on the wall, 1 realized how much

they really are aware of(one another) and how insightful they are. Like they only

clap for Albert and for Donald even though lots ofpeople made it to the top but

they clappedfor Albert when he got ta the top andfor Donald when he gal ta the

top because they knew it was such an accomplishmentfor them....they were so

encouraging for Nancy. You know she made it maybe halfway up and like she

tried it three orfOllr times and they were sa encouraging...hey were so supportive

and so thankful ofMarianne that she was belaying because you know I guess that

they were aware that she was afraid to rock climb.... it was just amazing!... the

biggest thing that 1have noticedfrom September untiL now is like the

cohesiveness and ...the respect like they've gained a respect for each other. Like

Stephen and Derek have a respect for Blair you know orfor Bruce orfor you

know and that they kind ofgained over the year. They see each other's qualities

and they respect their quality and so there are things about Bruce that you know

that the class will always go to Bruce for or will always even though he can be a

pain and annoying you know most ofthe lime and they' II be but that's what 1ftnd

so amazing...(Takenfrom Field notes and Interview with Rebecca, March 1998).

In this inquiry 1examine different types of support such as: emotional (which

includes affection, expressions of caring and concern, intimacy and disclosure),
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informationaIlinstrumental (includes procedural advice and material aidy as weIl as

assistance and cognitive guidance in tasks), companionship (participating in activities

together), and conflict (having disagreements with others). These vignettes highlight that

many students with Lds in a safe environment can support one another, use their intuition

to provide support to others, and access support when they need it. 1 focus on students

with Lds who appear to access and use support weIl and those students with Lds who do

not. 1 define support as anything that can be defmed as help (such as, someone on your

side, a beneficial resource). Sorne of the students in this inquiry defined social support in

the following ways:

Student definitions ofsocial support

Karen: Someone who cares about YOU. Someone who's there for you. Someone

you can tell yourfeelings ta and will understand you. Like, it has to be a person

that you can trust. Like, who won't go out and tell the whole world.

Albert: ah, it means somebody to be by your side when you need them the most.

Lindsay: Um, well, for me it means, like, someone you can rely on, someone you

can trust. Someone you can, like, you can talk openly with. And that like, they're

not gonna like think you're negative or they're not gonna think bad o/you.

Patrick: Well, um, someone who um, you can tum to when you tell them what

good happened to you or like who helps you ifsomething bad happens to YOU.

Luke: Someone that you like, back you up in situations and stuff. Someone you

can talk ta and who won't blab it out ta everyone else...

Research in the area of students with Lds and their social worlds suggests that

students with Lds have lower social status as compared to their peers without disabilities

(e.g., Asher & Taylor, 1981; Gresham, 1982; La Greca & Stone, 1990; Sale & Carey,
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1995; Siperstein, Bopp, & Bak, 1978), and are perceived negatively by their peers and

their teachers Ce.g., Cardell & Pannar, 1988; Siperstein & Goding, 1985). In fact, stuilles

have demonstrated that students with Lds are more likely to be rejected and neglected and

have more social problems than their peers without disabilities Ce.g., Swanson & Malone,

1992; Wiener, 1987; Wiener, Harris, & Shîrer, 1990). In addition, further quantitative

research suggests that students with Lds who have been rejected have a heightened rate of

poor social perception Ce.g., Bruck & Herbert, 1982), attention deficits and hyperactivity

Ce.g., Flicek, 1992) and poorly developed conversational skills (Wiener & Harris, 1993,

in Heath & Wiener, 1996).

Research has generally suggested that students with Lds have lower self-perceptions

oftheir academic competence than their peers without Lds Ce.g., Cooley & Ayres, 1988;

Pickar & Tori, 1986). They see themselves as less skilled in the social context of

academic learning (Scarpati, Malloy, & Fleming, 1996). Research conducted in the area

of self-perception amongst students with Lds jn non-academic domains, reveals

contradictory frndings. Sorne researchers have found no differences in self-perception of

social acceptance between students with and without Lds Ce.g., Kistner, J., Haskett, M.,

White, K., & Robbins, F., 1987). Other researchers have found that students with Lds

have lower self-perceptions of social acceptance Ce.g., La Greca & Stone, 1990). Yet,

other researchers have found that students with Lds have higher self-perceptions than

their peers without disabilities (Winne, Woodlands, & Wong, 1982).

Although this quantitative research has provided valuable information about

students with Lds, the perspective of the students themselves has been virtually

neglected. This inquiry provides the existing research with a new voice, that of the

adolescents with Lds. Within this inquiry, 1 hope that the reader will begin to understand

the fears and motivations of the students. Sorne of the adolescf"nts in this study appear to

access and use support weIl. There are athers who do not. The existing research tells us
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that students with Lds are more withdrawn and more rejected~ but it does not tell us why.

The existing research tells us that students with Lds rely on their social networks

differently but it does not tell us in any depth how they use their social networks. Social

networks can he defined as the number and kinds of social relations individuals have and

will be explored in greater detail later in this chapter. This inquiry will attempt to

understand who, when, and how the adolescents rely on for social support. As Wenz­

Gross and Siperstein (1997) believe, and l concur, it is how students with Lds envision

their social worlds that needs to he investigated. In understanding how students with Lds

envision their social worlds, their feelings of social neglect and rejection, professionals,

parents~ and teachers can better understand their social needs and help them achieve. l

may discover that although students with Lds may be more socially neglected or rejected

by their same-age peers, there may be other factors that relate to their relationships with

family, neighbors, teachers, peers, and other significant adults that have not yet been

understood. In this inquiry, l use a qualitative methodology ta understand how the

students thernselves perceive whom they cao rely on for social support and how they rely

on people in their social networks. From the data collected, l have begun to understand

more fully the students' perceptions of themselves and those around them with regard to

social support.

Much of the existing research has not differentiated between specifie Lds and

cognitive delays and have used a mainly elementary school population (e.g., Wenz-Gross

& Siperstein, 1997). Many researchers use terrns such as mild disabilities, cognitive

delays, disabled, learning problems, learning disorder, and Lds interchangeably, when in

fact these terms can all refer to different types of profiles of students who have learning

difficulties. AIso, many researchers do not define the terms that they use. Renee, it is

difficult to ascertain the strengths and weaknesses of the students they have chosen to

participate in their studies and what labels (Ld or otherwise) might be more appropriate.
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In describing the research that has been conducted, l use the tenns that the researchers

themselves have used in their studies.

In my inquiry, l use guidelines set out by the Ministère de L'éducation du Québec

(MEQ) in order to identify my population of students with Lds (See Appendix A). In

addition, the student populations being considered here have all been identified as having

serious learning difficulties, as defmed by the MEQ, and all attend a school for students

with Lds. Each student who participated in my inquiry had a full psycho-educational

assessment within the last four years and been coded as 02. The code means that the

student has been deemed as having serious learning difficulties and is functioning two

years or more behind in either the language of instruction or mathematics (See Appendix

A for details). The 36 students who participated in this inquiry attend a school for

students with Lds. They each have been assessed within the last four years and coded 02

according to MEQ guidelines.

In addition to this, six of these students were selected ta participate in in-depth case

studies. Each of these met additional criteria. Each had normal range or above

intelligence as measured by the Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children -Third edition

(WISC-llI) in conjunction with measured achievement below the 8th percentile (i.e. 1.5

standard deviations below the mean) on one or more measures of achievement in reading,

spelling, and/or mathematics. Within the methods section, Chapter two, 1 explain the

selection process 1 used for each student participating in my inquiry. l focus on

adolescents with Lds and how they use the social support available to them, as most of

the limited existing research looks at these issues within a positivistic paradigm and

engages a quantitative research design. l use the tools of qualitative interpretive inquiry:

interviews, participant observation, and document analysis in order to better understand

how, when, and why students with Lds use the individuals in their social networks for

social support.
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Until to now, studies which have used a qualitative framework to examine social

support and students with Lds are limited. Ooly a few quantitative studies have

examined the social networks and social support used by students who have Lds. Of the

quantitative studies that have been conducted, they are revealing because they

demonstrate the complexity of the students' social world beyond that of their designated

social status as learning disabled. Although sorne may suggest that the term Ld is a label

and not a social status, l believe that in the context of schools and peers, "Ld" is a social

status. Findings from these studies suggest that children with Lds do not differ from

children without Lds in the number of people in their networks and the make-up of their

networks (Hoyle & Serafica, 1988; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997). However, these

studies do indicate that students with Lds and other cognitive difficulties have less

contact with their peers outside of educational activities and make different use of their

social networks for support and problem solving (Hoyle & Serafica, 1988; Morrison,

Laughlin, Smith, Ollansky, & Moore, 1992; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1998; Wenz-

Gross & Siperstein, 1997). Differences in students' abilities to use people in their social

networks for support and problem solving has led ta training programs in social skills

which have been implemented as a way to diminish these differences and to help foster

better peer relations.

The use of training prograrns in social skills for students who have Lds has become

increasingly important over the last two decades. The reasons for this appears to be two­

fold. First, as noted above, research using a variety of methodologies including

sociometries has demonstrated that students with Lds (as weIl as other disabilities) tend

to have lower acceptance and higher rejection by their classmates who do not have

disabilities (Asher & Taylor, 1981; Gresham, 1982; La Greca & Stone, 1990; Sale &

Carey, 1995; Siperstein, Bopp, & Bak, 1978). Second, studies have shown that peer

rejection during childhood is associated with maladjustment in adolescence and
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adulthood (Kupersmidt, Coie, & Dodge, 1990; Kochenderfer & Ladd, 1996). To support

students with Lds, programs have been developed that claim to improve their social

behavior and hence their social relations. These programs are based on a social skills

deficit framework in which children are instructed in the specific skills they are thought

to be lacking. In examining the social development research (Cairns, 1979), it becomes

clear to me that social growth involves a combination of biological, psychological, and

sociological factors. The social skills deficit framework looks at social behaviors and

cognition. It seems to blatantly ignore developmental factors, and does not consider the

perceptions and opinions of the students themselves.

Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker (1996) point out tbat the social skills deficit

framework does not take into account the contribution of social networks 'to long-terro

adjustment'. In addition, both the social development research and the social skills

deficit framework have not taken into account cultural variables, such as beliefs or

values. 1 would further suggest that it is not only important to recognize who is in the

social network, as Farmer. Pearl, and Van Acker (1996) suggest, but aIso to understand

how and why the students use their social networks for support. For exarnple, within the

context of classrooms, the role of the adults in classrooms has not been taken into account

in social skills prograrns (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Buysse & Bailey, 1993). Perbaps,

this is due to these contextuallimits in the social skills frarneworks that many studies

have found Iimited long-term success and generalizability amongst social skills training

programs Ce.g., Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 1996; La Greca, 1993; Zaragoza, Vaughn,

& McIntosh, 1991).

Although these studies indicate that students with Lds and other disabilities are

often less accepted and more rejected by their peers who are not disabled, this does not

necessarily mean that they do not have friends or people with whom they connect and

spend time. Many studies have shown that although students with Lds are less accepted
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and have poor social skills, they do have friends and close associations with sorne of their

classmates (e.g., Juvonen & Bear, 1992; Perlmutter, Crocker, Cordray, & Garstecki.

1983). What this acceptance means from the students' perspectives, however, is not

considered or documented.

My literature search uncovered severa! studies in the area of social support, social

networks, and social skills training using participants with a variety of learning

difficulties. However, a consistent problem 1 found with this literature is that many

studies have not isolated particular populations of children with disabilities, and those

who have identified an Ld population also use participants with other disabilities in the

same group such as "mild disabilities" or "cognitive delays." To me, these labels mean

something quite different than a child with a Ld. For example, Wenz-Gross and

Siperstein (1997) discuss students with leaming problems. In their study they have

included students with Lds and cognitive delays. In addition, they have cited research

which used students who were intellectually handicapped (Taylor, Asher, & Williams,

1987; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1996; Zetlin & Murtaugh, 1988). Despite these

sampling problems, this research suggests that students with Lds have the same number

of people within their social networks, but they use those people differently. In my

inquiry, 1 examine two groups of students with Lds: those who appear to access and use

social support well and those who do not.

My inquiry contributes ta the existing literature in three ways. It will provide

professionals, parents, and friends with a better understanding of how adolescents with

Lds envision their social world, thus enabling educators, parents and friends to provide

better services/support for them. It will assist in the development of better programs to

meet the needs of students with Lds. Finally, it will help ta evaluate already existing

programs to ensure they are meeting the needs of the students with Lds.
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Focus Of My Inquiry and Claim To Originality

l propose four reasons why it is necessary to examine how adolescents with Lds use

their social networks for social support: (a) the social worlds ofchildren have largely

been investigated using an elementary age group, whereas in this study adolescents have

been asked for their opinions; (b) no study to date has studied adolescents with Lds and

who have no other disability; (c) no studies ta date have examined the students'

perceptions of themselves in the area of social support; and (d) the majority of studies

which have investigated social networks and social support have used a more traditional

quantitative methodology. My daim to originality is that l am the fIfst to investigate

adolescents with leaming disabilities from their own perceptions with respect to social

support, using a qualitative methodology.

The research questions guiding my inquiry are:

1. What are the similarities and differences between the social networks of students with

Lds who appear to access and use social support weIl versus those who do not? Who are

the individuals that make-up each students' social network. (e.g., Parents, siblings,

friends, relatives, neighbors? Are there more people in the networks of one group than

another? Are there more adults, more peers, in one group than another?)

2. Who do students tum ta within their networks for each of the following types of

support: emotional, informational, instrumental, academic support and companionship?

3. How do the students use each individual within their social network for support?

4. What is the nature of the social support provided by each individual, in each different

type of support? What kind of support does each person provide, depending on the type

of support?
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Relevant Background Literature To My Inquiry

Several important areas of concentration are covered in this literature review. First~

1 examine adolescent development. Within this section 1 discuss adolescence~

adolescents with Lds~ and social skills and Lds. Following this l examine social

development. In this section the developmental synthesis perspective is discussed

briefly. Comprehensive sections then follow in the areas of social networks and social

support. Within each of these sections the current literature is reviewed and definitions

are provided. Finally~ there is a review of the literature in the area of social support and

Lds.

Adolescent Development

Adolescents.

This section describes sorne of the general characteristics of adolescents and why

social support is so vital to their healthy development and weIl being. With adolescence

cornes puberty and emotional struggles to cope with all the related changes, as described

by Janet Lerner (1995), an educational psychologist. Adolescents must cope with

physical changes~ develop a new self-image, and learn to adjust to new psychological and

biological drives. They become tom between the freedom and independence they think

they want versus the security and dependence of the family. It is during this stage in life

when adolescents begin looking for a sense of belonging from friends rather than family

(Lerner~ 1995). Many begin to look toward their peers for social and emotional support.

When values of friends differ from those of parents~ family confrontation and conflict

may arise. Adolescence is also a time when individuals become very conscious of

themselves, how they look and how they compare with the perceived norms of their

social groups. This self-consciousness can lead to feelings of inferiority and withdrawal.
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Researchers have claimed that these changes during adolescence may negatively affect

learning (Lemer, 1995). Woolfolk (1995) believes that adolescents face many risks

today, including pregnancy, eating disorders, drug abuse, AlDS, depression, and suicide.

Social support becomes increasingly important as adolescents face the challenges of

school and home situations. For example, Hartup (1989) described how social

competence emerges mainly from the experience of close relationships, and how it is

necessary to have both vertical and horizontal relationships in order to have optimum

growth. A vertical relationship is one in which a child enters a relationship with someone

who has greater knowledge and social power than they do. A horizontal relationship is

one in which each person in the relationship has the same amount of social power as the

other. Hartup (1989) notes that these types of relationships unfold at different

developmental stages and that the quality of these relationships affect the individual in

enduring ways. These different types of relationships are important to consider in this

inquiry as issues of power and control have long term effects on individuals.

Adolescents and Lds.

In addition to the general problems faced by adolescents, adolescents with Lds

contend with additional difficulties and challenges. According to Lemer (1995)

adolescents with Lds may display four additional characteristics. The first is poor self­

concept. Poor self-concept and low self-esteem are the result of years of failure and

frustration. Adolescents with Lds have little confidence in their ability to leam or

achieve. Often emotional problems develop from their lack of success and frustration. A

second characteristic is poor social competence. Sorne students with Lds will have

difficulty making and keeping friends, and social perception problems cao create further

problems. Social perception can be defined as the ability to understand social situations,

as weIl as sensitivity to the feelings of others. Rourke (1988, 1993) along with many
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other researchers (e.g.7Brumback71990; Johnson & Myklebust71967; Rourke, Del

Dotto, Rourke & CaseY7 1990) would describe these difficulties as part of a non-verbal

learning disability (NVLd).

A third characteristic often seen among students with Lds is that of an attention

deficit, low attention span and concentration. Pennington7Graisser, and Welsch (1993)

were able ta demanstrate in their reading research that in addition to a distinct clisability

in attention and concentration (ADHD)7 attention deficits and hyperactivity can be

secandary symptomology to Lds. Given the long periods of concentration needed for

studying and listening in class, there deficits can seriausly hinder progress in schooL

Another characteristic is tha! students with Lds tend ta became passive learners and

appear to lack motivation. They frequently have developed an attitude of "1earned

helplessness. Il This means that they have an expectation, based on previaus experiences

with lack of control7that they perceive their efforts willlead ta failure (Woolfolk71995).

Due ta years of failure7they doubt their own intellectual abilities and believe that no

matter how hard try they will still fail. These feelings lead ta low levels of persistence.

Sorne students tend to give up quickly when samething appears to be difficult. It is this

perceived lack of academic competence which is associated with an extemal locus of

control (Kavale & Fomess, 1996). Even when the same adolescents experience success,

they do not think they were respansible for their success. Frequently, they rnake

comments including the following: "The teacher made the test easy", "1 was just lucky. Il

They attribute their success ta sorne outside force not to their own efforts or abilities.

They see themselves as agentless. Hence, even success daes not bring much satisfaction,

or raise their confidence level. Failure is often associated with a lack of ability and a lack

of effort (Kavale & Fomess, 1996). Therefore, "motivating" these students to exert the

effort needed to learn is very difficuit.
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In summary, students with Lds tend ta experience an extemallocus of control.

They feel that in many situations, particularly school related issues, they have few

choices and everything is happening by chance or luck. When individuals feel trus way.

they accept that what is happening ta them and how they act is outside of their control;

they perceive they have no choice, or something else is in control (L.A.B. EducationaI

Press). A sixth characteristic, Heath (1992; 1993) mentions is the heightened risk of

depressive symptomology amongst children and adolescents with Lds.

Researcbers suggest that these additional risk factors faced by adolescents with Lds

lead to more social and emotional problems (e.g., Fomess & Kavale, 1991). According

to KavaIe and Fomess (1996), who used a quantitative meta-analysis ta investigate the

nature of social skills deficits among students with Lds, about 75% of students (of all

ages) with Lds exhibit social skills deficits that distinguish them from their peers. Their

findings suggest that Lds and deficits in social skills appear to be intedinked. However,

they concede that there are many unanswered questions about their relationships. Their

results indicated that perceived differences in social competence were consistent across

evaluators (teachers, peers, and students with Lds themselves) as weIl as across most

major dimensions of social competence. Teachers consistently reported their impressions

that students with Lds were more poody adjusted than those students without Lds. This

maladjustment may he in part due ta sorne teachers views of students with Lds as being

more active and more distractible than those students without Lds. Students with Lds

were evaluated by peers as being less accepted and more rejected. This maladjustment in

tum seems ta relate to students with Lds being less popular, less frequently selected as

friends and viewed as legs cooperative. The final group of evaluators were the students

with Lds themselves. They perceived themselves as having a lack of academic

competence. They felt that because they lacked competence in nonverbal communication

and social problem solving, their social functioning was negatively affected. Factors
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which appear to contribute to this lack of competence were poor self-concept and lack of

self-esteem, which in tum created feelings of inferiority.

A quantitative methodology was used in each of the 152 research studies included in

Kavale and Forness (1996) meta-analysis. A quantitative approach to research looks past

words, actions, and records, and examines their mathematical significance and quantifies

the statements and observations. The problem is not necessarily the counting or lack of

counting of the occurrences of statements, behaviors, or documents. The problem is that

the meanings given to words, behaviors, or documents are explained through statistics or

quantitative analysis. In contrast, the patterns of meanings which emerge from

qualitative data are presented in the participants' own words (Maykut & Morehouse,

1996). The proposed study will undertake to understand what Kavale and Forness (1996)

reported as students with Lds having a lack of competence in nonverbal communication

and social problem solving, which negatively affects social competence. l adopt a

phenomenological perspective that aims ta capture the students' perceptions of their lived

experiences.

Social competence and Lds.

Each of us needs and uses social skills to succeed in our daily activities. Social

skills are difficult to define as they subsume a variety of behaviors and values. However.

Lerner (1993) defines social skills as the ability ta organize ane's thinking and behavior

into an integrated course of action. which is directed toward culturally acceptable social

and interpersonal goals. Social skills include what a persan thinks and how a persan

behaves in a social environment (Vaughn.. 1991).

The definition of leaming disability has been debated since the tenu was first used by

Samuel Kirk in 1963 (Hammill, 1993). The debate has changed over the years and more

recently the controversy is focused on the fact that sorne definitions of Ld have included
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a social skills deficit as a primary characteristic of a Ld (the Interagency Committee on

Learning Disabilities, 1988; the revised National Joint Committee on Learning

Disabilities, 1988, in Hammill, 1990; and the Learning Disabilities Association of

Canada, 1981). A social skills deficit can affect every aspect of a students' life, as it

would mean a lack of sensitivity to people and poor perception of social situations.

As 1 mentioned in the introduction, difficulties in the area of social skills result in

peer rejection and contribute to later maladjustment in adolescence and adulthood. There

is much research suggesting the link between problematic behavior and peer rejection.

Studies using a sociometrie status methodology have demonstrated that rejected students

tend to be more disruptive, aggressive, withdrawn, and demonstrate lower levels of

positive social behaviors, snch as being friendly and cooperative (see Farmer, Pearl, &

Van Acker, 1996 for a review). A second body of growing literature has found that there

is a relationship between peer rejection during childhood and later maladjustment

(Kupersmidt, Coie, & Dodge, 1990; Parker & Asher, 1987).

The use of sociometrie studies (often used to study social skiIls) does not take into

account the developmental and cultural contributions of complex contextual factors that

may help us to understand how, when, and why students use people in their social

networks for social support. Without understanding the contributions of others, we

assume that behaviors or outcomes are solely due to the individual. We must take into

consideration the role of nested context (Maguire, 1994), which traditional sociometrie

status methodology does not. This is not to say that sociometrie status research is not

valuable. In fact, this is quite the opposite. It highlights the general characteristics that

result in being unliked by peers, and thus identifies problematic social features which

limit opportunities and types of social relations (parmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 1996).

However, limited opportunity is only part of the problem in particular contexts of

situations. It is necessary ta examine how students with Lds are embedded within their
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social networks. In understanding how students with Lds envision their social worlds, we

can begin to understand how people in their social networks promote routine social

connections with peers who support or compliment their problematic social behaviors. 1

would further suggest that we indeed need to know who is in the social networks of

students with Lds and how each contributes and maintains social behavior. Also, until

we understand how, when, and why students with Lds use the people in their social

networks for social support, we will only have partial information about adolescents and

their social worlds.

Researchers have made it cIear that social development is crucial to an individual's

well-being, and that with limited or rnisused social support, adolescents have a higher

risk of a limited circle of friends, social withdrawal, depression, and suicide Ce.g., Cardell

& Parmar, 1988; Rourke, 1988; Rourke, Young, & Leenaars, 1989; Sale & Carey, 1995).

Social Development

DevelopmentaI synthesis perspective.

Cairns (1979) outlines a developmental synthesis perspective of social development

and stresses the integral nature of individual social-acadernic functioning throughout life.

Cairns and Cairns (1994, cited in Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 1996) explain how, from

this perspective, social growth involves bi-directional contributions of biological,

psychological, and sociological factors. Within the context of this study, the

developmental synthesis perspective provides us with a framework in which to

understand the factors that play a raIe in changes in behavior development. From this

perspective, it is assumed that each individual brings with them their own beliefs,

attributes, and behaviors to social situations, or settings that reflect their individual and

environmental experiences. In terms of peer relationships, children try to create new
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beliefs, behaviors, and values, and recreate oid ones. A similar process occurs in relation

to social networks, in that social networks seem to promote the creation of new and old

behavior and personality attributes. GeneralIy, people choose, or are chosen to become

members of social networks that are more similar to ones they have previously

experienced. This similarity in social networks, contributes to continued beliefs, values,

and behaviors and demonstrates understandings as weil as mutuality of feelings. As

social networks change, so do the relationships within the network, and enduring novel

characteristics or attributes within the individual may develop (Cairns, Leung, Buchanan,

& Cairns, 1995, in Farmer, Pearl, & Van Acker, 1996).

Social Networks

The construct of a "social network" was fIfSt used by anthropologists and

sociologists as a metaphor for studying the number and kinds of social contacts

individuals had (Bott, 1971; Mitchell, 1969). Milroy (1980) contends that the concept of

network was introduced to sociolinguistic theory in order to expIain a variety of

individual behaviors which could not be examined or explained in the realm of corporate

group membership. Anthropologists used social network analysis to provide qualitative

descriptions of concrete living systems in complex societies. Bott (1971), for example,

used open-ended interviews in order ta examine the relationship between social

organization and social class. In addition, he looked at the relationship between persona!

social networks and individual role functioning in the family. Early work in the area of

social networks was primarily descriptive and examined individual relations. Gradually,

research began to demonstrate that enhanced social networks were valuable to individuals

(Pilisuk & Froland, 1979; Walker, Macbride, & Vachon, 1977) and conversely, the

absence of social support couid be harmfui (CapIan, 1974).
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According to applied linguist Gunnarsson (1997) the concept of social network tries

to conceptualize the human entity as a social being, one that influences others and can

itself be influenced. A network aIso includes many types of relationships; it is the nature

of these relationships that are fundamental to the concept of network. Many criteria have

been used to describe different types of networks.

Boissevian's (1987) concept of network fits weIl with the CUITent studies concept of

social network as social support systems. He describes eight major components of social

networks. The frrst and second components are that of the size of the network as weIl as

the frequency and duration of the interaction - each contributes to the variation of the

network. The third is that of the density of the network. That is the extent ta which the

individuals within a network are in touch with each other, independent of the person

whose network it is. Multiplexity is the next determining factor. Boissevian (1987)

differentiates between uniplex relations; for example, a teacher and student who bave no

other connection except as "teacher" and "student". A multiplex relation, for example

involves a teacher and student who are aIso neighbors and one tutors the other.

A fifth criterion involved in a network according to Boissevian (1987) is that of

clustering. The extent ta which members of a network foan smaller inuer groups that

link more closely than others in the network. The sixth criterion, lIdirectional flow",

refers to the exchanges between people, exchanges which are more or less characterized

as equal. A seventh criterion is that of centrality, meaning that the person at the center of

the communication network may be able to influence or manipulate information. Finally,

the transactional content is another criterion. This refers to the different types of

information that go back and forth between people who are linked to each other.

If networks are looked at from the perspective of the individual, we cao distinguish

different types (Gunnarsson, 1997). For example Gunnarsson (1997) describes a first-

order network zone. These are people with whom the individual has direct contact. A
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second-order network zone includes people whom the individual gets to know through

his or her direct contacts, or networks in which the individuais are emotionally or

instrumentally significant to one another. Most people are members of many networks.

For the purpose ofthis study, fust-order network zones will be examined to understand

not only the composition of the network, but aIso how a student with Lds (those who use

support weIl and those who do not) use the individuals within their networks for social

support and why they do this.

How we conceptualize children and their socializations, especially those with Lds,

influences how we study them and what we say about them. More often than not,

mainstrearn researchers treat students as subjects rather than participants who are or can

be engaged in talking about their own perspectives. For example, the social skills deficit

framework has been developed largely through the use of sociometrie status research.

These research procedures can obfuscate important information about social proeesses

that contribute to individuals' social development (Boiger, Caspi, Downey, &

Moorehouse, 1988; Farmer, 1994). Sociometrie procedures do not tap into the

relationships among group members nor peer group structure, nor their evaluative

orientations (Maguire, 1999). Sociometrie methodology is individually oriented and has

been used simply to identify status correlates of specific behaviors and skills (McConnell

& Odom, 1986). The term "peer rejection" evolved through the use of sociometrie

procedures. It was derived from peer nomination, or peer rating procedures that measure

how well students are liked by their classmates in general. Both of the above statements,

would seem to be considering students as if they were subjects rather than actively

involved participants in their own lives who could contribute valuable information about

their own social worlds and sense of social and personal agency.

Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker (1996) conceptualized cIassroom social networks as

"social boundaries that emerge as the students form, maintain, and modify peer groups Il
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(p. 241). Within the classroom, peer associations can be identified in many ways. First,

"hest friend" nominations can be used to identify a students' associates (e.g., Wiener &

Sunohara, in press; Hallinan & Smith, 1989; Kandel, 1978). With the use of "best friend"

nominations, one must analyze the results in order to identify reciprocal friendship dyads

or groups. One must also identify the characteristics of the individuals who make up the

dyads or groups. A second method to identify peer associations is to use observational

techniques to gather data on the characteristics of the individual and the social groups in

which he or she is embedded. Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker (1996) suggest that this can

be done using ethnographie methodology and refers the reader to researchers such as

Adler, Kless, and Adler (1992) and Eder (1985). Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker (1996)

suggests direct observations of peer engagements or social contacts can be quantified

Ce.g., Ladd, 1983; LaFreniere, Strayer, & Gauthier, 1984). Although Farmer, Pearl, and

Van Acker (1996) mention an ethnographic methodology as helpful in understanding

classroom networks, these researchers do not expIain what they mean when they use this

term. There are many theoretical orientations and schools of thought within ethnographic

research (Denizen, 1996). A third possibility of identifying peer associations is through

the use of self, peer, and teacher reports. This technique, known as social cognitive

rnapping (SCM), identifies peer clusters by having each student respond to probes, such

as "Are there any students in your class who hang around together a lot? Who are they?"

etc.. Once peer cIusters have been identified, the level of similarity of peer associations

can be determined, using what researchers cali interclass correctional analyses. The SCM

technique has the potential of negating the experiences of the individual students. That

is, by creating clusters one is examining a unit or group rather than the individual. Thus,

~ individual's perspective is lost in the analysis.

According to Farmer, Pearl, and Van Acker (1996) the notion that individuals

generally associate with others who have similar characteristics, is strongly linked to
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classroom social networks. They suggest that it is linked in tenns of the following

variables, propinquity (similar proximal boundaries), gender, race, aggressive behavior,

problem behavior, popularity, and academic characteristics. Their analysis suggests that

there are three factors which influence a student's social growth and are aIso related ta

classroom social networks: (a) low social acceptance and social isolation; (b) peer

associations; and (c) social constraints. These factors can have significant implications

for the social development of students with disabilities. However. these researchers do

not take into account cultural factors nor socio-cultural issues like class, language or

ethnicity.

For the purpose of my inquiry, a social network consists of all the people in an

adolescent's life who play an important role for them, from their perspective. 1 refer ta

this type of network throughout this thesis as a frrst-order network zone.

Social Support

The study of social support has a long history in many disciplines such as

anthropology, sociology, psychology, epidemiology, medicine and child development.

Robinson and Garber (1985) have made an enormous contribution in the field of social

support by reviewing and synthesizing existing research in many of the above fields.

Their book chapter on tbis tapic was used as a resource for examining the relevant

literature on social support.

Introduction

Durkheim was among the fIrSt in 1897 to make a connection between the lack of

social relationships and the possible link to an increased probability of suicide.

Epidemiologists formed a hypotbesis called social disorganization. This idea was that the
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structure and function of an individual's social networks could be used to expIain

differences in diseases and psychopathology (Murphy, 1977). Cassel (1976) suggested

that the best way to prevent disease was strengthening an individual's social support

systems rather than trying to decrease their exposure to stress.

The construct of social support is multidisciplinary. Family therapists and

psychiatrists have stressed the importance of social environments, in the healthy

adjustment of individuals. These social environments include immediate and extended

farnily, the workplace, and community, in the etiology and course of psychiatric

difficulties Ce.g., Speck & Rueveru, 1969). Community psychologists have documented

the importance of health care professionals to the well-being of people who are socially

isolated and economically disadvantaged. In the field of developmental psychology, the

emphasis has been on the connection between attachment theory and social support and

the importance of secure interpersonal relationships Ce.g., Bowlby, 1969, 1980). Despite

the fact that many disciplines have studied the concept of social support, there is no

coherent theory of social support. There is sorne consensus in the literature regarding the

definition of social support and how one measures it but not how one understands it.

Although there is no one single operational definition of the construct of social

support, much work has been done in the area. The vast rnajority of the research that has

been conducted, however, is quantitative in nature. Much of the research was designed to

predict overaii well-being or functioning, and typically used a combination of psychiatrie

symptoms inventories, job or school performance indexes, global functioning within the

social environment, or subjective ratings of emotional or physicai distress. Based on this

research (e.g., Barrera, 1986; Cohen & Wills, 1985; Wolchik, Sandler, & Braver, 1987),

it would appear that there are three important levels of analysis to consider when defining

social support: Ca) the dimensions or nature of the support meaf.ured, (b) the sources or

providers of support, and (c) the types or functions of support.
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Dimensions or nature of support.

Dimensions ofsupport is concerned with how support is measured. Barrera (1986)

reviewed the literature conceming social support and its relation to life stress in adults.

He proposes three dimensions: social embeddedness~ perceived support~ and enacted

support. Social embeddedness refers to the connections individuals have to significant

others in the environment, particularly the size of an individuals network. The number of

people or organizations a person belongs to is relevant to that person's overall well-being.

Perceived support is the subjective estimation of support available, satisfaction with

relationships~and perceived closeness to individuals in the person's network. Finally,

enacted support is how much help an individual actually receives from bis or her

network. Wolchik~ Sandler~ and Braver (1987) have used these three dimensions in order

to conceptualize children's social support and its effect on their well-being. It is

interesting to note that past research has found these three dimensions only mildly related

ta one another and differentially associated with stress (Barrera~ 1986; Cohen & Wills,

1985).

Sarason~ Shearin~ Pierce~ and Sarason (1987) examined the relationship between the

different dimensions of support and various personality measures among college

students. Their findings suggest that measures of received support and the size of an

individual's network were not strongly related to measures of perceived support. This

finding suggests that perceiving a supportive social network and positive relationships

with significant others~ does not ensure that the individual will use them when they

actually need help. In addition~Sarason et al. (1987) found that perceived support was

more highly correlated with well-being than received support, or the size of an

individual's social network. These findings have significant relevance for my inquiry. In

particular~ 1 will add to the findings of Sarason et al. (1987) by trying to answer the
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question of why individuals do not use their social networks when they need help_

Barrera (1986) suggests that when a person experiences a relatively high number of

stressfuI events, the level of stress increases due to these events, and the individual will

then seek out, or be provided with, more support by members of their social network.

According to Barrera (1986) perceiving the availability to support, whether or not the

individual actually uses it, appears to be related to lower levels of distress. Although tbis

is an interesting fmding, l am not clear on what constitutes a lower level of distress. l

interpret this to mean that those individuals who are coping with sorne distress may or

may not use support, but take comiort from pereeiving it as available. In other words,

those who chose not to access support, perhaps just knowing where helpful information

can he obtained if needed, may decrease the amount of anxiety experienced, and thus

allow them to deal direetly and more competently with the distressing situation. Also

according to Barrera (1986), preliminary findings suggest that measures of social

embededness may be usefuI in predicting psychological distress independent of life

stress. Perhaps, these results can be interpreted in this way - those who are more

distressed seek out more aid than those who are less distressed. Or, eould it be that the

support received may or may not be effective in relieving distress, and therefore the

support actually exacerbates the distress?

Providers of support.

Different sources or providers of support have different effects on an individual's

well-being (Wolchik, Beals~ & Sandler, 1989). Various categories exist in order to

classify sources of support ranging frv~ global ratings, Ce.g., such as kin and non-kin) to

more specifie tenns, which l use in this inquiry Ce.g., such as parents, peers, teachers,

friends, siblings, and extended family). These various types of providers have a different

effect on adjustment and well-being CHarter, 1990; Reid, Landesman. Treder, & Jaccard,
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1989). Cauce, Felner, and Primavera (1982) conducted a study using inner-city high

school students, and examined grades and school attendance as a way to explore

perceived helpfulness. They discovered a link between perceived helpfulness of family

members, teachers, and counselors and academic adjustment. On the other hand, high

levels of support frOID friends and other adults was connected with poorer grades and

higher rates of absenteeism. Perhaps, students with poor grades and poor attendance use

more support from these network members because of higher levels of distress. Studies

such as chis one suggest the importance of how different providers of support may affect

a student's adjustment and may differ depending on age. Research conducted by Lemer

(1995) reports that during adolescence, peers play a crucial roIe in each other's

development.

TypeslFunctions of support.

Researchers have used different categories and terminology to define support. The

following categories, used in tbis inquiry, are frequently noted in existing research (e.g.,

Reid, Landesman, Treder, & Jaccard, 1989). Emotional support includes affection such

as hugs, expressions of caring and concem, as weIl as intimacy and disclosure for

example, of the degree of trust and closeness. Instrumental support and informational

support have been combined and include procedural advice and material aid, as weIl as

assistance and cognitive guidance in tasks. Companionship includes participating in

activities together, such as watching movies, playing games, or "hanging out". Lastly, a

category which l use in this project, and which is not often used by other researchers, is

that of confiiet. Conflict includes having disagreements with others such as having an

argument with a friend or parent. l am interested in understanding how adolescents cope

in conflictual situations.
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Connecting providers and types of support.

Bogat, Caldwell, Rogosch, and Kriegler (1985) introduced the concepts of support

"generalists" (i.e., a central member of an individual's network who provides many types

of support) and support "specialists" (Le., a provider of specifie and limited support).

Cauce, Reid, Landsman, and Gonzales (1990) used these concepts first coined by Bogat,

Caldwell, Rogosch, and Kriegler (1985) in a research project that examined the support

praIlles of five to twelve-year olds. They found that parents of these children serve as

support generalists, and friends, teachers, and siblings appear to be support specialists.

Researchers have tried to understand which is more useful, providers of suppo~ or the

type of support in explaining individual and developmental differences in connection

with support and adjustment (e.g., Cauce, Reid, Landsman, & Gonzales, 1990; Wolchik,

BeaIs, & Sandler, 1989). Cauce, Reid, Landsman, and Gonzales (1990) have reported

that examining who provides support is more sensitive than the type of support provided

when looking at first graders. In a study using eight to sixteen year olds following a

stressful event in their lives (e.g., death, divorce, etc.), Wolchik, Beals, & Sandler (1989)

analysis indicted that one needed to assess both who provided the support and the type of

support offered. In addition, they noted that the distinction between generalist and

specialist support providers has a meaningful distinction.

Development and social support.

Researchers have suggested that a relationship exists between development, social

support, and attitudes toward seeking help (Vaux, Borda, & Stewart, 1986). For

example, young children are often encouraged to obtain instrumental and emotional

support. This accessing of support is deemed as acceptable by society. However, by

adolescence the same degree of assistance may be viewed as inappropriate and may

affect the adolescent's self-esteem and cause some embarrassment.
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Developmental differences appear to exist between children and adolescents. By

about the age of six, there seems to be an increase in the amount of time spent with peers

that continues into adolescence (e.g., Larson & Richards, 1991). In addition, during the

transition from late adolescence to adulthood there is often a change in the arnount of

time spent with various network members.

Attachment. social support. and perceived support.

Attachment theorists such as Ainsworth and bis colleagues (Ainsworth, Blehar,

Waters, & Wall, 1978) and Bowlby (1969) provided qualitative ratings information about

mother-infant interactions (secure and insecure attachment) that predicted later ratings of

the same relationsbip, social behavior and other aspects of social development. This

work in the area of attachment appears ta be related to what 1 am calling "perceived

support."

Furman (1989) and Furman and Buhrmester (1985) explored how ehildren's

perceptions of relationships with those in their social networks change with development.

Fourth, seventh, tentb graders and college students completed Network of Relationship

Inventories (Furman & Buhnnester, 1985). Findings suggest tbat adolescents tend to

have different kinds of relationships and more specialized relationships than children of

elementary school age. Adolescents tend to have specifie people they rely on for specifie

kinds of support, whereas children of elementary school age tend to use the same person

for many different types of support. Furman (1989) reported that adolescents perceived

their parents to be less supportive than did elementary-aged children. The seventb grade

students reported a higher parental confliet and punishment than the fourth grade

students. In addition, the grade seven and grade ten participants identified having less

power during interactions with their parents than grade four students. In other words,

Furman's (1989) findings suggest tbat adolescents perceive greater intimacy and support
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from peers. These fmdings are consistent with other research (e.g., Berndt & Hoyle,

1985). Although much of the research indicates intimacy with parents becomes

secondary during adolescence (Buhnnester & Furman, 1984, cited in Robinson & Garber,

1995), the level of closeness with and support from, parents remains high according ta

Robinson (1996) and Ryan and Lynch (1989). During adolescence, it seems that

perceiving peers as supportive is increasingly important. It aIso appears that perceiving

parents as supportive continues to be vital.

Enactedlreceived support

Frequently, research is conducted to examine developmentaI differences in enacted

support among school-aged children. There is evidence which suggests that children

seek more support from peers as they get aIder. However, support sought from parents

and other adults appeared ta remain consistent through early childhood and adolescence

(Robinson, 1996; Ryan & Lynch, 1989). The difference appears ta be in the type of

support sought. Young children focus on instrumental support Ce.g., "make it all better"),

whereas aider children and adolescents tend ta seek support for more saphisticated forms

of emotional support, approval, instrumentallinformational support Ce.g., Kliewer,

Lepore, Broquet, & Zuba, 1990). Newman (1990) and Newman and Goldin (1990)

conducted a study to explore the differences among third, fifth, and seventh graders to

understand the reasons why they seek support in math class. Third and fifth graders

reported seeking support for problems that were too challenging, for dependence on the

teacher, and for the benefits of seeking help. Seventh graders stated that they sought help

depending on how they weighed the costs and benefits. They found that during

adolescence there is a fear of embarrassment and awareness of peer acceptance and need

for conformity. This may be the reason why the seventh graders exhibited more

inhibition ta seek support when greater costs were perceived.
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Cauce, Reid, Landsman, and Gonzales (l990) reported developmental changes in

children between the ages of five and twelve - whom they rely upon for support, and

what type of support is sought. AlI types of support from mothers was consistently high

for each age. Fathers were seen as sources of support as the children got older. DIder

children in the study reported siblings as a source of support more often than the

elementary students. Teachers were considered providers of informational support as

ages of the children increased. However, they were named as companions ooly among

the younger children. Friends were named as sources of informationallinstrumental

sources of support consistently across all ages. The older children considered friends as

sources of companionship and emotional support more often than the younger

participants.

Sullivan's (1953) concept of social needs.

Bubrmester and Furman (1986) and Furman (1989) bath discuss Sullivan's (1953)

perspective of social needs. Social needs refers ta the preferred or central social activity.

In other words, social needs are emotional tensions that encourage social interactions.

Throughout a childts education, the need for companionship with other children becomes

increasingly important. Added to this is a child's need for acceptance by peers, whereas

during adolescence the need becomes more complex and is called "chumshiplt (or

intimate exchange). Sullivan (1953) suggests that chumship encourages and promotes

social competence. He also suggested that chumship forms the basis for later adult

friendships, romantic, marital, and parenting relationships. During early adolescence,

opposite sex peers becorne increasingly important to the individual. When one is a part

of a social network, the social needs aid in the developing sense of self. During

adolescence, support from, and connectedness ta, others must be balanced with the desire

for autonomy (Bryant, 1989).
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Perspective-taking. empathy. social skills and social support.

Perspective-taking is very important in relation to perceived support. Perceiving

support requires an individual ta have the ability ta perform cognitive abstractions from

experiences with others. As children grow up they are able to create more sophisticated

perceptions of how much the people in their lives are available when they need support.

During adolescence, peer groups appear to be a most important source of support and

contribute to self esteem.

Selman (1980) suggests that there are five levels of perspective-taking that develop

over time. Children between the ages of three and six are considered ta hoId egocentric

viewpoints. They tend to have difficulty in realizing that others may view a situation

differently tban tbey do themselves. Byages five to nine, children are able to display

social-informational role taking which is a higher levei of reasoning. At this point, they

are able to understand that they and others may share or have differing perspectives of the

same social situation. Children between seven and 12 years oid are able to adopt a self­

reflecting role taking once they can reflect upon their own thoughts and feelings.

Children between the ages of ten and 15 exhibit mutual role taking once they understand

the recursiveness of reciprocal perspectives. By the age of 12 years and older, Selman

(1980) suggests that they are able to understand the thoughts and feelings of others

without experiencing them themselves.

Feelings of empathy aIso differ as children grow oider. Between the ages of one

and two, children are able to share the feelings of discomfort in others who are distressed

(Zahn-Wa:cJer. Radke-Yarrow. Wagner. & Chapman. 1992). For example. a child

experiencing empathy might bring their mother over to a crying friend in an effort to

comfort the crying friend. At the age of six. a child may be able to understand what

might be helpful when a peer is distressed. A nine-year oid has generally developed an

increased awareness of themselves and others which allows them to become concemed
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with general conditions of people Ce.g." the plight of the homeless, the effects of a natural

disaster upon the residents, etc.) rather than simply to distressing situations. Ir would

appear that the ability to empathize with others may be related to important changes in a

child's social network, and the perceived quality of the relationships within those

networks.

The ability to take perspective and empathize appears to be related to being more

skilled in making and keeping friends and to interact within a social network in a positive

manner. Certain social skills are believed to be associated with being socially competent

and may affect the size and scope of a child's social network. Dodge C1985) discusses the

importance of social information processing skills as predictors of social competence.

These skills consist of identifying and interpreting social cues correctly, in a meaningfuI

way. formulating possible behavioral responses, assessing the consequences of the

different responses, and choosing an appropriate response. These skills have been

associated with peer status (Ladd, 1985) for example, popularity, rejection, and social

isolation. These same information processing skills may also be important in the ability

to obtain social support from a child's social network. Perceiving social cues and

interpreting them correctly could be important as to whether or not another person may

be willing ta provide support.

Therefore, being able to identify potential support and obtain it, depends on the

ability ta communicate and assess whether the support provided is useful or not. As

social information processing skills develop, it may be possible to form and maintain a

variety of supportive relationships more easily, thus increasing one's social network. It is

further suggested that with these social information processing skills, it may be possible

to obtain useful support in times of need (enacted support) and this may affect perceived

support. When an individual has achieved the ability to cooperate, compromise, and

express competitiveness in a socially appropriate way. these skills will be important in
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building a supportive social network. Researchers have found a relatively strong

connection between social skills in adulthood and the size and quality of support

networks (Cohen, Sberrod, & Clark, 1986; Sarason, Sarason, Hacker, & Basbarn, 1985).

Tyler and Vanna (1988) and Newman (1990) suggest that cbildren who are more socially

competent are also more likely to be able to seek support when needed. Robinson and

Garber (1995) believe that more research is needed before specifically linking social and

cognitive abilities to the perceptions and enactment of social support.

Social Support and Lds

Developing a social network and using it for social support is complex and involves

such tbings as social interactions and meta-cognitive skills. To examine social support,

none of these factors should be looked at in isolation. These factors, and others, must be

examined at the same time from the perspective of the students themselves, tbeir parents,

siblings, teachers, tutors, coaches, as weIl as all other members of their social network.

They must be identified by the adolescent.

A study that most cIosely relates to tbis inquiry is that of Wenz-Gross and Siperstein

( 1997). In tbeir study, they examined social networks, social support, friendships, and

adjustment of 106 students from grades 4 through 6, from Massachusetts, USA.

Amongst these students, 40 were receiving special education services for learning

problems (Lds and cognitive delays), and 66 students were in general education. Their

findings demonstrated that the social netwerks of children with and witheut learning

problems did not differ in terros of size and composition. They did however find that

elementary scheel age children with learning problems did in fact use their social

networks differently for support than their peers who did not have learning problems.

For example, the results showed that children with learning problems turned to their

family Iess for problem solving support and turned to peers less for all types of support as
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compared with children without disabilities. The findings further suggested that children

with and without leaming problems did not differ in terms of confliet or competition.

such as negative features of friendships. These findings are similar to those of Hoyle and

Serifica (1988) and Wenz-Gross and Siperstein (1998).

Hoyle and Serafica (1988) studied social relations of third grade boys with and

without Lds. They used three sociometrie measures - peer nomination, multipoint

liking rating scale, and a social network questionnaire. Results suggested that children

with Lds were less accepted than their peers who were without Lds. However, they were

not more rejected than their peers without Lds. Their findings aIso demonstrated that the

size and composition of social networks did not differ between students with and without

Lds. This is consistent with other studies in the area of social networks and students with

Lds. Three significant differences were aIso found in the functions and contexts of the

students' social networks. They found that significantly fewer students with Lds saw

their classmates outside of school, compared to their counterparts without Lds. A second

difference was that students with Lds were less likely to participate in extracurricular

activities, such as clubs. Finally, they reported that students with Lds studied more often

with members in their social networks compared to students without Lds. These

researchers suggested that tbis latter fmding indicated that the social network provided

students with Lds with educational support, or that students with Lds find their social

networks among those with whom they study, and or do homework. Further findings

showed that teachers rated students with Lds as not necessarily more disruptive, but as

displaying more personality problems than their peers without Lds. Significant

differences were also found in the conception of friendship in students who had Lds.

With respect to reciprocal friendships, students with Lds were significantly less often

named as friends despite the fact that the students with Lds expressed a high degree of

liking for a particular classmate. This adds weight to Bruinink's (1978) hypothesis that
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students with Lds are less accurate than their peers without Lds in assessing their own

social status. Althougb Heath (1995) discusses self-perceived versus actual academic

competence in children with Lds who were depressed and nondepressed~her findings

extend those which are presented above. Heath (1995) found that students with Lds, who

are depressed, are more accurate in their self-perceptions of academic competence than

the students with Lds who were not depressed.

Wenz-Gross and Siperstein (1998) examined students with 'learning problems' in

relation to stress, social support, and adjustment. A major problem with this study is that

they used students with Lds and mild mental retardation in their group of students with

learning problems. As l mentioned earlier in this chapter, these two labels are not the

same type of learning difficulty and should not he placed in one group and discussed as a

whole. However~ 40 students with learning problems and 396 general education students

without learning problems participated in their study. They looked at stresses related to

academic study, peers, problems with teachers, and overall feelings of stress. They also

explored social support from family, other adults, and peers. Lastly, they examined

adjustment. Their results indicated that students with learning problems experience more

stress, less peer supporr, greater adult support~ and poorer adjustment, than their peers

without learning problems. Finally, they deternlÎned that adjustment was related ta stress

in middle school.

From the above four studies~ results indicate that children with Lds. learning

problems~and mild learning handicaps, (as the authors referred to their subjects)~ tend ta

have people they feel close to and who are important to them, even though they are

frequently viewed negatively by peers and others. There were further supporting findings

in terms of the students· perceptions of support and friendship. For example, children

with learning problems look to "adults outside the home for support in the sarne way that

other students do and they report similar levels of conflict, competition and prosocial
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interactions in their friendships" (Wenz-Gross & Siperstein~ 1997). An additional

consistent finding ofWenz-Gross and Siperstein (1997) and Wenz-Gross and Siperstein

(1998) was that children with Iearning problems~ due to Lds and cognitive delays,

perceive their families as less useful for problem soIving support than children without

leaming problems. The interesting question that now needs to be examined is the

following: why this is so? These researchers suggest that perhaps children's learning

problems (Lds and cognitive delays~ as they define it) cao be a source of frustration for

both the family and the students themselves. For example~ perhaps~ it is frustrating for

the families to fmd appropriate ways to help the child with learning problems. Perhaps

too, for the child with the disability~ asking for help exposes their greatest area of

weakness.

Another major difference between children with and without learning problems was

their perception of peer support and friendship. Children with learning problems were

less likely to see their peers as a source of support, especially as a source of emotional

support. This finding was aIso similar to the findings of Morrison, Laughlin, Srnith~

Ollansky, and Moore (1992) and Wenz-Gross and Siperstein (1998). When Wenz-Gross

and Siperstein (1997) looked closely at the friendship findings in their study, they

discovered that children with learning problems reported less intimacy, loyalty, self­

esteem~ and contact in their friendships~compared to children without learning problems.

According to Pierce~ Sarason, and Sarason (1992) social support depends on the ability to

behave in a way that prompts support and view the behaviors of others as providing

social support. Ladd (1989, in Wenz-Gross & Siperstein~ 1997) and McGuire and Weisz

(1982) further suggest that developing supportive peer relationships depends on the

child's level of social skill~ empathy, perspective-taking, and self-disclosure because

relationships are reciprocal by nature.
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AIl of the researchers mentioned above used statistics to present and support their

claims. They aIl administered several quantitative instruments to attain information

regarding the students' social networks, social support, and quality of friendships. such as

"My Family and Friends": Six to 12-year old children's perceptions of social support

(Reid, Landesman, Treder. & Jaccard, 1989), friendship interviews Ce.g., Berndt & Perry,

1986), peer nomination measures, multipoint liking rating scales and social network

questionnaires. In using statistics, the dominant paradigm, and adopting a positivist

position, they have chosen to examine social networks and social support as discrete

factors rather tban as complex interconnected parts of the whole person in particular

contexts. None of the research presented in this section actually shows readers how

students with Lds or other disabilities actually access or use the people in their social

networks differently from their peers without disabilities for social support. The

researchers merely say that they do, based on their statistical findings. My qualitative

methodology. endeavors to understand how adolescents with Lds access and use the

people in their social networks for social support, why they use the people they do, and

how they use the people they do. My inquiry is one of the first qualitative studies that

places emphasis on understanding secondary school adolescents with Lds, a population

that is seldom asked for their opinions. 1examine student's perspectives by looking

closely at each person's words. actions, and records.

It would appear that the dominant research methodology in the area of learning

disabilities, a field that is presumably about individual differences, obscures difference

through an overall reliance on normative description; that is, we learn about the mythical

"average" student with Lds, but learn little about how individual students with Lds live

their lives. This inquiry offers an antidote to this situation by using a qualitative

methodology.
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CHAPTERTWO

THEORETICAL AND APPLIED FRAMEWORK

The students were each assigned roles to read out Loudfrom the Shakespeare
play, Romeo and Juliet. Lara read the pan ofthe citizen. She was having sorne
difficulty decoding, so Karen began to heLp her, by telling her the words she
wasn't sure of, as she was reading. The reading continues with a nice flow until 1
hear Allen say, "Citizen! It's your tum!!" Lara responds, "l know, l'rn reading!!"

and she begins to read out Loud. l think what might have happened was Karen
was helping Lara preview the difficult words in the upcoming section oftext and
they had not noticed that it was already Lara's tum to read. (Field Notes: John

Cummin's English Class; February 4,1998)

Introduction

This exeerpt from my field notes refleets an important Vygotskian principle: That

learning oeeurs in social interactions with others. Fundamental to Vygotsky's theory is

the tenet that leaming oceurs through social interaction with the self, peers, and

significant others. Russian developmental theorist and psychologist, Lev Vygotsky,

believed that children are active learners in their search to make sense of the world

around them, and that the social world affects this process (Vygotsky, 1987). He rejects

learning theorists who reduce knowledge to a passive repetition of an extemal reality. He

believes in the intimate connection between learners and their social worlds. Thus,

learning is a dynamic, constantly changing, and on-going process of formulation and re­

fonnulation. In this chapter, l situate my inquiry within Vygotsky's development theory.

In the 1930s, soviet activity theory attracted a number of scholars such as Vygotsky,

Luria, and Leontiev. While it is not the intent of this thesis ta examine activity theory in

depth, 1 have chosen self-regulation, and the Zone of proximal development (ZPD) as

concepts that connect to my inquiry of adolescents with Lds. In this chapter l discuss



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

42

relevant theoretical constructs. l examine constructivism, social constructivism, and

Vygotsky's activity theory. l discuss the concepts of self-regulation and the zone of

proximal development. Next, 1 introduce the construct of emotional intelligence. Lastly,

l link Vygotsky' s theory of development and his interests in the social and cognitive

development of children with special needs, ta the relevant literature in the area of

inclusive education. l discuss the differences between the theory of cognitive

apprenticeship and discuss the significant differences between this perspective and

Vygotsky's.

More than six decades ago Lev Vygotsky theorized about child development. He

was interested in the relationship between the social and the psychological aspects of

development and leaming (Vygotsky, 1978). Two significant Vygotskian notions, as

they relate to this inquiry, are: (a) that learning is primarily social and is focused through

social interactions with significant others; and (b) that leaming is a rnediated process

(Vygotsky, 1987). Vygotsky conceptualizes three different types of mediation: (a)

mediating structures such as schools; (b) mediating people such as teachers and parents;

and Cc) mediating tools such as language and other symbolic representational systems.

Vygotsky believed that humans master themselves from the "outside" through symbolic

cultural systems, and that it is not simply the tools or signs which are important for

psychological development but the meanings embedded in them in particular contexts

(Moll, 1990). For example, Braille and American Sign Language (ASL), symbolic

representational systems, are tools embedded in action and give rise to meaning. These

tools allow a child ta intemalize language and develop higher mental functions in

particular contexts of situation.

Vygotsky's "free ranging cross/multi-disciplinary contribution to twentieth century

intellectuallife" (Daniels, 1996, p. 2) was suppressed during Stalin's Soviet mIe. The

Stalinist regime persecuted many intellectuals and destroyed research at many
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universities and research institutes. In 1934, Vygotsky died oftuherculosis before he was

able to replicate and extend bis preliminary studies and theoretical positions on

development and mediation. Two years after his death the Communist party banned his

published work. Vygotsky's work only became known to Westemers in the 19705.

through translations. However. according to Russian researcher Petovsky (1990) poor

translations have left Westerners with partial and inaccurate notions of neo-Vygotskian

psychology.

Vygotsky was concemed with aspects of educational reform that went beyond the

analysis of pedagogy_ He was interested in the analysis of the broader social and cultural

implications of disabilities. which hecame known as defectology in the Soviet Union

(Knox & Stevens. 1993). He was among the frrst in the early 1930s to talk about

inclusive education, though he did not actually use the terro 'inclusion'. He suggested that

the context of education may have profound consequences on the developmental process.

In his writing Vygotsky discussed the education of students with a variety of disabilities.

including what he called learning disorders (Rieber & Carton, 1993). He defined

learning disorders as visible in groups of children where behavior deviated from the

norme These children then stood out from the general mass of children with respect to

education.

Vygotsky included children with learning disorders within a larger group; children

whose behavior is different from the norm as a result of sorne organic defect. He

included children with physical handicaps including what he called, "blind. deaf,

crippled. aIong with mentally retarded or feeblemindedness" (Rieber & Carton. 1993, p.

175). He believed that children with disabilities should he mainstreamed rather than

educated with children with the same disability. He suggested that if children with

disabilities were educated together, separated from students without disahilities, then

their development would proceed in a totally different and unheneficial manner.
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Vygotsky suggested that if these groups were educated separately it "would inevitably

lead to the creation of a special breed of people" (Vygotsky, 1989, p.178). He felt that

once a student had been labeled, then he or she would be treated differently because of

that label. For example, he wrote, "once branded a fool or handicapped, the child is

placed in completely new social circumstances and his or her entire development

proceeds in a completely new direction" (Vygotsky, 1989, p.153). Although Vygotskian

theorists have exanùned his ideas in different disciplines such as mathematics (Confiey,

1990; Kroll, 1989; Zack, 1998) and second language education (Lantolf & Appel, 1994;

Maguire, 1997; Maguire, 1994) there are few studies of children with Lds that are

theoretically situated within a Vygotskian socio-cultural framework.

Foley (1991) wrote aboutchildren's writing and how context plays such an

important role in their writing development. Although he was not working with students

who have special needs, his fmdings have significant implications in terms of how school

settings affect children's development. Foley (1991) argues that patterns of interaction

between teachers and students are reflected in writing genres produced by children. The

discovery that children use particular genres because of the context in which they are

leaming, means that when teachers are not conscious of what they are doing, they are

haviilg a profound effect, not only on the children's writing development, but on the kind

ofknowledge that is being constructed in the classroom (Foley, 1991). We could extend

this argument to Vygotsky's theory of students with special needs and how the context of

their schooling influences their social and psychological development. Vygotsky

believed inclusive education would be the most beneficial for students with special needs,

such as Lds. As 1 discuss in Chapter 4 this recommendation may not necessarily always

be the case.

The question arises why Vanguard Intercultural High School, my research site, has

been so successful in educating adolescents with Lds? 1 begin to answer this question by
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exploring the theoretical constructs of constructivism and social constructivism. The

following qllote from Luria (1982), highlights the philosophical approach that l chose for

this research inquiry:

The basic difference between our approach and that of traditional psychology will

be that we are not seeking the ongins of human consciousness in the depths of the

"soul If or in the independently acting mecbanisms of the brain....Rather, we are

operating in an entirely different sphere - in hllmans' actual relationship with

reality, in their social history, which is closely tied to labor and language (Luria,

1982, p.27).

A Constructivist and Social Constructivist Perspective

A constructivist perspective is grounded in the research of Piaget, Vygotsky, Gestalt

psychologists, Bartiett, and Bruner as well as the educational philosophy of John Dewey

(Woolfolk, 1995). A constructivist perspective emphasizes the active role of the learner

in building understanding and making sense of information. This is in slight contrast to a

social constructivist perspective (also known as a cognitive constructivist perspective),

that emphasizes that the leamer creates or constructs knowledge through acting on, and

interacting with, the world. Social constructivism takes on a psychological and social

process whereby knowledge is constructed by individllalleamers through social

interactions in particlliar contexts of situations (Brooks, 1990). That is, individuals

attribute meanings to their experiences with others. Cognition then becomes a subjective

construction, an individual view of the world, as opposed to tlthe" search for "reality." In

other words, we each create our own realities. Therefore, reality is a subjective and

ongoing construction by leamers who are immersed in their environments (O'Connor,

1998).
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Jean Piaget is cited as the most renowned champion of constructivism (e.g., Broner.

1986, Brooks, 1990). Piaget's beliefwas that intelligent thought does not derive simply

frOID perceptions, but from actions taken on objects (piaget & Inhelder, 1969). In

viewing Piaget's perspectives on constructivism it would appear that he ignores the

influence of a child's social world as a mediating influence and under-estimates children's

abilities as socializers and symbolizers (Maguire, 1999). Although both Piaget and

Vygotsky believe that learners actively create their own versions of reality based on

interactions with the world around them, Vygotsky argues that "the intemalization

process (is) not the transferring of external activity to a pre-existing internal stage of

consciousness but rather a process through which the internal stage (is) formed"

(Vygotsky, 1981, p.162). A social constructivist perspective affinns Vygotsky's notion

that learning is inherently embedded in a particular socio-cultural setting. Derry (1992)

posits that because learning takes place in social situations, the norms of a group and the

identity of an individual in a group must be considered. According to Vygotsky's activity

theory, the basic unit for studying human psychological process is through practical

activity. Humans construct their own meaning from a particular activity in a particular

context.

Activity Theory

Neo-Vygotskian theorists (e.g., Wertsch, 1990) draw frOID activity theory as a

helpful analytical framework to analyze human activity in context (Colpitts, 1998). A

fundamental assumption is that human psychological functions differ from the

psychological functions of other animals, because they are culturally mediated,

historically developing, and arise from practical activity (Cole, 1990). Each of these

concepts can be linked to the other and provide a springboard into examining adolescents'

social networks within a school setting. Cultural mediation is the notion that human
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beings live in an environment in which artifacts from the past continue to exist~ change.

and influence the present. From this perspective~ culture is the unique medium of human

existence (Cole, 1990). Culture~ and hence human psychological functions are

historically developing phenomena~evolving and changing over time. The basic unit for

studying hurnan psychological processes is practical activity. Practical activity is what

Vygotsky called the "cultural method". His follower Leontiev argues that~ "....if we

remove human activity from the system of social relationships, it wOllld not exist...the

human individual's activity is a system in the system of social relations. It does not exist

withOllt these relations" (Leontiev, 1981~ pp. 46-47).

Vygotsky's theory of learning conceptualizes language as a psychological tool in the

development of higher order cognitive functions. The function of language in this case is

ta carry out goal-directed activities~ an essential component of Vygotsky's activity

theory. In my research, as socio-cultural activities occur, for example, in the context of a

classroom, recess or home, the students construct their own meanings from these

activities in these particular contexts. Lantolf and Appel (1994) argue that the student

meanings are then "imposed upon the context"~ rather than the institution imposing

activities on the individuals (Lantolf & Appel, 1994, p.l7). Vygotsky was interested in

individllal differences and in how children construct their own meanings in particular

situations. One of the pllrposes of this study is ta llnderstand each particlllar situation

from the perspective of the students themselves.

Within the context of activity theory, Vygotskian theorists distinguish between

activities and tasks. For example, COllghlan and Duff (1994) define tasks as the

"billeprint" of action. An example of a task might be what a teacher asks a student to do.

An activity is what a participant individually constructs. In other words, an activity is

what the students actually does, in spite of what the teacher may have asked. In my

inqlliry, it is evident that sorne students know what is expected ofthem; they know the
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"right" answer. For example, Michael, one of the case study participants, could tell me

what bis teacher asked him to do for geography homework. He lcnew wbich pages to do.

However, students such as Michael frequently could not follow through on what is

expected of them, inspite of their knowledge of the directions. Hence, they seemed ta

construct their own meaning of the directions. So a student like Michael would either do

something he thought was expected, but it was not at all what the teacher asked for, or bis

homework was not done at aIl. In other words, students are often clear on what the task

is, however they create their own activity. Althollgh this appears to characterize the

behavior of the students with Lds in my inquiry, the theory wOlild sllggest that this is the

case for all children.

Self-Regulation

Self-regulation is a key construct in llnderstanding how adolescents with Lds access

and use people for social support from their own perspectives. Vygotsky suggests that

human consciousness mediates mental activities, using particular tools and symbolic

representational systems. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, one of these sophisticated

tool systems is language (Lantolf & Appel, 1994). DIaz, Neal, and Amaya-Williams

(1990) defme self-regulation as the ability of "obtaining and maintaining control of

higher order functions as they come llnder control of the individual during goal directed

activities" (p. 135). Self-regulation can be conceptualized as a childts ability to plan,

guide and monitor their own behavior from within themselves and ta flexibly change

their behavior based on changjng circllmstances (Dfaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990).

l support the idea that the social context influences cbildren's ability to plan, guide, and

monitor their behavior and l believe this notion will help me better understand

adolescence and Lds.
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Vygotsky views all higher mental thought as the product of mediated activity

(Vygotsky, 1978). A major principle in Vygotsky's development theory is that cognitive

development can be understood as the change from basic, biologically determined

processes, or material tools, into higher psychological functions. Basic processes (such

as perceptual, attentional, and memory capacities) are said to change in the context of

socialization and education. This is especially the case through the use of language in

order to gain higher psychological functions, which are unique to human cognition.

Vygotsky distinguishes between material tools and psychological tools. Materia!

tooIs or technical tools orient human behavior externally in mastering the environment

(O'Connor, 1998). Material tools, through sensory-motor contexts explain the formation

of elementary functions, such as perception, memory, attention, and will. Psychological

tools, on the other hand, have a semiotic nature, and are internally oriented.

Psychological tools influence the individual's behavior (Vygotsky, 1978). In other

words, the change from basic into higher functions occurs in the context of a child's

interactions and through the use of culturally determined tools and symbols (e.g., words,

signs, gestures). Language, for example, is a psychological tool that is considered to be

central to the understanding of higher mental processes or cultural functions (Vygotsky,

1978). This is one example ofwhere Vygotsky can be differentiated frOID Piaget. Piaget

assigns language a secondary role in the learning process. Vygotsky believes that

elementary functions are needed in order for higher functions to develop. He posits that

higher order functions develop and cao be explained by social interactions. Tudge (1990)

states that, "words that already have meaning for mature members of the cultural group

come to have those same meanings for the young people in the process of interaction" (p.

157).

Wertsch (1985), a western Vygotskian theorist, differentiated higher functions from

basic processes in four ways. Higher psychological functions are: Ca) self-regulated
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rather than determined by the immediate stimulus; (b) social or cultural rather than

biological in origin; Cc) the object of conscious awareness rather than automatic and

unconscious; and (d) mediated though the use of cultural tools and symbols. According

to Diaz, Neal, Amaya-Williams (1990) their are three major components of self­

regulation: Ca) behavior is guided according to a self-formulated plan; Ch) behavior.

organized as a functional system, is changed and adjusted according to changing goals

and situations; and lastly (c) children use aspects of their environments as tools and

mediators to attain goals (Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990, p. 130). For the

purposes of this study, the first two components of Werstch's (1985) higher functions,

self-regulation and their social or cultural origins are most relevant. 1 argue that self-

regulation is a major outcome of development, and accounts for radical changes in a

child's cognitive and social skills. Although Vygotsky was talking about bis

developmental theory in terms of small cbildren, his theory has much relevance to the

adolescents with Lds being studied in this project. Many of these students are trying to

achieve self-regulation but do so in different ways. 1 believe that self-regulation must be

encouraged and facilitated by parent-child, teacher-student, and student-student social

interactions.

There are three Vygotskian stages of the regulatory functions of language CAhmed,

1994). They are object regulation, other regulation, and self regulation. abject

regulation can be defined as a child's ability to accomplish sorne actions, although the

actions are environmentally dependent. Other regulations refers to a dialogic pair, such

as a novice (childlstudent) and expert (adult/teacher) interacting and working

coUaboratively. An expert guides the novice through language to carry out a particular

task in a particular context or situation (Lantolf & Appel, 1994). In my project, there are

many examples of the students working together in dialogic pairs. They often use

language and gesture in order to carry out a task. Very often one student is seen as an
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expert guiding a fellow classmate. One example was provided in the vignette at the

beginning of this chapter. A second example is highlighted below. The following is an

excerpt from field notes taken during a physical education class. It is an example of

"other regulation lt
• Stephen in this situation is guiding Donald to learn bow to serve a

volley-ball using language and gesture. In this situation a fellow student is an expert,

modeling and guiding a novice, in this case, ms classmate.

Stephen supporting Donald: An example of "Other Regulation "

During this physical education class the students were playing volleyball. At the

beginning ofthe class the teacher reviewed the rules, created teams, and the

game began. When a baIl came over the net in Donald's direction, he tried to hit

the ball but he missed. One ofhis team mates, Stephen, approached to provide

support. Stephen says to Donald, "use two hands, like this Il and models what he

means. Donald put his hands together and copies Stephen's motions. Stephen

responds, "Hold your hands more like this" and models again what he means.

Donald does and Stephen says good. The game resumes. Shortly after Donald
makes a good hit, Stephen claps for him and Donald walks over to Stephen so he

can hi-five him. Donald caUs out to Rebecca (the teacher) to make sure that she

saw the play and Rebecca says "good cali". Later in the game Stephen makes an

excellent hit; Cameron walks over to hi-five him; they smile, then Donald walks

over to Stephen and they hi-five. (March 17, 1998; Field notes, Rebecca's

physical education class).

The third and final type of regulatory function is self regulation. When someone is

capable of independent strategie functioning, they have accomplished self regulation.

These three types of regulation can been seen as a continuum, with a child moving back

and forth. Although there is a general progression, object-regulated activities can co­

exist beside self-regulated ones.

Self-regulation is established when a child has internally organized a way to respond

and relate to the environment. By intemalization, Vygotsky refers to not simply a mental

image or mental representation of the external relation, but a new level of behavioral
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organization which was once only possible with the help of external signs and mediators

Ce.g., scaffolding by a more capable peer or teacher). Self-regulation is only

accomplished once a child is able to actively manipulate the environment through the use

of signs. This ability to manipulate the environment ultimately leads to control of a

child's own behavior and activities. In other words, they become, "independent cognitive

agents" (Wertsch, 1981). However, in Vygotsky's theory the developmental progression

is "indeed a culturally detennined social process. That is, an interpersonal process that

becomes internalized as an intrapsychological function" (Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams.

1990, p. 135). One must not forget the importance of social contexts and social

interactions.

Studies which have investigated parental teaching strategies and child rearing

patterns Ce.g., Baumrind, 1973; Hoffman, 1970; Johnson, 1983 in Diaz, Neal. & Amaya-

Williams, 1990) suggest that three characteristics of caregiver-child interactions aim ta

promote self-regulatory functions: Ca) the use ofreasoning and verbal rationales; Cb) the

gradual relinquishing ofparentladult control; and (c) both in combination with a sense of

affective nurturing and emotional wannth. The investigators theorize that these three

factors characterize the parents of children who have an intemallocus of control.

Zone of proximal development CZPD)

Introduction

It is a weIl known and empirically established fact that learning should be matched

in sorne way with a child's developmentallevel. However, researchers such as Vygotsky

realized that scholars could not limit themselves to merely determining developmental

levels, if they want to discover the relationship between developmental process to

learning and capabilities. Vygotsky talks about development occurring on two planes.

The fIfst plane is a child's actual developmentallevel. In other words, the CUITent level



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

53

within which the child is functioning, as a result of already completed developmental

cycles. Things that a child can do on his or her own are indicative of bis or her actual

developmentallevel. The difference between a students' actual developmentallevel and

bis or her developmentallevel with support is called the zone of proximal developrnent.

Vygotsky defmes the zone of proximal development as, " ...the distance between the

actual developmentallevel as determined by independent problem solving and the level

of potential development as determined wough problem solving under adult guidance or

in collaboration with more capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).

Vygotsky sees learning as a creative process, that requires students to socially

construct knowIedge for themselves. Th.e zone of proximal deveIopment refers to a range

of tasIes students cannot yet accomplish without guidance from an adult or a more

competent peer. For example, a student can discuss a task with a mentor and the mentor

can offer directions and strategies. The student then may or may not intemalize the

language/strategies and then use them to guide independent efforts. When these "tooIs"

have become intemalized one can say that the student is able to self-regulate in this

particular area. Vygotsky's classic statement about development assumes that leaming

always occurs in the potential. "The zone of proximal development today will be the

actuai developmentallevel tomorrow - that is what the child can do with assistance

today, she will able to do by herselftomoITow" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 87).

Interpretations of the Zone of Proximal Development

1 believe that social interactions using language and gesture provide the necessary

step in mutual understanding of what may be very different worlds of the individuals

involved (Bruner, 1986). In other words~ even though we each have our own perceptions,

our own view of the world, language and gesture allow us to understand each other and

our perceptions, inspite of our differences. Other scholars specuIate that a constructivist
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perspective allows for the difference between the understanding of adults and the

resultant understanding of children taught by those adults (O'Connor, 1998). Vygotsky

(1986) and other scholars such as Barnes (1973) confirm my belief that adultlchild dyads

have the ability of developing skills and understandings relevant to their cultures, and

developing tools needed for developing higher mental functions in particular contexts.

Social interaction facilitates cognitive development through apprenticeship. What this

means, in its loosest defmition, is that social interactions between an expert and a novice

facilitate cognitive development. Vygotsky would conceptualize this as working in the

learner's zone of proximal development. Vygotsky posited that the dynamics of learning

are best observed in the area between what a child can do alone and what a child can do

under the guidance of an adult or more capable peer. Consistent with Vygotsky (1986),

Barnes (1973), a British educator, argues that learners will always take away something

different from the teaching process. Barnes (1973) is in favor of expert (peer or

adult)/novice interactions for the purpose of sharing worlds to negotiate meaning, and is a

strong proponent of collaborative learning.

Traditionally, learning has been explained as a process by which a leamer

intemalizes knowledge. Learning could be discovered, transmitted from others, or

experienced during an interaction with others. This concept of a learner as an internalizer

does not account for the nature of a learner nor of a leamer's social worlds. Furthermore,

this notion of a leamer as an internalizer establishes a dichotomy between inside and

outside. It suggests that knowledge is mainly an intellectual endeavor and considers a

learner as the unproblematic unit of analysis (Lave & Wenger, 1996). This concept of a

learner internalizing is tao easily interpreted as an unproblematic and unilinear process of

absorbing the given, simply a transmission and assimilation of information (Lave &

Wenger, 1996). In Vygotsky's concept of the zone of proximal development,

internalization plays a central role in leaming of information, however it also includes the
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notion of social character. l explore the notion of social character~ social interactions,

and social processes later in this chapter under the heading of emotional intelligence.

Vygotsky's concept of the zone of proximal development has undergone many different

interpretations. Lave and Wenger (1996) have differentiated between three main

interpretations: "scaffolding", "cultural", and "collectivist" or "societal" interpretations.

A scaffolding interpretation, assumes a distinction between support for the initial

performance of tasks and subsequent performance without assistance. Second, a cultural

interpretation assumes the distance between cultural knowledge, which is taught~ and the

everyday experience of the individual in a particular context. This second interpretation

can be thought of in terms of understood knowledge (as provided by instruction) and

active knowledge (as owned by the individual) (Hedegaard, 1988). This interpretation is

based on Vygotsky's distinction between scientific and everyday concepts. Vygotsky

argued that mature concepts are reached when the scientific and everyday versions

amalgamate. In both the scaffolding and cultural interpretations of the zone of proximal

development, these scholars do not account for the place of learning in the broader

context of the structure in the social world (Lave & Wenger, 1996), nor nested contexts

that affect learning (Maguire, 1994).

A third type of interpretation of the zone of proximal development takes a

collectivistlsocietal perspective. Engestrom (1987) subscribes to this interpretation and

defines the zone of proximal development as the, "distance between the everyday actions

of individuals and the historically new form of the sodetal activity that can be

collectively generated as a solution to the double bind potentially embedded in...everyday

actions" (p. 174). Ifwe use this interpretation of the zone of proximal development, then

we go beyond pedagogy and explore the structure of the social world and account for the

conflictual nature of social practice among individuals and social groups. Using this

interpretation, the focus is on the process of social transformation. In other words~ more
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emphasis is placed on "connecting issues of sociocultural transformations with changing

relations between newcomers and old-timers in the context of a changing shared practice"

(Lave & Wenger~ 1996, p.l44). In this inquiry, many of the teachers appear to be very

aware of the need to explore and try to understand the social worlds of their students.

The following vignette is an example of one teacher's awareness of her student's

changing social world and he! ability to support this student, despite the difficulties early

in their relationship. Rebecca (teacher) is aware of the difficult home environment in

which Nancy Ca student) is living. Rebecca can see sorne connections to her sornetimes

difficult school behavior, and cao also see how much Nancy has developed since

September, when she was very suspicious of Rebecca's support of her, arguing with

Rebecca often.

A students' changing social world and a teacher's openness

....1 would let Nancy get away with things at the beginning but 1 wouldn 't let

others just because (l sympathized with her home life). It was (her behavior)

manipulation in a way or intimidation in a way orjust l didn J t know what to do

with it. ..they (the class) saw us grow through that they saw Nancy and 1 like our
relationship grow and so...

...1 had l really hard time with it, 1 went to Angela and 1 cried...Nancy and Angela

and 1 had a meeting and 1 spoke with Nancy's social worker on the phone and

NancyJs social worker was telling me that yeah Nancy comes home and bitches

about you...l knew that 1 couldn 't go a year with her in my class feeling

intimidated by her ...she had to figure out that she respected me or 1 had to gain

her respect or something... there were afew maybe explosions ... Sometimes she'fl

put her head dawn and sometimes l let her and other times 1 don 't, but l'III know

when it'sjust because she's you know not reallyfeeling like participating orwhen

it's because she really needs ta because she's going through something you know
1 can sense that....

Sometimes....she wouldn 't be doing anything and she would be loaking at

her leg but meanwhile l'm maldng sure that everyone else is paying attention...l

couldn 't let her get away with that because it was bad energy in the class. ...1



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

57

always gave her the choice, 1 always said you can eitherface me and participate

like everyone else respectfully or you can leave the class ifyou can't do whatever.

Sometimes she would leave the class and sometimes she would stay she'd always

roll her eyes and huffand puff...

One day / probably just lost it and said like go to the oasis (time out room)

or something and she didn't and she didn't move and she just put her head down

and 1 knew that she was crying. Sa / didn 'tforce it and this was last period and

um and the rest of the class see they're aU so okay with that and / find that is what

you ger in a special situation in regular schools they're sa big on this like oh it's

notfair, sa oh it's no! fair and in our school the kids really understand that

sometimes people need special treatment you know and that if's okay. (They

know that with other students in different situations ifa student) refused to go to

the oasis, / would have enforced it. But this was an emotional issue sa it was

different and um....and ah sa in this situation she had started crying and / knew

she had started crying and she was at the back ofthe class and we just continued

the class but it was kind ofa somber energy. Before the end ofthe class / said

Nancy don 't leave because / would like ta speak ta you, the rest of the class

left..../ had no idea what / was going ta say and 1 was shaking. But this had been

1 don't know numberfour breakout ...where she really wasn 't following my

directions. She was crying and like never once looked up. 1just said 1 know 1

don't know what's up with YOU. 1 said 1 don 't know what approach to take with

YOU. 1 said 1 don't know how ta make this work. / said, but the only thing / know

is that / cannat accept you being disrespectful ta me or ta the class as a whole or

just ta the class environment, like not even to individuals. 1 said, so what / expect

is that you fa llaw my directions and treat me with respect and participate like a

student .../ started crying and had ta leave, like my voice cracked but / said ... /

just teach[rom my heart and 1 said, you know 1 love ta get to know the students

personally and be able ta teach [rom my heart...when 1 care abaut students

sometimes 1 have ta be hard on them, 1 can be more[ree with them and 1 said

right now it's obviaus that you don 1 t want to let me do that wlth you. / said, so

that's fine / can just be your teacher, but then you will have ta follow the rules

that / set as a teacher. / said, and ifone day you are ready ta let me teach [rom

my heart ...,my voice cracked, and 1just said you'il let me know and then / left 1

walked out. 1 didn 't say anything and then / kind oflike gathered myself and it

took me aboutfour orfive minutes. Then 1 came back in and 1 said rm sorry for

walking out. 1 said, 1 hope that you 1 re okay, 1 said that 1just don't know what ta

do, it's up ta you now but 1 will not let you get away with things just because
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you 're going to through a temper tantrum, 1 said, Sa now it's up to you and 1just

like left....
so that was in around October, ...around almost my birthday ...she made a

cake and everything and brought it[rom the from the group home she made like

this chocolate cake and she organized, she told the kids they were amazing they

collected money she bought me a cup she bought me a Scorpio mug and um they

wanted to get me a chalk holder but couldn'tfind one and ah sile organized who

brought in the coke who brought in the chips who brought in paper plates who

brought in plastic forles they thaught ofeverything they thaught ofabsolutely

everything they had candIes they had like they thought ofeverything they had a

card that they had everybody sign they had a presentfor Derek and a cardfor

Derek, it was amazing it was sa weil organized and they had it aU set up and 1

didn't even get it. They had Mrs.B ...period before on Friday for English and

when 1 came up the class 1 was aU excited cause Friday last period MRE 1 know

that we 're just gonna have a class that we 're gonna sing happy birthday andjust

talk and Mrs.B comes out and catches me in the halilike before the window ofthe

class and says Rebecca, 1 have ta go into with you, 1 really want to take five

minutes o/your class, Fm sorry but it was a nightmare class they were

horrendous, she said 1 couldn't get anyone in control. 1 said, oh Karen l'm sorry

1 know that they're hyper and 1 started explaining and justifying and she said they

went overboard she was so good she said so 1 need you there and 1 want to talk

about it so 1 said okay fine so 1 came in 1 came in with Karen and had like my

back up and everything and they aIl shouted surprise and started singing happy

birthday and Karen started laughing it was so funny but she did so such a good

job like she did such a good job because 1 was 1 had already like 1 was gonna

bLast them 1 was just ready to like freak out on them so it was really good
anyways...

This is an excellent example of a teacher trying to understand the changing social

world of her student, and yet setting limits for this student. This teacher, Rebecca, was

able to validate her student by acknowledging the students' feelings and her own feelings.

Rebecca provided Nancy with the space she needed when she was experiencing difficulty

at home and yet set limits with respect to the classroom. In doing 50, over time, this

teacher and student were able to develop a supportive and trusting relationship.
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Scientific and Spontaneous Concepts and the Zone Of Proximal Development

Various scholars support the different interpretations of the zone of proximal

development. However, we should not discount the cultural interpretation and the

distinction between scientific and spontaneous concepts so quickly. Social interactions in

ongoing and everyday activities of a culture, including school activities, mediate the

learning process. The question then becomes whether infotmalleaming is categorically

different from formallearning. There are contrasting viewpoints on this issue. Vygotsky

proposed that this dichotomy can be viewed as the relationship between spontaneous and

scientific concepts. Scientific concepts can be explained as those concepts which result

from schooling. Spontaneous concepts are those which grow from an individual's own

persona! experience. The dichotomy, of course, is abstract versus concrete.

Vygotsky views the environment from a social-cultural-historical perspective

(O'Connor, 1998). Related to this perspective is the issue of the relationship between

spontaneous and scientific concept formation and development, both of which occur in a

social context. Vygotsky suggested that concept formation in children grows as their

spontaneous concepts meet scientific concepts. When concepts emerge from a child's

everyday living experiences and meet with concepts which emerge from classroom

instructionlactivities, a childls concept formation progresses and evolves. Vygotsky

proposes that spontaneous and scientific concepts evolve differently. However, their

formation is part of a unitary process where each relates to and is influenced by the other.

As the two converge, the scientific becornes more concrete, whereas the spontaneous

becomes more abstracto

Vygotsky suggested that spontaneous concepts find their regulation in the zone of

proximal development, where through interaction with adults or more capable peers,

leamers meet and take on the systematic structures of adult thougbt. The dyad allows the

leamer to appropriate the strengths of scientific thought characterized by logical structure
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and authority, which counteracts the weaknesses of spontaneous thought characterized by

empirically rich but disorganized concepts. In reading about the differences between

spontaneous and scientific thought, it seems as though Vygotsky places more weight on

scientific concepts. He writes that, "Instruction (source of scientific concepts) is one of

the principal sources of the school child's concepts and is also a powerful source in

directing their evolution; it detennines the fate of his total mental developrnent"

(Vygotsky. 1986. p. 157). This quote provides sorne credence to the thought that

Vygotsky sees spontaneous concepts as subordinate to scientific concepts. However, if

we were to consider it necessary for spontaneous concepts to become scientific ones

through the mediation of instruction, this would provide a very linear view of learning,

one which is reductionistic in nature (O'Connor, 1998). It is my belief that spontaneous

thought is necessary in order to provide a student with sorne background to understand

and learn the scientific concepts provided in a classroom setting. For example. if a class

is about to begin a unit about volcanoes, it would he helpful if. before beginning to read,

the class discussed [Ifst what they already know about volcanoes. This type of discussion

allows the students ta be aware that they already have sorne background knowledge.

This knowledge may stem from family discussions, seeing a volcano erupt on the

television news, anything. By discussing what the students already know about a topic,

imaginary hooks are created in their minds. As they read or learn more about the topic in

school, students can add information to their hooks, create new hooks, and throw away

pre-existing hooks which may have contained misinformation.

Social Interaction and the Zone Of Proximal Development

Social interaction with others is central to the everyday contexts in which cognitive

activities occur. Rogoff and Gardner (1984) suggest that social interaction with more

capable members of a society in terms of material and conceptual tools are important
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'cultural amplifiers' to extend the cognitive processes in children. In Vygotsky's socio­

cultural historical perspective, he argues that language is the central mediator of learning.

Therefore, within the notion of the zone of proximal development, learners are generally

in collaborative activity within a specific social context. As a learner works in a

collaborative situation with an adult or more capable peer, the social system is being both

learned and created simultaneously (O'Connor, 1998). These interactions are frequently

mediated through language, primarily at an interpsychological level and later at an

intrapsychological levei. Vygotsky places great significance on how leamers interact

with others in the acquisition of intellectual skills (Moll, 1990).

In the zone of proximal development, a child is not merely a passive recipient of the

adult's teachings, nor is the adult simply a model of successful, expert behavior. Rather,

the adult-child (e.g., teacher-student) dyad engages in a joint problem-solving activity in

which they both share in the knowledge of and responsibility for the activity. Werstch

believes that although an adult in the dyad may model a task, the adult must aIso create a

level of "intersubjectivity" about the meaning of the activity (Werstch, 1984).

Intersubjectivity, in this case means that a child needs to redefine the problem in terms of

an adult perspective. Once the child and adult share the same goals and definition of the

problem to be solved, the adult must slowly transfer the task of responsibility to the child

(Rogoff & Gardner, 1984). From Vygotsky's perspective on scientific concepts, one

assumes that leamers take on the adult structures similarly. In other words, during the

interaction between a learner and an adult, or more capable peer, a learner intemalizes an

adult's thought. This is probably too simplistic. In fact, a leamer and adult together share

worlds in order to negotiate meaning. It is a joint problem-solving activity in which they

share the knowledge of and responsibility for the activity. Despite Werstch's (1984) in­

depth discussion of adult-child intersubjectivity, we know very tittle about the process

involved in the successful transfer of task responsibility from the adult ta the child,
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especially from the perspectives of children and adolescents. Based on the works of

Werstch (1984), Rogoff and Gardner (1984) and Diaz et al. (1990) two important

characteristics promote self-regulatory development. One, is the verbalization of plans

and goals by an adult~ and the second is an adult's gradual withdrawal from the regulatory

raIe. It is important ta note that adults are not the only people in the children's social

worlds. Let us consider the role of peers in the zone of proximal development.

Zone Of Proximal Development and The Role of Peers

The majority of the research that has been conducted and discussed up to this point

concems adult-child dyad relations. However, when Vygotsky introduced bis concept of

the zone of proximal development~he suggested that more competent peers as weIl as

adults could contribute to a child's development (Vygotsky, 1978). In research conducted

by Tudge (1990), he examined the effects of collaboration among peers aged 5-to 9-

years-old. He suggests that in class, students act as tiltors helping less competent peers

leam a straightforward skill. Tudge (1990) suggests that even when peer collaboration is

not encouraged, the potential raIe of peers should not be dismissed. It is important to

remember that schooling and leaming are part of the socializing process. In my inquiry, l

found many instances of peers supporting peers, which 1 examine in chapter four.

Tudge (1990) poses an interesting question. When an adult provides infonnation

within a student's zone of proximal development, we assume that development does

indeed resuit. He asks, can we be certain that development occurs when peers interact?

According to research conducted in the area of peer collaboration, the answer is yeso

Interactions with more competent peers has been shown to be highly effective in

promoting cognitive development in problem-solving in areas such as mathematics (e.g.,

Zack, 1998; Bearison, Magzamen, & Filardo, 1986). Damon and Phelps (1987 in Tudge,

1990) have examined the types of peer interaction. They claim that the degree of equality



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

63

of the reIationship and degree of mutual involvement among the peers is important.

These researcbers distinguished between peer tutoring, peer collaboration, and

cooperative learning. They are not certain of the value of cooperative learning, but

reported that peer tutoring can be effective in consolidating knowledge already attained.

They reported that peer collaboration can have long term effects on the child's

understanding of difficult concepts. There is no guarantee tbat the meaning that is

created when two peers interact will be at a higher cognitive level regardIess if whether

one peer is more competent than the other, or if the information being provided is within

the zone of proximal development of the less competent peer. Tudge (1990) suggests

that researchers should not assume the cognitive benefits of pairing peers, but should

focus on the process of the interaction and what is being constructed in the process. Zack

(1998) maintains that what is crucial is how the peers negotiate shared understandings.

Emotional Intelligence

Anyane can became angry- that is easy. But ta be angry with the right person, to

the right degree, at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right way- this

is nat easy. (Aristotle, The Nicamachean Ethics).

Introduction

In his philosophieal inquiry in The Nicomachean Ethics , Aristotle posed the

following question. "How can we as human beings manage our emotional life with

intelligence?" He recognized that the problem was not human emotion itself but the

appropriateness of emotion and its expression. Goleman (1997) argues that the construet

of emotional intelligence is a new and developing area of interest in the field of

psychology. He posed the question, "how can we bring intelligence to our emotions ­

and civility to our streets and caring to our conununallife" (Goleman, 1997; p. xiv).
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The Intelligence Quotient (IQ) has traditionally been seen as genetic, fixed. and

unchanged by life experiences. The notion has been that people are either smart or they

are not. People are born that way and there are tests that can determine how smart each

one ofus is. The Scholastic Achievement Test (SAT) test often used for college

admissions in the United States is based on the same notion of a single kind of aptitude

that determines an individuals future. Goleman (1997) asks what factors count for those

people who have high IQs yet flounder, and others with modest IQs who do surprisingly

weil? He posits that the answer lies in the concept of emotional intelligence. Emotional

intelligence includes self-control, enthusiasm, persistence, and the ability to motivate

oneself. He suggests that these skills can he taught, thereby providing children with the

chance to use their inteilectual potential. l have included a section on emotional

intelligence in my dissertation as 1 believe that it may play a crucial raIe understanding

why sorne adolescents with Lds use support weil and others do note

Academic versus EmotionaI Intelligence

Traditional studies of learning assume that there is a relationship between IQ and

"success" in life. In other words. as a rule those who have very low IQs tend to have

menialjobs, whereas those with high IQs tend to work atjobs that pay them weIl. But

Gardner (1995) and Goleman (1997) agree that this is not always the case. Gardner

(1995) suggests that only 20% of our life success is detennined by IQ. This means that

80% of our success in life remains to he influenced by other factors, such as social class

and luck.

How do we explain the different destinies of people who have about the same IQ,

schooling, and opportunities? IQ offers us little to help answer tbis question. Arnold

(1995) and Arnold and Denny (1992) conducted a longitudinal study of the life paths of

81 high school valedictorians and salutatorians. Each of the valedictorians and
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salutatorians were chosen because they each had the highest grade-point averages in their

schools, from the 1981 graduating class. Their fmdings suggest that in college this group

continued to excel in their academics studies. However, by their late twenties, they had

achieved only average leveIs of success. The authors reported that ten years after high

school graduation. ooly one in four had reached the highest level among their same age

peers in their chosen profession. Arnold (1992) explains "...to know that a person is a

valedictorian is to know ooly that he or she is exceedingly good in achievements

measured by grades. It tells you nothing about how they react to the vicissitudes of life"

(Chicago Tribune, May 29, 1992).

Gardner (1983) is best known for bis notion of multiple intelligence and bis

challenge of the traditional view of IQ. What is most crucial in Gardner's theory is the

idea ofmultiple intelligences, as opposed to one single standardized concept of IQ. In his

book Frames ofMind. he introduces the notion that there is not one kind of intelligence

crucial for success in life, but rather a wide spectrum of intelligences. He believes that

there are seven key varieties, wbich can each be further broken down. The seven types of

multiple intelligences which are included in Gardner's model include two academic types

of intelligence, verbal and mathematical-Iogical. A third type is spatial intelligence, such

as an anist or architect would have. A fourth type, kinesthetic strengths, was displayed

by Magic Johnson. Next, is musical intelligence as seen in Mozart or Sarah McLaughlin.

The final two types are referred to as persona! intelligences. They are interpersonal and

intrapersonal intelligences. Interpersona! intelligence is the ability to understand other

people, in terms of what motivates them, how they work, how to work with them.

Individuals who tend to have good interpersonal intelligence are teachers, clinicians,

religious leaders, among others. A great therapist like Carl Rogers or a world-class

leader like Martin Luther King Jr. would be examples of individuals who possess

excellent interpersonal intelligence. Intrapersonal intelligence refers to an inner
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contentment that arises from attuning one's life to be in keeping with one's true feelings.

Intrapersonal intelligence is the key to self-knowledge.

Gardner acknowledges that bis seven key components of intelligence are arbitrary;

He and his research group have stretched the list to twenty different varieties of

intelligence. For example, interpersonal intelligence can be broken down into leadership,

the ability to nurture relationships and keep friends, and the ability to resolve conflicts.

Gardner's model of intelligence emphasizes cognition - the understanding of oneself

and others and getting along with others. However, he bas not pursued the raIe of

feelings in these intelligences. His model focuses on meta-cognition, an awareness of

one's mental processes, as opposed to the full range of emotional capabilities (meta

awareness).

Sternberg (1985), a Yale psycbologist, asked people to describe an "intelligent

person". Practical people skills were among the main traits listed. Sternberg's (1985)

research led mm to confinn the opinion of E.L. Thorndilce who was influential in

popularizing the notion of IQ. Thorndike's opinion in the 1930s was that social

intelligence (the ability to understand others) is distinct from academic abilities, and a

key part of what makes people do weIl in the practicalities of life. Salovey (1990),

another Yale psychologist, supports the views of bis colleagues Sternberg and Gardner

that it is important to take a wider view of intelligence. Salovey (1990) includes five

main domains in ms definition of emotional intelligence. These five are: (a) knowing

one's emotions, self-awareness; Ch) managing emotions, handIing one's emotions so they

are appropriate; (c) motivating oneself; (d) recognizing emotions in others, the ability to

empathize; and (e) handling relationships, the skill of managing emotions in others.

There are many on-going projects wmch have implemented sorne of the main

features of emotional intelligence (e.g., Arts PROPEL and Spectrum, (Hatch & Gardner,

1996». One such program can be found at Nueva School, a private elernentary school in
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San Francisco, founded by Karen Stone McCown. The subject in Self Science class is

about one's feelings. The class focuses on the emotional fabric of each child's life, a topie

which is usually ignored in other classrooms across North America. The tapies are

totally dependent on what the children bring to the classroom. They depend on the

tensions and traumas of the children's lives. During an interview November 7. 1993 with

the New York Times. McCown said IfLearning doesn't take place in isolation from lOds'

feelings. Being emotionally literate is as important for learning as instruction in math

and reading" The goal ofthis program, as it is in the others - (Arts PROPEL and

Spectrum) - is to raise the level of social and emotional competence in aIl children as a

part of their regular education. It is not just for children who are experiencing sorne

difficulty in their lives. Many school-based prevention programs that target specifie

behaviors, such as teen smoking, drinking or violence, have found that programs are

more effective when they teach a core of emotional and social competence, such as

impulse control, anger management, and finding creative solutions ta social predicaments

(Grant, 1992). There have aIso been many studies conducted in which interventions have

been successfully designed to target specifie social and emotional difficulties such as

aggression and depression (Dodge & Feldman, 1990; Parker & Asher, 1990; Asher &

Williams, 1987). It would seem logical to take the information learned from these highly

focused studies and use sorne of the findings as preventative measures for an entire

school population (taught by general and specialized classroom teachers) as Nueva

School has done (McCown, 1993; Stone & Dillehunt, 1978). Like good childrearing, the

lessons that are taught in the Self Science classes are smaII, but they are delivered

regularly and over a sustained period of years. That is how emotionai learning becomes

ingrained (McCown, 1993; Stone & Dillehunt, 1978).

Emotional intelligence is a fascinating field of study. but unfortunately it does not

have a great deal of empirical research ta support it. There are no standardized
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measurements which yield an emotional intelligence score. They are probably

impossible to create although there is much research on the components. For example, in

the area of empathy it is best tested by sampling a person's ability to empathize while

they are interacting with others. Such as having a participant read a person's feelings

from a video of their facial expressions.

Vygotsky and Students with Special Needs

Vygotsky is best known as a psycholinguist, a theorist, and a founder of Soviet

cognitive developmental psychology. What is less weIl known is that he played a key

role in establishing the discipline of developmental psychology in Russia. One of

Vygotsky's main contributions to the discipline was to help provide a strong theoretical

basis for teaching children with special needs as a single unified field (McCagg, 1989).

Vygotsky's work in the area of special needs was trrst published in the 1920s and 1930s

and continues to influence the field in Russia today. The tenu defectology, or

defektologia as it is known in Russia, is concerned with abnormal psychology, learning

disabilities, and special education as it is known in North America. He frequently wrote

about the general education of students with physical and intellectual disabilities, the

developrnent of teacher training programs and teaching rnethods .

As Vygotsky theorized about children with special needs in the 1920s, he began to

conceptualize his concept of the zone of proximal development, although he did not use

the term and fully construct the concept of zone of proximal development until the 19305.

Vygotsky argued that educators "look not only at the plateau or delay in development but

at overall potential" (Knox & Stevens, 1993, p. 17). Knox and Stevens (1993) interpreted

Vygotsky's writings to mean that schools, "must develop special pedagogical techniques

aimed at the positive uniqueness of these children, to create in them the necessary

sociocultural superstructure which will shore up development at its point of physical or
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mental weakness" (Knox & Stevens, 1993, p. 17). Vygotsky advocated that it was

necessary to remove the borderlines between the special schools and public schools.

However, we cao not be sure that he insisted that children with special needs attend the

same schools with children without special needs. According to Knox and Stevens

(1993), he insisted on the concept of differentiation, which means "special alternative

means of communication and developrnent" (e.g., braille, or sorne other means of

mediation and communication), "more teaching", "special auxiliary means", "special

teachers", and "a differentiated education" at every stage oftheir development (p. 23).

Vygotsky points out tbat although the means of development may be different, the

fundamental processes of development are "the same for both normal and abnormal

children, and the educational content must be the same for both" (Knox & Stevens, 1993,

p. 16). Vygotsky suggested that if these groups were educated separately it "would

inevitably lead to the creation of a special breed ofpeople" (Vygotsky, 1989, p. 178).

Vygotsky's thoughts regarding inclusive education were progressive. Inclusive education

is certainly a major issue today in the field of special education.

Inclusive Education

Brief Historical Overview of Inclusive Education

Advocates for students with exceptionalities have different opinions about

classroom placement of students with special needs. The current trend in education is an

inclusive classroom. Lemer (1993) defines full inclusion as: "The policy of placing and

instructing all children, including all categories of disability and levels of severity, in

their neighborhood school and the regular classroom ll (p. 580). Although all advocates

of students with special needs share a hope of creating optimal learning environments for

all students, advocates for students with exceptionalities disagree on the benefits of full
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inclusion. l provide a critical discussion using the philosophicalliterature, the research

and practicalliterature, as weil as my own experience, on the major rationales for and

against the inclusion of students with many different types ofexceptionalities. 1 will

describe what inclusive education is in theory versus what is actually occurring in the

classrooms.

In the last thirty years, the groundwork for inclusion has been laid within the field of

special education. We have moved from segregated leaming environments in the 1960s,

through mainstreaming and the least restrictive environment (LRE) in the 1970s, to

Integration and the Regular Education Initiative (REl) in the 1980s, to inclusive

education and the diverse classroom in the 1990s. Although many of these terms have

been used interchangeably (Vergason & Anderegg, 1992; in Roberts & Mather, 1995),

they all represent different periods of time in the historical development of our education

system regarding how children with special needs should be educated. Historically, the

term mainstreaming was used to denote deinstitutionalization (Dailey, 1974; MacMillan

& Semmel, 1977; in Roberts and Mather, 1995). Mainstreaming refers to partial or total

integration of students into a regular classroom based on an individual's personal

characteristics, capabilities, and educational needs. In conjunction with mainstreaming

came the philosophy and legal rights for all students to be educated in the "Least

Restrictive Environment" (LRE), which is the key principle of O.S. Federal Law 94-142,

and the guiding principle of the education initiatives in Canadian provinces.

This model of LRE offered a cascade of services in which students had ta "fit" into

the placement. In other words, various services were available within the schools and the

students had ta adapt ta what was provided, as opposed to teachers or educators working

with the students to develop a plan which best suits their needs. This model was

problematic in that educators were provided with a license ta segregate students based on

administrative needs rather than on the students' best interests. A push came from parent
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and advocate groups for a fuller integration policy in which students with special needs

were placed in a regular class with support as a fIfst option. The intent of this "Regular

Education Initiative" (REl) was to get special education and regular education to merge

togetber, hence the terro integration. The goal was to transfer the know1edge and

curriculum of special education to regular education. The 1990s brought with it the

notion of inclusive education and diverse classrooms. In other words. the classrooms are

designed to meet the needs of all students, at least in principle.

Inclusion

The terro full inclusion means different things to different people (Fuchs & Fuchs,

1994). However, the notion is that classrooms, and supports within a classroom, should

he designed to meet the diverse needs (leaming, social-emotional, cultural, mobility, race,

etc.) of all students. Sapon-Shevin (1995) highlights the following goals of an inclusive

classroom: Ca) creating and maintaining warm and accepting classroom communities that

celebrate diversity and embrace differences; Cb) implementing multilevel, multimodal

curriculum and teaching strategies; Cc) preparing and supporting teachers to teach

interactively; Cd) providing on-going support for teachers in their cIassrooms and

breaking down the barriers of professional isolation; and, finally, (e) involving parents in

the planning process in meaningful ways. In this model of full inclusion, each child is

assessed, not for placement purposes, but for planning and program purposes (Lusthaus,

Gazith & Lusthaus, 1992). A team including regular and special educators, parents and

the student, plan and implement a curriculum to ensure social and academic needs are

being met. Although research findings have not been consistent with regards to the

effects of full inclusion programs on students with disabilities and their families (Vaughn

& Schumm, 1995), inclusion has become a popular educational trend.
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In theory, as has been discussed, inclusion has many wonderful aspects. However,

sorne difficulties have arisen in its practical application. 1 discuss the major rationales for

and against full inclusion. There are four major rationales supporting inclusive

education Ca) the prevention of discrimination; (b) the benefits of students learning from

each other; (c) learning about the diversity in our communities and; (d) the lack of

support for segregated and pull-out models of education. The major rationales against

tbis inclusive model are threefold: (a) teachers being overwhelmed by and unprepared for

the diversity of needs; (b) students not receiving the supports and services which they

deserve and; (c) the lack of resources made available to optirnally implement this mode!.

Major Rationales For Inclusion

1. One of the major philosophical rationales for inclusive education is the protection of

the basic human right to equal treatrnent. In the past, students were placed in special

education settings based on a label indicating that they were a student with special needs

(Gartner & Lipsky, 1988). Proponents argue that excluding any child from general

education classes is discriminatory, counter productive and unacceptable (Smith, 1993).

Ganner and Lipsky (1988) suggest that we should learn from our mistakes and attempt ta

create a unitary educational system that incorporates quality education for all students.

In Quebec, education is included as a tlhuman righttl in the Quebec Charter of Ruman

Rights and Freedoms: "Every person has a right, to the extent and according to the

standards provided for by law, to free public education". School boards are required to

provide education to ail students: "without distinction, exclusion or preference based

on....a handicap or the use of any means ta palliate a handicap Il (Canadian Charter of

Human Rights and Freedoms, 1982). The Education Act of Quebec requires school

boards to adapt regular educational services to meet the needs of students with

exceptionalities through the use of an individualized education plan (lEP).
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2. A second rationale supporting inclusive education is the opportunity it provides for

children to leam that everyone has different needs and that everyone belongs in society.

In other words~ inclusion promotes the acceptance of diversity and the understanding that

people have diverse needs. By having all children in class together, children with special

needs will not feel isolated and as "different" as they do in segregated environments. The

premise here is that inclusion allows all children to belong rather than the need to "fit"

ioto the class. "Belongiog" has been found to be essential to fostering self-esteem and

self-confidence (Kunc, 1992; in Villa, Udis, & Thousand, 1994). Sapon-Shevin (1995)

supports this rationale by stating that the world is an inclusive community and that it is

important for children to have an opportunity to learn and grow within classes that reflect

the communities in which they live. Halvorsen and Sallor (1990) echo this point by

suggesting that the ratio of students with disabilities attending schools should be

representative of the community. Special classes become discriminatory with a

disproportionate percentage of students from minority and low incarne families (Gartner

& Lipsky, 1988).

Gartner and Lipsky (1988) briefly discuss the importance of treating people with a

disability as people, tIrst and foremost. Martha Saxton, a woman with Spina Bifida, is

quoted in Gartner and Lipsky (1988) as having said, "...l'm not lucky or unlucky. rmjust

the way 1 am." This statement among many others in the aîLÎcle imply that a disability is

only one dimension of a person, not all-defining and not inherently a barrier to being

recognized as a full human being.

3. In teacher-supported inclusive settings~ children have the opportunity to leam from

each other. Many articles discuss the problem of students with disabilities not being

able, or more accurately not being given the opportunity, to make friends and interact

with peers. They generally have poor social and behavioral skills (Gartner & Lipsky,
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1988; Madden & SIavin, 1983; Porter & Richler, 1991; McIntosh, Vaughn, Schumm.

Haager & Lee, 1993). For example, children with behavioral difficulties when pulled out

of the regular classroom become immersed in a classroom culture of disturbance and

dysfunction with no pro-social models, and this creates and perpetuates a culture of

dysfunctional behavior (Kunc, 1992; in Villa, Udis, & Thousand, 1994). Also, research

supports the thesis that for students with severe disabilities, the child-child interactions

found in inclusive settings enhance verbal, play, and social communication to a far

greater extent than the adult-child interactions found in segregated settings (Halvorsen &

Sailor, 1990). These findings provide evidence that peer interactions found within an

inclusive environment have positive effects on many dimensions of learning.

In addition to the advantages that children with special needs gain from their peers.

these interactions have aIso been found to have a positive impact on their non-disabled

peers. Biklen. Corrigan. and Quick (1989) carried out a study with non-disabled

elementary school children in an inclusive setting. Students described their experiences.

saying they learned to interpret differences in appearance and behaviors in new ways.

made connections between the feelings of children with disabilities and their own

experiences. and seeing the value that each group had for the other.

In another study. Kishi (1988) examined different types of contact between peers with

and without severe disabilities. He found that students who had experienced contact or

interaction with peers with severe disabilities retained more positive attitudes than those

who had no contact. More recently, Kishi and Meyer (1994) conducted a six-year

follow-up study to examine what children without disabilities remembered and reported

about the effects of social contact with students who had severe disabilities. They found

that students had significantly more positive attitudes. higher levels of currently reported

social contact, and more support for full community participation. Unfortunately, no true

friendships were supported at the time of the foIlow-up of these students.
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hl a year-long ethnographie study of social relations between high school aged

students with severe disabilities and their peers without disabilities, students without

disabilities described benefiting from the experience, learning from students with

disabilities, having the positive experience of supporting another person, and increasing

their own ability to deal with a person with disability in their lives (Murray-Seegert,

1989). Clearly, the evidence indicates that many people who participate in inclusive

environments benefit, when their own scholastic needs are being met.

4. A fourth rationale for inclusive education is that there is little evidence to suggest

that special classes and pull-out programs enhance the academic and social-emotional

success of sorne students'. In fact, sorne suggest that these programs may actually harm

them. Although sorne people believe that segregated and pull-out programs offer

children instruction that better meets their needs, research has found evidence to the

contrary. Many researchers suggest that there is very little evidence that supports the

need for segregated settings (i.e. Sapon-Shevin, in O'Neil, 1994/1995; Ganner & Lipsky,

1988; Madden & Slavin, 1983). In fact, there is compelling evidence that suggests quite

the opposite (Ganner & Lipsky, 1988; Madden & Slavin, 1983). In fifty studies

reviewed by Gartner and Lipsky (1988) in which they compared the acadernic

performance of mainstreamed and segregated students with varying disabilities, the mean

academic performance of the integrated group was in the 80th percentile, while the

segregated students scored in the 50th percentile. In a review of programs for students

with academic disabilities, there were no consistent benefits of full-time special education

programs. In fact, the studies revealed that full or part-time regular class placements

were more beneficial for students' achievements, self-esteem, behavior, and emotional

adjustment (Gartner & Lipsky, 1988). Sorne of the under-achievement fmdings in the

segregated settings may be a result of a lowering of expectations (Will, 1996). This
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effect has been documented by Rosenthal and Jacobson (1966) in their classic study of

how labeling a child changes teachers' expectations and in turn affects students'

performance. Further, it bas been suggested that often when students are pulled-out of

class to receive special services (i.e. math tutoring)7 the regular classroom teachers do not

feel responsible for that child's Ieaming in that particular subject (Gartner & Lipsky.

1988). Inclusive education bas the potential to prevent that attitude from occurring, as

the students will not he leaving the classroom to be taught differently from their peers.

These findings suggest that inclusive education would enhance sorne students' acadeIIÙc

and social-emotional success.

Problems with Implementing an Inclusive Philosophy

The following are three major rationales that challenge the concept of inclusive

education:

1. Research suggests that teachers feel they lack the knowledge, skiIls, and confidence

to cope with inclusive classrooms. They also feel that classes will be too large and

diverse to meet the needs of each student. Many teachers of students with diverse needs

support inclusion in theory. But, they consider the necessary adaptations to he desirable

but not feasihle (McIntosh et. al., 1993; Schumm & Vaughn, 1991; Smith, 1993; Vaughn

& Schumm, 1995). Teachers considered the following adaptations to be the least

feasihle: Ca) adapting regular material; (b) using alternative materials; and (c) providing

individualized instruction (McIntosh et al. ,1993). Many teachers of students with Lds

have reported that they lack the knowledge and skills to appropriately plan for and

instruct this population (Schumm & Vaughn. 1992; Schumm & Vaughn, 1995; Schumm,

Vaughn, Gordon, & Rothlein, 1994; Vaughn & Schumm, 1994). For an inclusive

classroom to he successful, adaptations to curriculum materials need to be made. But
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students have reported that such adaptations were not made frequently enough (Schumm

& Vaughn, 1995).

In addition to concems about adaptations, teachers aIso expressed concern regarding

the need for smaller cIass sizes, the extent to which all students would benefit from

inclusion, and the lack of teacher preparation (Vaughn, Schumm, JalIad, Slusher, &

Saumell, 1996). Vaughn, Schumm, Jallad, Slusher and Saumell (1996) concluded that

the majority of teachers haè strong negative feelings about inclusion, and that teachers

felt that decision makers were out of touch with classroom realities. A majority of

teachers continue to favor ability grouping, and only a minority believe that students with

special needs are best served in inclusive classrooms (King & Perk, 1992; in Smith

1993).

Convinced - teachers are essential for a successful inclusive class. Yet, sorne

teachers continue to report an inability to cope with snch diversity (Madden & Slavin,

1983). Perhaps this is due to a lack of available training or tao much is being asked of

them. These are two key possibilities that require further investigation.

2. By definition, in an inclusive classroom there will be a large diversity of students'

needs that will have to be met. Concerns have arisen regarding the adequacy of inclusive

classrooms, and the abilities of teachers ta address these needs. In an inclusive classroom

students may not get the attention, education, and services they need to become

successful. Even sorne teachers, reported to be effective, have been found to faII short

when faced with a multitude of adaptations to the regular curriculum, resulting in sorne

students' needs not being met (Mclntosh et al., 1993). In fact, research conducted using

students with Lds has shawn that these students do not do weIl academically in general

education classrooms (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Femstrom, 1993). This may be a result of

instruction delivered in a traditional manner (i.e. undifferentiated large-group instruction)
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(Bak:er~ Zigmond~ 1990; McIntosh et aL~ 1993). Research has found that students with

and without Lds were treated the same by their teachers. Few adaptations were made,

and although students were included in class activities they participated very little

(McIntosh et al., 1993).

Based on the above findings and the fiodings that sorne students with Lds report

enjoying special education and the extra help they get (padeliadu & Zigmond~ 1996), it

has been suggested that inclusion is more beneficial for sorne students (e.g.~ students with

severe disabilities) than for other students (e.g.~ students with mild Lds and behavior

disorders) CVaughn & Schumm~ 1995).

3. Many researchers, teachers~ and parents have identified the lack of adequate

resources as a blockade to successful inclusion CVaughn & Schumm~ 1995; Vaughn~

Schumm~ Jallad, Slusher, & Saumell, 1994). Schools that have successfully implemented

inclusion programs have faced an increase in financial expenditures (McLaughlin &

Warren~ 1993, in Vaughn & Schumm, 1995). Inclusion is often thought of as a way to

eut costs; this is certainly not the case. Resources that may be needed for students with

special needs include additional teachers and teaching assistants, as weIl as materials~

books~ and computers, among other items.

Given the economy in Canada and the fact chat in education resources are being cut~

there is little money to support any new education models (Smith, 1993). We can

continue to talk about multi-Ievel teaching, cooperative learning, but if there is no money

to train teachers and provide them with the curriculum and staff resources~ then inclusion

will be harmful instead of beneficial. 1 believe that the students in my inquiry have

described the lack of effective teaching, lack of resources~and lack of support - as

harmful "inclusive" environments. The students in chis inquiry explained how they felt

unaccepted~ not included~ isolated and therefore often withdrew in "inclusive settings" .

In what we~ as researchers, cali a segregated setting Ce.g., Vanguard Intercultural High
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School) it is actually one which includes and accepts all its mernbers and creates a safe

leaming environment.

My View on Inclusion

l strongly believe that the needs of each child come fIfst. Although philosophically

l support the idea that classroorns should be places where all children belong, l aIso

recognize that sorne children, at certain tirnes in their development, need services which

may not adequately be addressed in an inclusive class (e.g., Fuchs, Fuchs, & Femstrom,

1993). For example, a Secondary II student with severe Lds who is reading at a grade

three level, is likely to require sorne individual teaching in the area of reading. My view

of an inclusive classroom concurs with the model of education known as responsible

inclusion (Kauffman, 1995; Kauffman, in Q'Neil, 1994/1995; Vaughn & Schumm, 1995).

Responsible inclusion places the students' needs fIfst. The goal is for each child to be in

an inclusive classroom, where sometimes academic and social-emotional needs require a

continuum of services, ranging from one-tD-one resource support to counselling. The

issue should not be where the child is educated, but how. We need to fully understand

the effective methods and outcomes that reflect appropriate instructional practices for

each child with a disability (Vaughn & Schumm, 1995). In order to determine what

responsible inclusion means for each child, l propose that the child should he asked what

he or she believes to be ideaI for them. A plan should be discussed with the student,

parents, teachers, and others (e.g." school psychologist). The students need to take

ownership of the plan, be involved, and corrunitted to it. The perspectives and opinions

of the children themselves have often not been considered or respected. This is what is

unique in my inquiry.

l believe that along with considering students' needs fIfst and the much needed

continuum of services, the following aspects that are supported in the literature, are
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necessary for students to get the full henefits from education: Ca) teachers must choose to

participate in an inclusive classroom; (b) adequate resources need to be provided; (c)

models need to be developed~implemented~and evaluated to meet the needs of the

students and their families; (d) the service delivery model should be formative~on-going.

and consistently evaluated; (e) on-going professional development must occur; (f) all

school members need to be involved in the development of their school's philosophy of

inclusion; and finally, (g) curriculum and instruction must be developed and fine-tuned to

meet the needs of all students Ce.g.~ Roberts & Mather, 1995).

Inclusion Conclusion

Inclusion is the philosophy and practical application of a single system of education

which supports and includes all students whatever their needs. Sorne of the major

rationales supporting inclusion include the prevention of discrimination. the lack of

support for segregated and pull-out models of education. and the benefits of students

learning from each other and also learning about the diversity in our communities.

Although inclusion has many benefits, sorne arguments that have emerged against this

model include teachers being overwhelmed by and unprepared for the diversity of needs,

students not receiving the support and services which they deserve, and lastly the lack of

resources made available to optimally implement this mode!.

One of the ways to counter sorne of the arguments against inclusion is to offer a

model of responsible inclusion, ..a single system, special for all students" (Ganner &

Lipsky~ 1988, p.368). However~ even with a model of responsible inclusion and the

continuum of services it provides~appropriate teacher education and involvement will be

required~ as weIl as adequate resources in order to provide our children with the

education they deserve. We need a system that does not deny differences, but rather one
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that recognizes, celebrates, and accommodates differences (Stainback & Stainback, 1984;

Stainback, Stainback, & Bunch, 1989).

Although in principal 1 agree with the diverse classroom, the funding is not

available in the mainstream schools to provide the support that students with severe Lds

need in order to be successful. My research provides evidence that within the continuum

of services required to meet the needs of students with severe Lds, segregated school

settings, such as Vanguard Intercultural High School, are also needed among the

continuum. 1 provide evidence that the students in my study, who did not cope weIl in

inclusive schools, are performing better, feel more competent, and confident in a

segregated setting. School settings such as that of Vanguard are therefore a superior

choice for certain students with Lds and their families.

Zone Of Proximal Development Versus "Scaffolding"

Versus a Cognitive Apprenticeship Model

Another contribution to the continuum is where the role of the teacher as transmitter

or imparter of knowledge is minimal in the framework of the zone of proximal

development, for in the Iearning process bath teacher and learner co-create meaning

(O'Connor, 1998). Jerome Bruner's concept of "scaffoiding" is an early metaphor which

characterizes the teacher's, or more capable peers' raIe in the zone of proximal

development. Scaffolding, as the analogy implies, is the graduai withdrawal of adult

control and support as a the child becomes more competent in the given task. The

scaffolders break the task down iota simpler more manageable parts, directing the child's

attention to the relevant and essentiaI parts. Lastly, the scaffolder demonstrates and

modeis successful perfonnance of the task while keeping the task at an appropriate level

of difficulty for the child, preventing frustration and encouraging independent

functioning. One might ask at this point how this concept of scaffolding differs from the
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zone of proximal development. This scaffolding approach taken at face value can have

imitative or mimicking consequences. Vygotsky talks about the individual as an active

learner, an agent in the leaming process. Vygotsky believed that only when the child is

able to plan, guide, and monitor his or her own behavior from within themselves and be

able ta flexibly change their behavior based on changing circumstances has learning

occurred and thus, self-regulation (Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990).

There has been a significant amount of research done in the areas of cognitive

apprenticeship and situated learning. The difficulty with much of this research is that the

process is very imitative. The students do not tend to internalize for themselves. In other

words, the knowledge is not socially constructed. Cognitive apprenticeship supports

learning in a domain by enabling students to acquire, to develop, and to use cognitive

tools through authentic domain activity (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). When one

thinks of the term apprentice, the idea of someone learning a trade or art by practical

experience under skilled workers cornes to mind (Webster, 1986). Cognitive

apprenticeship scaffolds- the learner in an authentic activity. Brown, Collins, and Duguid,

(1989) offer a paradigm of modeling, coaching, and fading. In this approach teachers or

coaches promote learning by modeling strategies for the student, by supporting the

students' attempt at doing the task, and, finally, by withdrawing support when it is no

longer required. The goal of tbis model is to help students become more independent

leamers, possessing flexible "thinking" skills. However, nowhere is it discussed that a

leamer must internalize what is being taught. Therefore, the learner's behavior can be

imitative as opposed ta the learner being able to plan, guide, and monitor his or her own

behavior from within him or herself.

The cognitive apprenticeship model has been used successfully in many domains.

A few examples are tailoring (Lave, 1988, as cited in Brown et al., 1989), mathematics

(Lampert, 1986; Schoenfeld, 1985), biology (Lajoie, 1993), writing (Scardamalia &
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Berieter, 1985; Scardamalia, Berieter, & Steinbach, 1984), and reading comprehension

(Palinsar & Brown, 1984). The findings in the above mentioned studies, as well as many

others, suggest that social interaction, collaboration, and social construction of

knowledge play central raIes in a cognitive apprenticeship mode!.

Situated Iearning is often embedded in a cognitive apprenticeship mode!. Brown,

Collins, and Duguid (1989) believe that knowledge is neither separable from the actions

which give rise to it, nor from the culture in which those actions occur. In order to situate

learning, one must provide authentic (real-world) activities for the student. This learning

involves being exposed ta sub-cultures (i.e. academics, professions, trades), activities,

and tools. Students need to be introduced to cultures where the concepts they are

learning are applied. By embedding instruction within a context (i.e. reading, using the

reciprocal teaching method, Palinsar & Brown, 1984), learning becomes more

meaningful. Students leam how. why, and when ta use the information they are learning.

They are active participants in the learning process and not passive recipients (Collins,

Brown, & Newman, 1989). The best instruction involves the student in actuaI problem

solving (Anderson, 1990).
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CHAPTER3

METHODOLOGY

Patrick and 1 had been discussing his difftculty in the area ofmath when 1 asked

him the following question:
Tara: Whatfs the best way for a teacher to help you?

Patrick: To show me, like l'm a visual guy, like ifyou, like lots ofpeople

they will read it and if they write it down, like that won 't stick, like ifllisten to it

like when 1 watch TV or Eike anything Eike l'li pick up stuffEike that, movies and
stuff(Patrick, Case Study Interview, June, 1998).

Overview

In this chapter l situate my study, review the history ofVanguard Intercultural High

School and describe it's present culture. 1 describe the pilot study which 1 carried out and

my role as a researcher in and out of the classroom during the varied phases of tbis

inquiry. 1 describe the data collection methods 1 employed, including my rationale for

selecting specifie students for clinical case studies. 1 present the emergent research

design and case-study approach 1 used to explore how, why, and under what conditions

adolescents with Lds use the individuals in their social networks for social support and

what their expectations are of the people in these networks.

Nature of design

l chose an emergent, descriptive, interpretive approach because 1 beIieve such a

research stance would help me to obtain a deeper understanding of how adolescents with

Lds access and use people for support. In this interpretive study, 1 examined adolescents

with Lds, the events, significant people and interactions in their lives, 1 then interpreted

their intertwined meanings. My assumptions in adapting this kind of approach are based
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on four of Maykut and Morehouse's (1996) key features which characterize this kind of

qualitative research. The trrst is an exploratory. descriptive and interpretive focus. It is

not possible to generalize the fmdings but a deeper understanding can be gained from the

perspectives of the participants. The second characteristic is that of an emergent design.

It was important for me to understand that during early phases of data analysis as the

students shared with me how they seek support, the types of information they provided

me led me to ask new questions. 1 aIso observed new situations, previous situations with

new infonnation, and examined what 1 had previously considered to be llnimportant

documents Ce.g., past and present report cards). This broadening or narrowing of what is

important to the study is a common feature of qualitative methodology.

A purposive sample is the third key characteristic of qualitative research. In this

study the grade nine classes were recommended by the principal, Mrs. Lavigne. This

grade was one of the larger groups of students in the school and Mrs. Lavigne felt it was

also the most representative of students with Lds, in terms of the different types of Lds

and personalities. Six students were then asked ta participate in clinical case stlldies.

These students were carefully selected, based on teacher nominations, an Ld discrepancy,

and an MEQ code of 02 (See Appendix A). In other words, participants were selected to

ensure that variabilities common ta social phenomena were represented in the data. The

fourth and final characteristic to be discussed in this section concems the interests of

qualitative researchers in understanding people's experiences in contexte Therefore, the

adolescents were observed and the data were collected in natura! settings, the students'

school, and their home contexts.

Background Ta The Study And RaIe Of The Researcher

Since 1992 1 have worked with children, adolescents, and adults, all of whom had

Lds. 1 have worked as a teaching assistant, a resource teacher, a tutor, and a psycho-
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educational consultant. As a psycho-educational consultant. my clinical responsibilities

included: (a) Conducting psychometrie assessments of cognitive and academie abilities;

(b) Administering affective behavioral assessments; Cc) Carrying out family assessments

and consultations; (d) Assessment ofclassroom adaptation; Ce) Consultation to academic

staff; (f) Leading case conferences; and (g) Providing workshops. These experiences

have led me to become curious about people with Lds and how they 'survive' 50

differenùy. 1 worked with and observed students who had extreme diffieulty accessing

and using the social support available to them. However, 1 also observed a group of

students who appeared extremely adept at accessing and using social support. Why is

there this discrepancy? The distinction seemed ta be more than simply personality

factors. Current research in the area suggests that people with Lds make different use of

their social networks for support and problem solving than do their peers without

disabilities (Hoyle & Serafica, 1988; Morrison, Laughlin, Crow, Ollansky, & Moore.

1992; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1998; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein. 1997). Interesting as

this research may be. it does not address the question of why there seems to be a

distinction within the group of students with Lds themselves. The available research

tends to discuss students with Lds as a whole. The difficulty is that students with Lds are

such idiosyncratic learners that it is difficult to see them as one group. 1 have chosen to

discuss adolescents with Lds in two separate groups - those who can access and use

support weil, and those who have difficulties with this. Even separating students with

Lds into two groups is insufficient; however, 1 felt it would provide me with a rich data

source and that differences would certainly prevail.

In addition, as 1 read the literature 1 noticed a tendency among researchers Ce.g.,

Hallinan & Crow, 1989; Hoyle & Serafica, 1988; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997;

Wiener & Sunohara, in press) to obtain information from teachers, parents, and peer

rating, using a quantitative analysis. Granted many of these studies focused on students
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of elementary school age. However, there are few research projects which tapped the

perspectives of the students themselves. My goal in this inquiry is to focus on an emic

perspective, that is ta hear and represent the voices of the adolescents. l gained

information by talking to the teachers and parents of the students, but my main data

source were the students themselves.

Rationale for Selecting Research Site and Access to Vanguard

Vanguard School is a non-profit private institution in Montreal, recognÏzed to be in

the public interest, which serves children with severe learning disabilities. It is non-profit

and receives grants from the Quebec Ministry of Education providing bath elementary

and secondary education. It accepts donations frOID the New Dimension Foundation for

its development. The students who attend Vanguard typically come from public schools

in the greater Montreal area, although sorne travel from as far away as the Laurentians

and the Eastern Townships. Others have been educated at Vanguard Elementary School

and move directly into the high school. Vanguard students follow the curriculum set out

by the Quebec Ministry of Education and write the province wide exams.

l met with Ann Elboume, a teacher and one of the founders of Vanguard

Intercultural High School who shared the history of the school with me. The secondary

school began as a Lansdowne Tutoring Center initiative in 1992. The tutors at

Lansdowne were concemed that smart students with Lds were getting a very poor

education in high school because they were being placed in low level math, English and

French courses, and otherwise given non-academic options. The tutors at Lansdowne

recognized that there was a need for a school offering enriched, stimulating courses using

adapted teaching methods and materials. Small classes and team teaching were key

components of this adaptation.
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The Lansdowne Tutoring Center engaged Kay Dila and Ann Elbourne ta investigate

the possibility of starting a Lansdowne secondary school. The search committee grew to

include Gail Desnoyers, a parent of a child with Lds, Ellen Duchesne from the McGillf

Montreal Children's Hospital Learning Centre, Sheila Donahue, then president of the

Quebec Association of Children with LD (QACLD), and Liz Gayda, a woman who was

working at an elementary school for students with Lds. The committee quickly realized

that there was a need for such a school. However, at the time it wouId have been difficult

for Lansdowne to get a license from the Quebec government for a secondary school. The

alternative was to use Vanguard's license and Lansdowne tutors, and they did just that.

With nine students, only one ofthem from Vanguard Elementary, the Lansdowne

tutors rented a classroom on the top floor of Westmount High School. The regular l\1EQ

curriculum was followed for Secondary 1. Along with the students' regular classes, they

each had two hours of one-an-one tutoring at Lansdowne once a week. Every Tuesday

aftemoon the students were taught by two French teachers, while the rest of the staff went

back to Lansdowne for the regular staff meeting.

At the time of my inquiry Vanguard Elementary, founded in 1973, is located in

Ville Saint-Laurent, and serves 168 students. Vanguard Intercultural High School has on

its enrollment list 243 high school students, with 129 students in the English sector and

119 students in the French sector. There is a total of about 40 staff members, 35 of whom

are teachers. The student:teacher ratio is 1:7, with no class larger than 15 and sorne

classes as small as four or five students. Since July 1992, this intercultural secondary

school bas been relocated in a commercial building on Metcalfe Avenue in Westmount.

This location has been made possible and available through the support of Reader's

Digest. As the building was originally designed as an office and not a school, there is no

playground. Only last year did the school build a gym on the roof of the school.
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The teachers at Vanguard consider the students as individuals with specific

characteristics that require specific approaches to learning, different from the traditional

learning styles. For example, when Lynn Bernard and Ann Elbourne teach history they

do not expect the students ta sit in a traditional didactic lesson fashion. They have the

students act out different historical scenes and characters. Rebecca Jones is one of many

teachers who permit students ta hand in assignments in a variety of ways. Students in her

class have the option of writing a traditional paper, audio taping their project and handing

in a cassette tape, or using their creativity to hand in a collage or sing a song about the

subject that they are studying. The school professionals, the teachers and psychologist,

along with the students and parents, tease out each student's strengths and weaknesses

and develop strategies and a specifie program which will help eaeh one attain their own

edueational goals (I.E.P.; Individual Edueational Plan). These strategies and programs

are reviewed regularly throughout the year to ensure their continued effectiveness and

relevance.

Is Vanguard Seeondary school achieving its goal? Eaeh student that 1 interviewed,

without exception, deseribed the difficulties that they had had in schools before they

came to Vanguard, and the success they have felt since they began at this school. The

following are excerpts from interviews with three students who were involved in the

clinical case studies, and with a parent of one of these students.

Each of these students are in Secondary ID at Vanguard Intercultural High School.

Albert is a 17-year-old male. His family is from Barbados. Albert is a first generation

Canadian. Albert had many medical problerns when he was bom. He developed slowly

and was placed in a variety of school settings, one of which was Summit School, a school

for children who are intellectually handicapped. Albert, a student with Lds, did not feel

comfortable in this environment. Albert's parents were not pleased with this school

placement either. However, they were told by the school personnel at a rnainstream
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elementary school, that it was the only school which would admit mm. Albert explained

ms feelings of independence since coming to Vanguard to me this way:

,'Things are a lot better here "

Albert: Things are a lot better here (at Vanguard). Pm doing the work tha! 1 like

to do instead ofdoing something you know like it was elementary work 1 used to

do. WeIl 1feellike Pm leaming something now...Ifelt like 1 was wasting my time

before. 1 was doing a grade three math book and now Pm doing grade nine... it's

very challenging, even though 1 didn't pass the grade nine math exam but at least

1 had a chance to work on something hard.

Tara: What do you think has changedfor you since you started attending

Vanguard?
Albert: 1feel more dependent on myselfand 1feel 1 can accomplish a bit more.

(June 22, 1998; Case Study Interview)

Patrick is a 16 year old male who lives in the city of Montreal during the week with

ms older brother, who attends McGill University. On Wednesdays, Patrick's mother

cornes to town for the day and they have dinner together and talk about how the week is

going. On Friday aftemoons Patrick and his brother drive down ta the Eastern

Townships where their parents and sister live. Patrick attended bath private and public

schools before his parents leamed of Vanguard. In the following conversational

exchange with Patrick in June 1998, he talles about bis school experiences before

Vanguard and now. He explains how the size of the classes makes a big difference, and

that because everyone at Vanguard has sorne kind of academic difficulty, he is more

comfortable asking questions and having his needs met.

"1 went from the crappiest in the c[ass to [îke the head ofthe class"

Patrick: 1 went to a French schoolfirst. 1 didn't askfor help because my French

wasn't as good sa 1 couldn 't like ask. 1failed grade five on purpose....because 1

was doing really bad sa 1 was just like 1 know 1 can't pass, l'Il try really hard next
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year..... Then 1 went to English school. 1failed math hecause the classes were so

big...it was like thirty people. 1faiLed English hecause it was my first year in an

English school and 1 didn 't know how to read and 1 didn 't know how to write.

Tara: Do you think it would have been easier ifyou had started at an English

school?

Patrick: 1 don't know. If1 would have started at an English schooll don't think 1

would have leamed French...like my English now, 1 can't read very good and my

writing im't very good but it's a lot better than it used to he.

Tara: How come it's better?

Patrick: Because 1 went to Vanguard. The classes were like classes ofthirty

people down to like eleven or sixteen... it's like incredible! When you 're like in a

big class ofthirty like ifyou sit in the right spot they won 't notice you, so like YOU

canjust si! there and draw or like talk. ..Here (Vanguard) you're always like,

they're always like, 'Do your work' and like they're always on your hack, (he said
very positively).

Tara: Did you ask questions when you were in a class ofthirty students?

Patrick: no, not so much.

Tara: 1 have noticed you asking a lot ofquestions in class at Vanguard. Like

yesterday in math class you needed Peter's help and you said, "yo yo Peter, 1 need

help over here". Did you think you ask more questions now?

Patrick: yeah, because...everybody is preny much the same, it's like ADD or

dyslexie, they might have the same problem as you, like if1 ask a question if
there's someone who is like a UttIe hit shy they might profit offnzy question. Yeah,

and 1 might profit offsomeone else 'S question too.

Tara: Has Vanguard made a differenceforyou?

Patrick: Yeah, 1 went from the crappiest in the class to like the head ofthe class

in geography and hiology. English l'm ok and French 1 help people. (June 26,

1998; Case Study Interview)

This excerpt illustrates that Patrick began ta feel included at Vanguard in contrast to his

feelings of being segregated at the other schools which he attended. He was provided

with support and began to experience success. Sorne people may question how a student

moves from the bottorn of the class to the top within a few short years. Sorne may ask if

perhaps the curriculum is not as difficult as it is at other schools. Vanguard meets all of

the MEQ objectives and the students write the provincial exams as do other secondary



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

92

students across the province. l would suggest that Vanguard provided Patrick with the

support he needed. This support led mm to become "success expectant".

Mrs. Gagnon reported that things began to change for Patrick when he began

attending Vanguard. Patrick started out as an outgoing friendly preschooler. He became

a child who was withdrawn and had no friends in elementary school as he experienced

school failure. Now, since attending Vanguard, he has many friends and contributes to

classroom discussions frequently. Patrick's mother, Mrs. Gagnon, offers this background

infonnation:

"Grade One was a disaster"

Mrs. Gagnon: ln kindergarten he spent an awfullot oftime in the hall because
there would be reading and he would not be able to sit and listen to the story... if
he wasn't in the haliway he was in this listening program with these head phones.

Grade one was a disaster because he didn't understand a word ofFrench (June
26. 1998; Case Study Interview).

Mrs. Gagnon reported that it was in grades three, four and five when Patrick was in

English school that the family realized that Patrick was having serious academic

problems.

"There was no pressure for him to prove himseIf... "

Mrs. Gagnon: Hejust withdrew...just really, realiy quiet.
Tara: Do you think Patrick was able to ask the teachersfor help?

Mrs. Gagnon: no. hejust gave up.....l pushed him to excel physicaliy so at least

he would get respectfrom his peers. Just through the change that he's gone
through al Vanguard is that he's a different persona ...maturity is part ofit. But 1
attribute it (the change) in Vanguard too. He has so much confidence. He has
confidence in himself. l think the teachers have made a tremendous difference.

The first actual comment he made was he felt comfortable because everybody in
the class was as dumb as him. There was no pressure for him to prove
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himself... he was at ease because he was surrounded by people who understood

him and everybody else was at his leveZ (June 26, 1998; Case Study Interview).

Although sorne may be concemed about Patrick identifying himself as "dumb", 1 feel it

was indicative that he could relax and start to learn. His mother reported, "he was at ease

because he was surrounded by people who understood hïm." 1 would suggest that this

comfort level would allow him the freedom to learn and excel. He no longer felt

segregated and different. It would appear that he now felt included.

Matthew is a 16 year old male who lives with bis mother and step-father in Pincourt,

just off the island of Montreal. Matthew has two aIder siblings, a brother and a sister,

who are currently living in the Dominican Republic, as is his biological father. Matthew

was barn and raised in Pincourt. He reported experiencing a difficult childhood. His

parents had a difficult divorce when he was in elementary school. He experienced

considerable violence from his oider brother. He hid this to help maintain as much peace

as possible within the famiIy unit. Matthew attended severa! public schools on the West

Island before attending Vanguard in Secondary 1. Matthew has a language-based Ld. He

offers the following self report of how he experienced school before Vanguard.

Life before Vanguard: "They (teachers) didn't help me"

Matthew: 1 didn't like myselfmuch. Because Iwas a fat kid and 1 wasn't very

nice to people...1 was scared to be with people. 1 didn't like the teachers and 1 did

nothing at ail because they didn't spend any extra time to help me out when 1

didn't understand it.

Tara: Did you askfor help?

Matthew: Yeah, but they didn't help me...they got mad at me.

Tara: What kind ofhelp were you expecting from them, do you think?

Matthew: To re~read stuffand to expLain questions and stuff, that's about it.
(June 30, 1998; Case Study Interview).

The founders of Vanguard believe that students with Lds are just as capable as their

peers without disabilities as long as their individual strengths are being capitalized on and
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not their weaknesses (persona! Communication~ Ann Elbourne. teacher at Vanguard~

April 1998; Wilkie, 1994). As reported by Patrick and other students in his grade.

Vanguard provides students with smaller student teacher ratios as weIl as a saie place to

ask questions and learn. AlI of the teachers have been formally educated to understand

what it means to have a Ld, as many of them bave special education certificates and aH

have taken part in workshops and training courses offered at the school. Karen and

Allen, both 15 year old students describe what school was like for them before they

entered Vanguard Intercultural High SchooI. They both attended public schools on the

island of Montreal before entering Vanguard. These next excerpts emerged from their

focus group interview in which they were being asked to discuss who and how they

access and use people for social support. It was during this group interview that their

pre-Vanguard experiences evolved through informal conversation.

"] used to like keep it in (questions, problems) "

Karen: 1 used to like keep it in (questions, problems). 1used to not like ask

questions, because 1 wouldfeellike it was a stupid question....My mom would tell

me to ask questions if1didn't understand, but 1 didn 't.

Tara: So when your mom would suggest that you ask questions, did that help you

to ask them?

Karen: No, il put more pressure on me. (March 4,1998; Focus Group Interview)

In the next excerpt, Karen and Allen explain what it was like when they began

elementary school and felt like they were the only student in the class with Lds.

"IfYOU ask the teacher a question, then like they 'Il think you 're stupide Cuz
like everybody else doesn't have a learning disability... "

Karen: WeIl, like in elementary, like, like people don't know you have a leaming

disability, so ifthey ask you.../fyou ask the teacher a question, then like they'll
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think you're stupid. Cuz like everybody else doesn't have a Leaming disability....
So like here, (Vanguard High School) everybody like, has difficuLties somewhere.

Allen jumped in: Ir's a better environment here
Karen: 1 used to be called names
Tara: What kind ofnames?

Karen: Like stupid

Tara: Wow, and now?
Karen: Here 1 like better 'cuz..../'m not
ALLen: We aU know that we have weaknesses here. Ifs like in my old school, a

lot ofkids were smarter and you couLd see that they're smart. And then they get

like... If1 start asking questions they'll wonder. what kind ofan idiot am I. It
makes yourselfstand out ifyou star! asking questions. Ya, they juS! look at JOU

like you didn't get it. (March 4,1998; Focus Group Interview)

As in the excerpt taken from the interview with Patrick's mother, a consistent message

that the students have reported is being conceptualized as "stupid". For instance Karen

said, "1 used to not like to ask questions, because 1 would feellike it was a stupid

question." Or Allen reported wondering if others in his class would ask, "What kind of

idiot am l'' if he asked a question. It is not uncommon for adolescents to worry about

asking questions. As we know, peer acceptance at this stage of life is crucial. However,

among these students with Lds in this inquiry the question becomes, do the students feel

better about themselves in this school or are they just more at ease? l would suggest that

both viewpoints are valid.

Each srudent with whom 1 spoke, in either a focus group interview setting or in a

one-on-one clinical case study interview, described their difficult school experiences

before attending Vanguard. 1 have chosen these few excerpts to highlight for the reader

the extreme difficulties which these students faced in 'regular' schools which were not

experienced in understanding students with Lds. In these conversational exchanges, the

students were clearly able to describe how they felt in the schools they attended before

Vanguard and how they now perceived themselves.
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Vanguard was selected as the research site because all of the students who attend the

school have Lds. Each of the students upon entrance into the school have had a full

psycho-educational assessment within the last two years~ which documents their leaming

difficulties. There are three advantages in choosing this school as a research site. It is

one of the few schools in which all students have documented Lds. The expertise of the

teachers in the school working with students who have Lds provides an additional source

of information to understand how students with Lds use people in their social networks

for social support. Finally, Vanguard provides the students with additional academic

support~ and l was interested in finding out when, why, and how the students access this

support (e.g., extended time on tests, an after-school tutoring program, school

psychologist).

My driving question remains: Are there differences among students with Lds in

terms of how they use support? The CUITent literature suggests that there are more

students with Lds who have lower social status as compared to their peers without

disabilities Ce.g., Asher & Taylor, 1981; Gresham, 1982; La Greca & Stone, 1990; Sale &

Carey, 1995; Siperstein~Bopp, & Bak, 1978), are perceived negatively by their peers and

their teachers Ce.g., Cardell & Parmar~ 1988; Siperstein & Goding, 1985), and are more

likely to be rejected and neglected and have more social problems than their peers

without disabilities (e.g., Swanson & Malone~ 1992; Wiener, Harris, & Shirer, 1990;

Wiener~ 1987). The goal ofthis research is to understand the differences among students

with Lds. Although the majority of students with Lds have these areas of difficulty (i.e.,

a lowered social status as compared to their peers, are perceived negatively by their peers

and teachers; and may be more rejected and neglected than their peers), there are students

with Lds who do not have a lowered social status, who are perceived positively by their

peers and teachers, who are not rejected, not neglected, and do not have additional social

problems. The students themselves in this inquiry reported many of the same negative
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findings as the research reports when they were attending schools which were not tolerant

or trained in the needs of students with Lds. The students report differences when they

are in a school environment where they feel understood and respected. Ta my knowledge

no one as yet has looked at students with Lds as a group, and looked for similarities and

differences in terms of how they use people for support.

Gaining Access: To the Schoot Classrooms and Students

During the months of November and December 1997, l contacted the principal of

Vanguard, Hélène Lavigne and asked her if the school would be interested in being

involved in such a study. l presented the goals of the study to her and provided her with a

written description of the project. Ms. Lavigne asked me severa! important and practical

questions, such as how l saw myself being involved in the classroom and how much time

1 anticipated the focus groups would take. She expressed an interest in my study and said

that she would contact the Director General, Alain Bougie, and forward a copy of my

proposai to him. Ms. Lavigne caIled me the following week to infonn me that the school

would be delighted ta be involved in such a project. The principal recommended that the

Secondary III students and their teachers become involved as it was one of the larger

groups of students in the school. She aIso felt that the students were representative of the

different types of students with Lds that were members of the school community. Once

the school had provided consent, Ms. Lavigne arranged for me to meet with the

Secondary ID homeroom teachers in her office. 1 met with them in order to tell them

about the project, explain their potential involvement, tell them how the project would be

useful and relevant to them, and ask if they would be interested in participating. The

three teachers, Rebecca Jones, John Curnmin, and Peter Crow were very excited by the

project and agreed ta participate. John described a situation in which he provided one of

his students with every opportunity to help him with a book report. However, the student
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never followed through~ and the report was never completed. John said that he would

really like to understand why this student would not accept the support he was offering

him. Rebecca suggested that a study such as the one 1 was suggesting would really

benefit the teachers and the students John and Peter agreed. 1 presented the project idea

to the entire English secter staff at one of their regularly scheduled after school staff

meetings on January 14,1998.

Pilot Study

In November, 1997 and then again in early January 1998~ Yvan, a 15 year old male

student who attends a private school in Montreal and rus family agreed to participate in a

pilot study. Yvan had been assessed as having a Ld and met the Ministry of Education's

definition of a Learning Difficulty (See Appendix A). Yvan and 1 met on a Friday

afternoon in November at my house to detennine whether or not the questionnaire that 1

had created was getting at my research questions. During our fifSt meeting in November,

it became clear that the way 1 had designed the questionnaire. as a sentence completion

task, did not get at how students with Lds use the social support available ta them~ nor

did it get at the nuances and subtle influences. It became evident quickly that this

sentence completion task was not a natura! way for students to respond to questions. For

example, a question probing instrumental support was: When 1 need help doing my

homework... One of the questions 100king at emotional support was: When 1 want to

share my feelings (like feeling happy, sad, or mad) 1... Yvan answered III don't know" to

both of these questions. 1chose Yvan as an excellent candidate for a pilot study as 1 have

worked with him for two years and thus had already established a trusting relationship

and rapport with him. It was my sense then (and it still is) that he is a student who does

not use the support available to him.
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Yvan and l then met in January 1998, again at my house, at which point l had re-

designed the questionnaire. The questionnaire became a protocol for a series of scenarios

based on five different types of support (Emotional, Instrumental, Infonnational,

Companionship, and Conflict) (See Appendix: B and C). For example one of the

scenarios regarding emotional support and the follow-up questions is as follows:

Sample Scenarios:
Emotional support

Ifsomeone in your class won a contest on the radio, you know they could name

the right song and they won concert tickets or a shopping spree at theirfavorite
store. What do you think is the first thing they would do?, And then? Do you

think they'd want to share their news with anyone? Who? What would they

expect ofthat person? How would they want that persan ta react? What ifyou

had won the contest, what would you do?

(Ifa student says they would never enter a contest, answer, What ifevery student

in your school had their name entered automatically, and your name was

picked... ).

An example of Instrumental support is as follows:

Instrumental support

When someone in your class is having trouble, maybe in math or reading,

something in class. What do they do?

If the student indicates that they seek support, the student would be asked the

following follow-up questions: What do they expect ofthe person helping them?

What would that person expect ofthem? (i.e. tell them the answer, explain.. )

(Case study only: What would you do in the same situation?).

After an analysis of Yvan's audio tape and a discussion with mm, 1 learned that the

scenarios seemed to he weIl presented and needed no adjustments. l was able to get a

glimpse at how Yvan uses bis social support network. l learned who the individuals were
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that made-up Yvan's social network, from bis perspective Ce.g.y Parents, bis tutor, and

friends). Here are two excepts which highlight whom he uses for acadellÙC support in the

area of mathy and then for companionship.

InformationaYinstrumental support

Tara: What would you do ifyou were having trouble with math?

Yvan: Sometimes 1 go up to the teacher. Other times 1 try figuring it out and 1
don't

Tara: So what do you do

Yvan: Usually, 1 ask myfather. Science for example, 1 sometimes 1 have a hard
time with
Tara: What do you do when you have a hard time with science?
Yvan: The teacher isn't usually aU that supportive so again my parents

Tara: How do they help you
Yvan: UsuaUy they answer the questions 1 ask. Usually the questions are like

What does such and such mean

Companionship

Tara: When you want ta hang out and do really fun things what do you do
Yvan: 1 go to films

Tara: What else?
Yvan: skiing is usually fun

Tara: Do you ever do some ofthis fun suif!with other people?

Yvan: Yes l've gone with an oldfriend (/rom an old school), or Luc
Tara: How long have yau knawn Luc?

Yvan: Since grade 1
Tara: Wow, where daes he go to school?
Yvan: He goes to Brebeuf
Tara: Oh, so he's older

Yvan: No it's a high school, he's 15.
Tara: Do you consider him afriend?

Yvan: yeah
Yvan: Sometimes we go to each other's houses and play computer games
Tara: How often to you get together?
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Yvan: Usually once a week or once every two weeks. Which isn't much, since we

live so close.

l learned who Yvan relies on for different types of support (e.g., he relies on family for all

types of support except emotional support for which he relies on himself, and when he is

in conflict he relies on himself). l was able to gather information on how Yvan uses those

people in his network. Yvan has great difficulty accessing the support available to mm.

He reported that he does not feel comfortable approaching his teachers. Instead he tends

to pretend the assignment doesn't exist, in bis words, "1 forget about it, until it's due, then

l worry. Il He reported that he feels comfortable working \vith bis parents and his tutor

and would rather not approach teachers. This is a problem because neither his tutor nor

bis parents are in school or in class with him. It is difficult for one of them ta clarify

assignments or due dates and help Yvan if he is not sure what he needs ta do. It became

evident that when something becomes tao overwhelming, Yvan appeared to "shut down. Il

If it is a school related problem or if he requires clarification, he doesn't ask anyone.

However, his parents and tutor try to help bim with the information he hase In conflictual

situations, he usually withdraws.

Yvan reports how he copes during conflict

Tara: What happens ifyou get into afight with someone?

Yvan: 1 don'tfight, 1 haven't been in afight since 1 was in grade 3.

Tara: What do you do when you get into afight with your parents. What do you
do?
Yvan: 1 sulk, 1 sleep

Tara: Do you remember the last time you got into a fight with them?

Yvan: Yes it was a couple ofweeks ago. But 1 don't remember why. Wefight too

often, which isn't good. We fight over Little things.

Tara: So what do you do to get over them?
Yvan: Not much

Tara: So you go into your room and you sulk. When you come out ofyour room
is it over? What happens?



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

102

Yvan: Nobody talles about if, everyone just forgets about it after a while

Tara: If it were your dream world, how would you cope with it?

Yvan: 1 don 't know l'm not good with dream stuff.

This pilot interview confumed for me that the scenarios asked during interviews with

students who have Lds would provide more authentic data than a sentence completion

task. The pilot aIso demonstrated the importance of case studies for this type of research

as rich data was shared.

Gaining Access Into The Classroom

The tools of qualitative inquiry which 1 used were: Ca) participant observation; (b)

field notes; (c) focus group interviews; (d) clinical case interviews; and (d) review of

documents. The participants in the study were the 36 students in Secondary ID at

Vanguard Intercultural High School, their three homeroom teachers, Rebecca, Peter, and

John, and in addition, the physicaI education teacher, Sarah Shake. During a later phase

in the study seven students and their familles were asked to take part in a series of one­

on-one interviews. These were the clinical case studies. 1 began as a participant observer

in the Secondary III classes, writing field notes in January 1998.

Meeting the Students

There are 36 students in Secondary III at Vanguard. On the fust day, 1 introduced

myself and told the students about the project that 1 was hoping to carry out with their

support. 1 toid the students that the research that has been published in the area of

students with Lds suggests that they use support differently from their peers without Lds.

1 said tbat sorne students use support weIl sometimes, and not at other tirnes. 1 toId the

students that 1 wanted to understand what they did when they needed information or help

with something. 1 taid them that 1 would be taking notes during class and gave them
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examples about the types of interactions 1 was interested in. Such as, if the teacher gave

out an assignment and the student didn't understand, what would they do? Would they

ask the teacher during class to explain? Would the student ask the teacher for

clarification after class? Would they ask a friend? Would they wait and try to figure it

out on their own, ask their parents, or maybe just not do it? 1explained to them that there

are lots of different ways of getting information. Ali three teachers had already toid the

students that 1 would bejoining sorne of their classes from January 1998 until June 1998.

Therefore, my arrival was not a surprise to anyone and hopefully did not disrupt nonnaI

routines, although 1 acknowledge tbat the presence of a researcher in any classroom­

based study is a disruption. The students did not have questions on the frrst day of my

arrivai but they did a few days later as l became more immersed in the research site and

their lives.

Participant Observations and Field Notes

In tbis section, l discuss my raIe as a participant observer, but more importantly the

students' responses ta my research activities. In mid-January, 1998 when schaol finaIly

resumed after a major ice storm which left schools clased for severa! weeks, 1joined the

three Secondary ID classes three days per week as a participant observer. 1 scheduled my

time in order to observe all of the students in a variety of classroom contexts (see Table

1).
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Table 1
Researcher' s cIassroom schedule while engaged as a participant observer in the
secondary fi classrooms.

Th dW d dT dT·Ime ues ay e nes ay urs ay

8:13 Geography: English Phys. Ed.

Rebecca's Class John ,s Class Peter's Class

9:06 Phys.Ed. MRE Phys.Ed.

Rebecca' s Class Peter' s Class John 's Class

RECESS RECESS RECESS RECESS

10:14 Math One-to-one with I1T

John 's Class Dan Rebecca' s Class

11:07 English Math Student's in FSL
Peter's Class Peter' s Class Teacher's available

for conversation

LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH LUNCH

12:50 Student's in FSL ITf: John 's Class
Teacher's available Geog.: Rebecca's

for conversation Class

13:43 Biology Biology OR Geog. Math:Altemate:
Rebecca's Class Rebecca' s Class Rebecca,Peter, John

My role in the classes was to observe all of the students and get a sense of who, when,

and how they accessed and used support. Consent forms were not sent out until after l

had developed a rapport with the students in each class. The students who are referred ta

in this document all gave their consent to participate in tbis study as did their parents. l

had made the assumption that most of the support within the class would be provided by

the teacher. However, this proved not to be the case. Certainly the teachers provided

many forms of support. However, l had not anticipated the rich data that l would obtain

regarding how the students were able to support each other. For example, in the

following excerpt Karen, who is a stronger reader, was able to support Lara in English

class, as the students were taking tums reading different character raIes in Romeo and
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Juliet. This is an excellent example of a student providing another student with

informational support.

Supporting and Anticipating on BehalfofYour Neighbor

Lara was reading the part ofthe Citizen and she was experiencing difficulty

decoding. Karen began to support her by reading the words she was stumbling

on. As someone else in the class was reading. Karen leaned over to Lara and

showed her that she had a big speech coming up. When it was time for Lara to

read again, Karen continued to support her (February 4, 1998; John 's English
Class; Field Notes).

l observed that frequently Lara was able to ask for support when she needed it. This is

different from the above excerpt in which Karen observed a need for support and

provided it on her own. The following narrative segments highlight Lara requesting

support from Karen.

"Mere are we?"

It was Lara's tum to read and she had lost her place. She tumed and asked her
neighbor, Karen, 'where are we?' (February Il,1998; John 's English Class;

Field Notes).

During the English class on February 18th Karen was supporting Kathy, by

helping her sound out words which she found difficult and she was telling Allen

the words that he was having difftculty sounding out. Kathy and Karen were

sitting towards the back ofthe class, Kathy was sitting in front ofKaren.
Whereas Allen was sitting at the front ofthe class. As the other students were
reading Lara was practicing reading her up coming speech. Lara leaned over
and pointed to a word in the speech and asked Karen what il said. Karen
answered Vendetta. Lara said thanks and continued reading on her own
(February 18, 1998; John 's English Class; Field Notes).
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Researcher's Negotiating On-Going Access

It is important for researchers to understand that they can not assume access as a

given when IIrst entering a site, especially for this type of inquiry. 1 had assumed that

since the school and teacher's had given me permission to be in the particular classrooms

and since 1 had spoken to the students and told them about my study, that 1 was free to

observe and begin the process of recording field notes. 1 realize now that 1 should not

have made that assumption.

On February 4th, one of the teachers, Rebecca, brought to my attention that a

student in her class was very concerned about the field notes that 1 was writing. 1 had

discussed with the teachers that they could read my field notes at any time but 1 could not

provide them with copies for reasons of confidentiality (as 1 was recording students'

names and events relative ta each class). However, 1 had forgotten to take into

consideration any concerns the students might have about this research activity. On

February 5th, 1998 1 met with each of the three classes individually and provided them

with the following explanation:

Explanation of what 1 was writing

1 went to each class and explained that 1 was writing down what was happening

in the class because so much goes on without us really realizing it. 1 toid each

class that 1 was writing things for my own information and if1 were ever going to

use any ofthe information, 1 would askfor their pennission. 1 assured them that

it was unethicai for me to use anything they said without their permission and that

1 would note 1also told them that if1 asked for their permission to use something

that they said, they could make up their own pseudonym, to ensure confidentiality.

1 explained that 1 was writing a thesis, 'a huge paper' which was already close to

100 pages and it would probably be close to 400 pages when it was done and that

they were helping me out by allowing me into their classes. 1 reiterated that 1

really wanted to understand how they support one another and cope in different

situations_ Finally, 1 encouraged them to read my field notes as 1 was writing
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them. 1 assured them that there were no secrets in what 1 was writing and 1 would

be happy to read to them whatever they wanted or they could read the notes

themselves. (February 5, 1998; Field Notes)

On that day sorne of the students in Rebecca's class asked me to read sorne of my

field notes. 1 did. Two of the students commented on how boring the field notes were,

"It's just what happened in class~ that's boring" said Anderson. The other two classes did

not appear to he concemed about what 1 was writing everyday and did not want me to

read from my field notes. At the time their only comments were~ "You must go through a

lot of pens in a year" said Jeff and "Doesn't your hand start hurting?" asked Lara.

However~ there were students in each of the classes who read my field notes every now

and again. !TT and Physical Education seemed to be the classes where the students were

able ta be standing up and walking around. Therefore, those were the classes that they

would ask me about my field notes or read them. The following conversational exchange

took place during an ITT class~ during which Cameron and Derek showed an interest in

my field notes.

What are JOu writing?

1 had been taiking with Cameron about how he had hurt his hand. He loid me

that he had hurt if bench pressing the night before. He trains for hockey. Derek

thenjoined the conversation, as he works out too, training for kayaking. The two

ofthem taLked about their training routines and how much they couLd each bench

press. As I was not a participant in the conversation I decided to jot down a few

notes. They both were interested in what 1 was writing, as they were peering aver

my shoulder. I showed them what 1 had written and read it aut Loud to them.

When I was done reading they resumed their discussion regarding haw much they

couLd each bench press. It was a noncompetitive conversation, they each seemed

ta be providing the other with information. There was a supportive tone in their

voices and some ofthe comments, like Derek said, that's pretty good. Later in the

same class Bruce and Donald approached me and looked through my notes.
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Bruce was scanning the pages looking for his name. When he found it he asked,

What did you write about me? I read the excerpt to him (February 5, 1988.­

Rebecca's Class; lIT taught by John).

Onen when the students read my field notes they would elaborate on the situation as they

had experienced it. The student's reading of my field notes turned into an excellent way

for me to be sure that my notes are accurate. Sorne of the students corrected my notes

along the way. A narrative vignette illustrating this is as follows:

Field note accuracy

I had written in my field notes that Karen hadfinished her poem and had gone to

sit with herfriend Tanya and they were chatting. Karen read my notes and said,

"No, thar's wrong. I was helping her with her poem". (March 1998, John's Class,

English, Field notes)

The students were also very helpful in tenns of clarifying information or situations as

they occurred, ta ensure 1 was capturing relevant events from their perspective. The

following vignette highlights a student clarifying information for me.

Field note clarification

It was the firsr few minutes ofphysical education class. There seemed to be a lot

ofaction, as there usually is during this class. By action I mean some students

were shooting hoops at one end ofthe gym, others were standing around the
benches chatting, white orhers were setting up the volleyball nets and the stereo.

Rebecca had come into class and asked Stephen and Anderson join her outside

the gym so they could talk. There had been an argument earlier in the moming

which had spilled into the last class and I presumed that she wanted to make sure

this argument was resolved. 1 asked Marianne why she thought Rebecca was

tafking with Stephen and Anderson and she confirmed my thought. She explained

how Stephen and Anderson had been bickering and down on each other in the last
class, saying things like, "Don't be stupid" when one tried to answer a question,

or ''yeah right" in a sarcastic tone. She said something had happened earlier but

she wasn't sure what. As we were chatting 1 decided to take the opportunity to
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ask Marianne about the "taxing" that had occurred two days earlier between her

classmates and sorne students at Westmount High School. Marianne described
what had happened and suggested 1speak with Patrick, if1 wanted more
information, as he had been there. (April 15th (or 22nd), 1998. Rebecca's class.
Phys.Ed., Field notes)

It is important to note that Marianne told me what she could about an incident and

referred me to another student whom she felt would provide additional infonnation. The

issue becomes whose evidence counts as providing an accurate picture of a given

situation. At this point in my analysis, the students' and teachers' information had been

complimentary. However, l predicted that data would be contradictory when one

compares the case study interviews of the students and their parent reports.

Role of Researcher

A critical component of qualitative research is the concept of 'human-as-instrument'.

'Human-as-instrument' is a concept that was coined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to

exemplify the unique position taken by qualitative researchers. According to tbis

concept, a person can be considered an instrument, flexible enough to capture the

complexity, subtlety, and constantly changing situation which is the human experience

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this particular study, l am responsible for not only collecting

the data but aIso for finding meaning from the data.

The subjectivity of the researcher is an issue in qualitative research. As mentioned

above, qualitative data includes people's words and actions. To capture the adolescent's

words and actions l used several methods such as participant observation, group

interviews, in-depth interviews, and the collection of relevant documents. l collected

data primarily in the forms of field notes and audio-taped interviews. Data collected and

analyzed includes 32 audio-taped interviews (6 audio taped focus groups, 9 case study

interviews with students, 7 with their parents, and 8 teacher, tutor, or professional staff
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interviews), 70 days of participant observations and school artifacts such as class

handouts. Interviews lasted between fifty minutes and three hours. During this study, 1

observed all of the Secondary li students in various aspects of their everyday school life.

This included observations in various venues such as the cafeteria, classrooms, at recess,

hallways, and field trips, in which they were engaging in school related activities with

people who were in their social networks. 1 wrote my field notes during or immediately

after observations were made, whichever was most appropriate to the situation.

Qualitative research is emergent and recursive in nature. When one has a subset of

data, one can begin to look for important aspects of the phenomena under study. These

initial findings allow us to pursue relevant people, settings, and documents. In this study 1

was constantly analyzing my field notes looking for important aspects and preliminary

patterns. The data were constantly being analyzed, while further observations were

taking place. Participant observation continued throughout the eight month study.

Being physically present in the classes and attempting to be unobtrusive took time.

Certainly at the beginning of the participant observations, the students in one c1ass in

particular reacted to my presence, despite the fact that 1 assumed what 1 considered to be

an unobtrusive presence. The teacher of the c1ass, Mr. Cummin, noted that one of the

students was misbehaving more than usual and "acting-up." Mr. Cummïn, explained that

Drew was fiddling, playing with the stapler, and tapping bis pen on bis desk more than

usual. Through prolonged presence in the classroom 1 can conclude that this particular

student is extremely disruptive in all of bis classes. For example, 1 observed him taking

the staple gun in technology class and shooting it at the wall and pretending to shoot his

peers, getting angry at a student in gym for no apparent reason and threatening bim. 1

heard from many sources that this student exhibits extremely problematic behavior.
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Obtaining Consent From The Adolescents And Parents

Obtaining consent from the adolescents was not something 1 took lightly. 1 was

weIl aware that the adolescents were minors and hence parental consent was absolutely

necessary. However, adolescents are at a stage in their development when they are

seeking their own independence and autonomy. My goal was to ensure that the students

were comfortable with me as part of their class and understand the project that 1 wanted

to carry out and their possible roles in it. 1 wanted them to know that 1 required not only

the consent of their parents but of themselves.

1waited for three weeks for the students to become comfortable with me, get ta

know me and ask me questions, before 1 spoke to them about participating in focus group

interviews and the study as a whole. 1 learned something important about wait time. 1

explained what would be involved and that a consent forro was being sent home and if

they wished to participate bath they and their parents had to sign it, and then it was to be

brought back to school. By the time the consent forrns were sent home, 1 was weIl

integrated into the school and classes and 1 felt that 1 had assumed a relatively

unobtrusive role as a participant observer.

1 took on various roles as a teaching assistant, fellow student, and researcher at the

back of the class. 1 acted as a teacher's assistant at times, for example helping students

with Geography or Biology questions and answers, acting as a reader and or scribe during

tests. At other times 1 took on the raIe of student, for example when the students were

reading from Romeo and Juliet and reading different characters' parts 1 was asked to take

on parts, and in gym class when there was an odd number 1 filled in and played

badminton and basketball and whatever else was going with the students. At others

times, 1 was an observer at the back of the class, quietly taking notes. The following

vignette is an exarnple of a role that 1 took on in the class that made me feel

uncomfortable.
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Exposed as a poor reader

As the teacher and students were deciding who was going to read which

characters partfor the next scene in Romeo and JuLiet, Patrick said to the class, 1

think she should read. pointing to me. Ifyou are going to be a part of this class,

you should have to work to. The students agreed with him. 1 responded by

saying, No, no. you guys read, l'm not a very good reader. Patrick responded

immediately, Don't worry, we're no good either. Although very nervous, as 1 have
not read out loud since high school and even then 1 always managed to be in the

bathroom when it was coming up to my tum, 1 agreed to read. 1 was feeling
extremeLy vulnerable, 1 was about to he exposed as a poor reader. As the teacher

assigned me a part 1 said, l'm going to read the Modem English. not the Old

English (one was on the right of the page, the other was on the left of the page).

Pam. a student who reads at a lower elementary Level, said, You have my

permission, that's the one 1 read. (February, 1998; Field notes and Researcher's
Journal).

1 had not revealed ta the students that 1 tao had difficulties in particular areas of

academics. Until that point it had not come up. When an occasion presented itself in that

class, 1 did not feel comfortable, nor did 1 see the timing as appropriate to share my

difficulties with them as an entire group. 1 later discussed the above classroom event

with the teacher, Peter, and wrote the following notes in my researcher's journal.

Peter and 1 were ta/king when 1 reveaLed how uncomfortable that situation had

made me. He had no recollection ofthe event. This highlightedfor me how

significant situations are for the person or people involved and notfor others
(Researcher's Journal, September 1998).

Before the consent forrns were sent home copies were provided to the principal and

teachers for their approval and they were asked to make any changes they felt would be

useful. No changes were made. The response rate was excellent; 71% of the students

retumed their consent forms within a week (only one parent who retumed the fonu did

not want their child to participate). The focus groups began with the students for whom 1
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had obtained consent. Regarding consent~ there were difficulties with three students.

One student wanted to participate and she asked me to call her mother to explain the

project. 1 did. However, consent was not granted by this parent. It was unfortunate that

she could not participate as she had wanted to and she was the only student in her class

for whom permission was not granted. Rebecca conrmned that tbis parent was often

difficult and did not permit her daughter to participate in activities wbich she did not

consider important.

Another student, Antonio, had tald bis mother that he did not want ta participate.

Therefore, he returned the consent form. with a negative response. However, when he

spoke to bis classmates about the project and they were all participating and excited about

it~ he reconsidered. He approached bis teacher, Rebecca, and toid her that he had

misunderstood and asked if he could have another consent form to take home. The next

day he retumed with the new consent form signed and he joined a foeus group interview.

A third student, retumed his signed consent form and he was placed in a focus group. On

the day the group was ta meet this student decided ta remain in class and notjoin the

group. When asked why, ail he would say is that he changed his mind. 1 assured bim

that was no problem and that if he wanted ta talk ta me about the foeus groups or the

project 1 was available at recess, lunch and after school. This student and 1 never spoke

one-ta-one again.

The above examples all highlight the importance of informed consent and the

freedom to withdraw from a project at any time. One studentrs mother did not want her

ta participate. Even though the student herself wanted to, she did nota Antonio did not

think he wanted ta participate but was permitted ta change bis mind and take part. A

third student withdrew despite the faet that his consent had been offered. It is crucial ta

any project that it is clear that the participants may freely withdraw from the study at their

own discretion and for any reason, at any time. This message was repeated ta the
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students, by me, during the information meeting held with the students and at the start of

each focus group discussion and interview.

Headnotes And Field Notes

It was during this gaining access into the school phase that 1 felt I had become a

member of this school community. As I approached the school in the mornings and

students were congregated outside they would say hello as I walked by. In classes 1

walked by or entered someone usually shouted hello. showed me something, asked me to

read something, or asked me a question such as, what had 1 done on the weekend. 1 also

felt comfortable in the staff room at lunch. eating with the teachers.

At frrst I recorded my initial impressions, "headnotes" andjottings (Emerson. Fretz,

& Shaw, 1995). The initial impressions included things available to the senses Ce.g.,

sounds of the physical environrnent), the physical setting (e.g., shapes of the classrooms

differed, noise). and people in the setting (i.e. number of students in each class, there

were far more boys in grade nine than girls. appearances of the students in terrns of their

'street clothes' VS uniform). The following excerpt from my field notes describes the

classes and students as 1 experienced thern in early January 1998.

First Impressions: The school, a classroom, students and their uniforms

As 1 had worked in the school in the past, the school itselfwas familiar. 1 arrived

one moming before the beU had rung, which meant that the students were aU in

the cafeteria chatting, getting ready for their day. As 1 walked in the direction of

my first class 1 was struck by how quiet it was and noticed some ofthe

renovations which had taken place over the summer, which 1 hadn't noticed in

November. My first class was in Rebecca's room which the year before had not

been a classroom. It was an odd shape, almos! triangular, with enough desks for

the eleven students in the class. There was a phrase written at the top ofthe

board which caught my attention almost immediately, it read: "Children should
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be seen, heard, and believed". 1 later understood that in Rebecca's class they

chose and discussed a phrase ofthe week and left up on the top ofthe boardfor
the week. All ofthe phrases that 1 saw were about empowering the students (re:

selfesteem, challenging racism, etc.. ).
The posters up on the walls were depicring, environmental awareness, which 1

Later Leamed was a passion ofRebecca's which she shared often with her class.

There were aLso posters ofthe students favorite bands, such as Nine Inch Nails, as

well as some ofthe student's work which they had created in lIT (Information

Technology) class. When the bel! rang almost immediately the noise Level

increased and continued on an upward swing, untiL each student hadfound a

classroom and the teacher had settled them down. 1 noticed right away that there

were more boys than girls in the cLass (10:2 respectively). This was also true of
the other two classes as weIl (10:2 and 8:4).

The next observation 1 made is that some students were wearing the school
uniform and others were not. Many were wearing very baggy jeans, sorne were

wearing sweatshirts and athletic tops. ShortLy after arriving in class they started

to peel offLayers revealing their uniforms undemeath. Anderson stood up,

unzipped his pants, took offhis jeans and voila he was in uniform. As otlzers took

offtheir street clothes, 1 noticed that sorne students were wearing white shirts and

others were wearing bIlle, 1 was not sure what the significance ofthis was (as this
was thefirstyearofunifonns). 1 leaned overand asked Stephen, a student 1 had

known for three years, and he explained students couLd wear either color, it was
part of the uniform.

Other students chose to be boldo For example, Charles, a studentfrom one of
the other Secondary III classes was wearing a hunter green sweatshirt with his

white Vanguard polo shirt on top ofil. No one seerned to comment at that time.

As rime went on 1 became aware ofwhat a big problem the uniform was. Students

often pushing the Umits and sorne teachers followed the rules arguing with

students about the correct uniform and others did not seem to (Field notes:
January 1998).

1 then began ta write more detailed field notes (See Appendix F). It was during this

phase and collecting this type of observational data that 1 hoped to gain a general sense of

the school, students, and teachers. 1 had not anticipated that 1 would begin to find

answers ta sorne of my research questions so soon. However, right from the start 1 began
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to see to whom individual students tumed within their school networks for different kinds

of support, as weil as how they use each individual for support. It became obvious to me

that the students~on the whole, felt very comfortable asking questions and seeking

support in class. Ofcourse, there were students who were quiet and did not seek support~

but the majority 1 observed did. The following narrative describes a student receiving

instrumentai support from his teacher and classmates.

Desk re-arranging day

Anderson says that he does not want to stay where he ès! He explains to the class
and to Rebecca, She always sits on my desk and shows stuff, especially in Bi%gy
and 1 can't see! Anderson then got up and modeled what he hadjust explained.

Rebecca and the class laughed. Rebecca then said. You 're right. l'm sorry.
Anderson's desk was then moved. Derek complained that he was now in
Anderson's spot but said that he would try it. Homeroom period was over and
Geography class started. Towards the end ofclass Anderson yelled. See. 1 told
you, now Cameron can't see! Sure enough Rebecca was standing ahead of
Cameron's desk and he couldn't see the litmus paper she was holding up. The

class laughed. Rebecca moved and apologized to Cameron (Homeroom &

Geography; Rebecca's class. February 3,1998; Field Notes).

This next excerpt aIso demonstrates that within the first few weeks of data collection l

was observing students' comfort level, in that they were able to share worries with the

class as a whole and obtain support when they needed it.

Different strategies (0 obtain support in class

During an English class Alex is asked to read. he says, C'mon guys, you know l

can't read! Peter says. Try. let's go. Alex begins ta read and it is difficult for him
ta decode. his reading ès choppy. When he cornes across a word he doesn't know

he has several strategies he relies on in order ta obtain support. Often he would
say "what?" in mid sentence and Peter would read the wordfor him (words such
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as: gentleman and wrapper). A second way he obtained support was to pause
until someone jumped in and told him the word (if was usually a student who

jumped in). Thefinal strategy Alex used was to say, "whatever that says" and

continue reading. Alex had read the modem English version and he had not

understood what he had read. He said out loud, 1 have no idea what 1juS! read.

Jill, responded ta his subtle request for support. She explained the content ta him

without prompting from the teacher, in a very direct, supportive way (English,
Peter's class, February 3,1998, Field notes).

During this initial stage 1 had hoped to have the opportunity to observe individual

students in conflict with peers or teachers, but that opportunity did not present itself.

A research question that 1 had not considered, yet one that became clearly evident

concemed the types of support the students with Lds provided to each other and to their

teachers. The limited research that exists in the area of students with Lds and how they

use social support, suggests that this group of students experience less social support

from peers than their non Ld counterparts (Geisthardt & Munsch, 1996; Siperstein &

Wenz-Gross, 1998; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997; Wenz-Gross, Siperstein, Untch, &

Widaman, 1997). 1 am not comparing the students 1 observed to those without Lds, and

my participants are in a segregated setting as opposed to general education. However, the

students 1 observed supported each other often and without hesitation. There were many

examples of students supporting one another constantly in al1 three classes where l

collected my data.

Supporting one another, while informing the class

The class was reading aboutfonns ofurban pollution. The topic ofoil spills was

introduced. Anderson, who had been lying with his head on his desk, appearing

not to listen, popped his head up and began to speak. He told the class ofa way

he thought that oil spills could be prevented. He tried to explain the concept of

using a rubber bladder. He was having difficulty explaining what he meant, so

Derek jumped in to help. Derek was able to clarify and add to what Anderson

had said. He explained how a rubber bladder works and that they do use them on
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some boats. This addition by Derek was done in such a way that they were
adding to each other's knowledge, Derek was not trying to up-stage Anderson

with his knowledge, as he sometimes did, he was supporting his knowledge. 1
make this assumption based on my observation ofboth student's tone ofvoice and
body language (Geography, Rebecca's class, taught by Rebecca, February 3,

1998; Field Notes).

In Peter's MRE (Moral and Religious Education class) the class was discussing legal

versus illegal drugs. The class was going to begin a module on marijuana. This

particular day was what 1 would cali a brainstorming day~ understanding what the

students already knew about marijuana, whether accurate or not. The following except is

another example of one student supporting another, while they both inform the class.

Jeffbegan to add details

Jill described how helicopters were used in the Eastern Townships to identify
marijuana plants. She explained that they used radiation and infrared cameras.

Jill contributed to the best ofher knowledge and then Jeffbegan to add details.
Jeffadded that when looking for marijuana if shows up as hotter on these

cameras. Someone asked why. Jeff continued by saying, ...marijuana takes more

humidity to grow, so they grow the plants close together to keep the heat in (MRE.
Peter's class, Peter teaching, February 4, 1998; Field Notes).

Physical Education class seemed to be the class that 1 was able to gain incredible

examples of students supporting one another. It appeared that the students' who were the

frequent receivers of support in content classes, were more often the providers of support

in physical education. Certainly in the case of Stephen, he excelled in physical education

and he was able to support his peers. His classmates were often reading for him and

sometimes acting as his scribe during content classes. In this setting, he could provide

sorne of them with instrumental support in physical education~ as the following excerpt

demonstrates.
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Stephen as the teacher

This was the first Martial Arts class Rebecca taught the class the first punch.

While the majority ofstudents caught on quickly, Donald had more difficulty. At

this point the students were still in rows facing Rebecca. After the students had

practiced on their own, punching in the air, Rebecca divided the students into two

groups and asked Stephen to lead one group while she Led the other. Stephen and

Rebecca put their hands in the air and the students used their hands as targets.

Stephen spent the rime to ensure that each student was punching correctLy. He

was quickly able to zone in on where the students' punch was problematic and

provide them with suggestions on how to improve it. He generally showed the

student what they were doing and then showed them the correct way to punch,

highlighting the spot that was difficuLtfor them. Then he would ask the student to

try again. As the student punched he would fine tune it. In other words, after the

student had punched Stephen would say, "good, but a Little more like this" and he

would mode/. Stephen was really helpful, supportive and an excellent mode/.

Stephen really spent rime with each group member ensuring that they improved.

Rebecca then joined his group as she had finished with hers and took over.

The students then were taught and practiced kicks. The students were

practicing independently. However, Stephen noticed that Donald was having

difficulty, so tlzey started working together. Stephen showed him that it was

important not to lean forward or backwards when he kicks and Stephen

demonstrated why. He kicked and leanedfonvard and he explained that your kick

doesn't have as much power and you canfaIl because you're offbalance. Then

Stephen showed Donald what happens ifyou lean back while you kick. Again no

power and you can he easily pushed offbalance by who ever you are fighting

with. Then Stephen showed him the correct way to kick and he and Donald

practîced side by side, with Stephen providing tips after each kick. M eanwhile

Donald had a big smile on his face and listened carefully and tried to make the

adjustments Stephen was recommending (Physical Education, Rebecca's class,

taught by Rebecca, March 2, 1998; Field Notes).

Here are sorne additional examples of students providing their classrnates with support in

such open, non-judgmental, and non-competitive ways. In the following excerpt Jeff and

l were playing doubles against Patrick and Pam in a round robin of badminton. The
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games that Jeff and 1 had played up to this point had been quite competitive. we wanted

to win. When we were paired with a team who had a weak player the competitiveness

virtually disappeared.

Teaching and supporting a weakerplayer

Jeffand 1 had won our last two matches, we were ready to maintain our lead and

advance. As we began our next match with Patrick and Pam ie became evident

that Pam was not a strong player. Almost immediately the tone ofthe game

changed. Patrick trying to teach her how to serve. He modeLedfor her how to

hold the racket and hit the bird. She was having difficulty getting the bird over

the net. Next, Patrick stood behind her and practiced the motion ofswinging the

racket. AIl the players allowed her to re-take serves as often as she needed,

without ever saying a word about making this exception. When the bird came

over the net it didn't matter if if was directed at the correct person, we just played.

The game was gentle andfun! 1 was extremely impressed by the students'

patience, compassion, and teaching methods (Physical Education, Peter's class,

Sarah taught, February 19, 1998; Field Notes).

Respectful and unobtrusive support

The class was playing hockey today. As the students' werejïnding their positions

and getting ready, Donald stood in position waiting for the puck to be dropped.

Marianne walked up to him and they had a Little chat (1 could not hear what was

saidfrom the side lines). When Marianne came back to the bench 1 asked her if
she would mind telling me about their exchange. She explained, Donald really

knows how to play defense now, but he sometimes gets confused about his job as a

forward and sometimes he forgets which direction to go in. So 1 was just making

sure that he knew what he was doing and that he was O.K.. 1 was shocked at her

intuitiveness and her kindness, even her tone as she explained what she had done.

When she was talking to me her tone was very matter offact, no judgment! Later

when 1 spoke to Rebecca 1 asked her if she had set up this pattern ofstudents

checking on fellow students, she said no. She added that Marianne quite

frequently checks in on Donald, as do other students, as he has the most difficulty

in physical education. During this exchange, Rebecca reported that she is
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particularly proud ofStephen. He will take the time to explain things to others or

show them how to do something. He is helpful and kind. She added that at times

he will do something and she will have tears in her eyes because it was so

spontaneous and self-less. Stephen has been very helpful to Donald. modeling

appropriate teenage behaviorfor him. In fact Stephen won an award this yearfor

his positive role modeling (PhysicaL Education, Rebecca's class, taught by

Rebecca. February 17. 1998; Field Notes).

In Rebecca and Peter's classes students at times would be in conflict~ but it was rare to

see a student putting down another student in an academic area, or not supporting one

another. In other words, l observed the students as very supportive of one another in

relation to school. In John's homeroom, the dynamic was quite different. Although many

students were supportive of one another, there were a few students who were disruptive

and they received no support from the other students, except from other 'disruptive

students'. The following excerpt highlights this dynamic. The following was observed

during an English class. The students had been assigned characters from Romeo and

Juliet and they were reading aloud their respective parts.

"Matthew, come on!" "Matthew, hurry up!"

Kevin moved his chair so he could sit with Matthew. He told John that he had

forgotten his play, so he was going to share with Matthew. (The next day in Gym,

Charles A. disclosed to me that Matthew, Kevin, and Charles T. usually have

their books for English, but they hide them so that they can share a book with a

friend and chat or goofoff). Matthew is not reading his part. he is fooling around

and notfollowing. John snaps his fingers and says, "Get if together Matthew".

Matthew responds, "Fm only human sir".

Atfirst when Matthew didn't read his part. his classmates would remind him it

was his tum. When his attention did not increase, the students began to remind

him that it was his tum, in a less than supportive manner. Whining at him,

"Matthew, it's your tum" or "Matthew, come on!!" "Matthew hurry up!" At

which point, Matthew needed to figure out where in the play he was supposed to

read. To compensatefor Matthew not paying attention and not reading his part,
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the other students chose ta then read his partfor him or they would skip his part

altogether and read their own. When Matthew realized he yelled at Allen, "How

am I supposed to read when you just keep going?!!" Matthew then read his part

and John thanked him.

Matthew, playing with liquid paper again, continues to miss his cue when

it's his tum to read. Students cali out to him each rime. John tells Matthew that

it's his tum, Matthew tums ta Kevin, with whom he is sharing a book, and yells at

himfor not telling him it was his tum. John interrupts Matthew and says, It is not

Kevin's job, it's yours! Matthew says, Yeah, but he said he would tell me. John

replies, Stop playing with the liquid paper andfollow along. Reading resumes. It

was Lara's tum to read, she has lost her place. She asks her neighbor, Karen,

where they are. Before she has a chance to find the line and start reading,

Matthew yells, Where have you been, it's your tum!!! and then smiles, Lara just

looks at him and gives him an angry stare (English, John 's Class, John teaching,

February Il, 1998; Field Notes).

This lack of support observed in John 's class extended to physical education as weIl. In

tbis next excerpt~ the students were arriving~ waiting to begin the class. Lindsay had hurt

her ankle in the class before, hence there was a short delay. While the students were

waiting to start the class sorne were playing basketball, others were chatting, others, as

this next excerpt highlights were being destructive and rude.

Destruction and rudeness: Unsupportive behavior

Charles T. threatens Allen with the ball, Charles has hold ofAllen's shirt, Allen

runs away. Seconds later, Kevin, Charles T. and Michael are laughing in the

corner. They comment ta Scott, Weren't your glasses here? Scott looks

concemed he had taken them offand placed them on the bench, sa they would not

get damaged during physical education. where did they go? Scott tries

unsuccessfully, to get Sarah's attention (the teacherJ. 1 watched as the three boys

struggled to put one of the Lens back in the frame. they were successful. When the

boys move away from the corner, Scou's glasses were back on the bench. They

looked bent. Scott picked up his glasses and asked me ta hold them. I said to

him, they look bent. He responded, Yeah, it happened a while ago. This had been

one ofthose awful situations as a researcher, when you want to intervene. but
doing so would compromise your role as a researcher. lmmediately following the
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disbursement ofthe three boys in the corner, Charles T. is back bugging Allen,

Catch the bail he said as he whips it at him. Allen runs away. Kevin goes up to

Allen and taps him on the head and says, The ball is yourfriend, in a really

condescending, mean way. (Physical Education, John's class, Sarah teaching;

Field notes).

l am unsure ofwhy John's class is sa different from the other two classes. John. Rebecca,

and Peter each have their own unique teaching and classroom management styles, no one

style is better than the other. There are more girls in Johnts class tban in the other two

classes but l did not observe gender differences as causing classroom difficulties.

However, in Johnts class there are a handful of students who are particularly disruptive

and they appear to be close friends. In the other two classes there are disruptive students

however, they do not seem to ttfeedtt off one another. l am suggesting that John's class is

more difficult than the other two due to the classroom culture which has evolved over the

year.

Focus Groups

1 began holding focus group interviews (three ta five students at a time) in arder to

begin to understand haw these Secondary III students conceptualize social support. The

three homeroom teachers grouped the students to ensure group cohesiveness and helped

with the scheduling of each group so that students would not miss classes that were most

difficult for them. The students were provided with a series of scenarios and asked how

they or their friends might handle themselves in particular situations (see Appendix C,

Social Support Scenarios). These focus groups were audio-taped and later transcribed.

The use of focus group interviews is a technique which is largely used in marketing

research. The groups can be composed of as many as 12 people or as few as 3 (Marshall

& Rossman, 1995). There are many advantages associated with using focus groups. In

terms of my research, l posed my scenarios in such a way that the students were asked

what they think their friend or classmate would do in a given situation. Therefore. the
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questions were non-threatening as l was not asking them about themselves personally.

As a group, they could discuss scenarios without any one persan feeling like they were on

the spot. It was interesting to note, however, that in many of the groups when l asked a

question about what a classmate or friend would do in a given situation, they would often

answer, "It depends who? Like X, herd..." (Allen, March, 1998, Focus Group). The

students would often choose the most disruptive or the most extreme student in the c1ass,

which more often than not did not represent their own behavior. This is contrary to the

marketing research which suggests that ifyou ask people about their neighbors or their

friends, you get a more ~ealistic response, which would have a high correlation to their

own behavior in contrast to asking the persan about themselves. The students that took

part in the focus groups appeared to be very comfortable with each other. Many students

came from classroom cultures which had spent a great deal of time building up a trusting

and safe environment. It appeared to me the students felt comfortable together. When l

asked a question about what a classmate or friend would do in a given situation the

students often answered what they would do. The following is an excerpt from the focus

group held with Allen and Karen. This excerpt highlights Allen's' comfort in answering

what he would feel in a particular situation.

Cornfortable talking about his own thoughts andfeelings

Tara: Ok, think ofsomething that makes either you or someone in your class

really mad.
Allen: Something that makes me mad?

Tara: Something chat makes you mad or a classmate mad.

Allen: Somebody who picks on you. Everybody used to pick on me, then Scott

came and they started really bugging him and that took the pressure off

me...(Allen and Karen, Focus Group, March. 1998)



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

125

It appeared that Allen was comfortahle talking about himself in front of bis peers and me

and hence did not talk about a classmate but chose to talk about himself. After 1 had

spoken with the other member of the focus grOUpy Allen added:

A peer's insight

Allen: Weil, what really bothers me is when we're in class and student X is

disturbing the class. It reaily bothers me. And sometimes [ say to him. Why do
you act like a baby? [t's so obvious he just wants attention. Yesterday...

(Allen and Karen, Focus Group, March, 1998)

In one of the focus grouPSy an interesting discussion took place regarding people's

comfort level, in terms of sharing persona! information in the grOUPy before the interview

began. One studentyNancyysaid that she needed to go to the hathroom, but she would

wait. 1suspect planting the seed of escape so thatyin case 1 asked a question she didn't

want to answer, she could legitimately Ieave. A second student, Stephenywas able to

verbalize bis own concern about maybe not wanting to share information with the group.

which 1 suspect was aIso Nancy's concern that she was not able to voice herself. The

following is an excerpt from their discussion.

"...like if1 wanted to answer a question but 1 didn rt feel comfoTtable in front of
everyone"

Tara: Ok, just before [ tumed on the tape Nancy said something interesting, could
you repeat it Nancy witlz the tape on?
Pause

Tara: [ think you said you needed to go to the bathroom, but you were going to

wait. Why?
Nancy: Yeah... pause, [forget.

Derek: So she could run away.

Stephen: You should hide this.
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Tara: Hide what?
Stephen: So peopLe won't know that you have it.

Derek: No she has to show it so peopLe know they're being recorded, othenvise it

couLd be held illegal against her.

Tara: Right, ....l re-expLain the raIe ofthefocus group and that 1 will ask their

permission if1 would like to use something they have said, and how they can

change their name.

Stephen: What happens if1 want to ask a question or say something but you don'r

want to say it because you're afraid ofother people in the room.

Tara: That's a great question. What do you guys think? What shouLd we do ifyou

want to say something, but you don't feel comfortable in front of the group?

Stephen: Yeah, like if1 wanted to answer a question but 1 didn't feel comfortable

in front ofeveryone.

Tara: What do you think you should do? Or what do you think you could do?

Stephen: Ummmm

Derek: Ask us to leave?

Tara: Yeah, totally.

Stephen: Or else we could leave and go somewhere else.

Derek: We could run and hide.

Albert: Ifsomeone tells me to keep a secret 1 can keep a secret.

Tara: It sounds like there are lots ofoptions. No one has to answer any question

unless they feel comfortable. Ifthere is something that you want to answer but

you don't feel comfortable in the group we can talk just the two ofus another day,

like at recess, or we can step outside and leave the group in here. What we

discuss in this group is private. 1 can not use anything that we discuss unless you

give me permission and 1 would hope that you al! will keep this meeting private so

everyonefeels comfortable. Is everyone ok with this plan? Answer only ifyou

are comfortable and ifyou want to talk about or answer something privately we

willleave the room or talk another time. Ok?

Everyone says, Yup or Yeah (Stephen M., Nancy, Derek, and Anderson, Foeus
Group, March 18th, 1998).

It is interesting to note that this interview lasted 55 minutes into the second periode The

students were so involved in the conversation that they were alilate for their next class.

The discussion flowed without interruption and l am sure we could have spoken for a lot
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longer. It appeared that everyone was comfortable sharing their thoughts and feelings

with the group, no one asked ta meet later or leave the room.

Beginning at the end of February 1998 until early May 1998 students were brought

together ta form focus groups. The homeroom teachers of the Secondary m's

volunteered to help me form groups of approximately three ta six students each. The

teachers helped in the scheduling of these groups so as students would not miss classes

which were their most difficult and to ensure cohesive groups (see Table 2).

Table 2

Information Re~arding the Make-Up and Scheduling of Focus Group Interviews

ClL thDS dGroup tu ents ate engl ass

Group 1 Karen, Allen, & Date 60 minutes Mr. Cummin's

(Brendan) Class

Group 2 Michael, Scott Date 45 minutes Mr. Cummin's

& Lara Class

Group 3 Stephen M., Date 55 minutes Ms. Jones's

Nancy, Derek, Class

& Anderson

Group 4 Lindsay, Date 55 minutes Mr. Crow's

Patrick, & Luke Class

Group 5 Donald, Bruce, Date 80 minutes Ms. Jones's

Blair. Cameron, Class

Antonio. &

Albert

Group 6 Charles L, Date 45 minutes Mr. Crow's

George, Class

& Stephen B.

•
Each group met during class time in an office which is shared by the Vice Principals,

Peter Crow and Lina DeBlasio. This was an ideallocation as both of these people taught
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for most of the day and hence did not need the office. At times the groups were

interrupted as the phone in the room was needed by one of these individuals or a teacher.

Generally this was an excellent space for conducting focus group interviews and not he

interrupted.

When the students and 1 met in this office, 1 explained the purpose of the focus

group before beginning the session, to ensure that informed consent had been given.

Next, 1 asked the students questions about who makes up their social network (See

Appendix B). 1 then provided the students with a series of scenarios and asked what their

friends or their cIassmates would do in the given situations. Depending on the students'

answer, a variety of follow-up questions were asked (See Appendix C., for Social Support

Scenarios and follow-up questions).

It was during this focus group interview phase of the study, that 1 had hoped to get a

general sense of who the students actually used for social support. The focus groups

tended to become social venues, where the students were comfortable discussing

thernselves. During this phase 1 wanted to understand who the students incIuded in their

social networks. Secondly, 1 hoped to determine who the students turned to or relied on

within their social networks for particular types of support - emotional, informational,

instrumental, academic support and companionship, if anyone? In addition to whorn the

students relied on a third factor to be understood was, the nature of the social support

provided by each individual, in each different type of support. In other words, what kind

of support does each person provide, depending on the type of support?

Fourth., during this phase 1 aIso hoped to gain sorne initial insights as to how the

students use or don't use the people in their networks for support. In other words, when

the students were provided with different scenarios, the question became not only who

the students name as people they could calI on for support, but also how the students use
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or do not use their support. Follow-up questions included; what do the adolescents

expect from individuals in their network? Do they bave any preconceived expectations?

The following excerpt is frOID a focus group of three students. They all reported

coping differently in conflictual situations. Lindsay and Patrick have been observed in

cIass accessing support welt whereas Luke accesses support less weIl. By this 1 mean

that Patrick and Lindsay ask for and receive support when they need it. Luke tends to not

ask questions and wait for support to he given by the teacher.

Coping with conflict differently

During the focus group interview with Luke, Lindsay, and Patrick it became

evident that they ail respond differently in situations. The students were asked,

Everyone gets into fights and they cope withfighting differently. What are some

ofthe things that either you or your classmates do when you get into a fight?

Lindsay reported that she swears and engages in verbal fights. She reported that

she uses her cousin for support, by calling her or going over to talk with her. "[
expect herjust to listen If.

Luke said that he tries to get out offights, by walking away. "[ don't really get

into fights". He said that he usually coped on his own and watched TV. He

reported that he does not seek supportfrom anyone.

Patrick reported that he copes in a variety ofways. "! either watched TV or call

someone". He said that when he seeks support he usually calls afriend. He

expects his friend to listen and tell him about similar experiences that they have

had. (Lindsay, Patrick, and Luke, Focus Group, March 5,1998).

(Please note that direct quotes were not used tbroughout the above excerpt as the dialog

would have been close to two pages).

A f"Ifth criterion was how the people, within the students' social networks, support

the students in different situations. The students were asked how each individual

supports them. Ce.g., verbal support, an explanation, a demonstration, etc.). In the case

srudies these types of questions were followed-up by asking the particular individual how

they see themselves as supporting the student in different situations. A follow-up
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question was: What do they think each individual expects of them, what do they consider

to be each person's role? Finally, 1 hoped that the students' voice during the focus groups

would provide insight into with whom the students have conflicts and over what

Preliminary Analysis of Focus Groups and Continued Observation

During the months of February through May two of the tapes from the focus groups

were transcribed and a preliminary analysis began, using techniques recommended by

Morehouse and Maykut (1996). 1 began by fIrst "unitizing" the data, as Lincoln and

Guba (1985) call it. 1 set aside the original data and used photocopies for unitizing and

subsequent data analysis. 1 read through each transcript Iooking for units of meaning. In

other words, 1 looked for meaning through the words and actions of the participants,

Iooking for information which would help me begin to understand how adolescents use

people for social support. Each statement made by the students was analyzed in terms of

the essential concepts they convey. The scenarios themselves were divided into five

different types of support and each of the students' statements fell within one of these

support types. Table 3 illustrates the themes that were explored and the questions that r

was trying to answer and a template was made. As each unit was identified, 1 drew a line

across the page to separate the one unit from the next. These units of meaning were then

eut from the photocopies and attached to a cue cardo On each cue card the type of

support was docurnented and a summary of the interview portion was wrïtten. Every

piece of the transcript was unitized, there were no stray pieces.
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Table 3
Themes and Questions Being Explored during Analysis of the Students' Statements

Students' THEME THEME THEME THEME THEME

Name

Allen Emotional Conflict Campanion- Instrumental/ Definition of

Support ship Informationa Support

1

Support

Who

How

Whv

What

The second step in this analysis process was to create a matrix for each student. In

other words, the summaries on the eue cards were then used create a matrix which was a

visual representation of the data, sa that student responses could he examined in terms of

commonalties and differenees.

Triangulation

There are four types of triangulation as defined by Denzin (1978). In this study 1

used two out of the four types of triangulation. They are: data triangulation and

methodological triangulation. The first, data triangulation, refers ta the use of a variety

of data sources. In this study the students with Lds themselves, their teachers, families

and other relevant significant others were all included as data sources. The following

excerpts highlight data triangulation. Patrick's mother describes her involvement in her

son obtaining his snow boarding instructors' certification. Patrick acknowledges his

mother advocated on bis behalf, but suggests that he could have done it without her

support, but it would have taken longer. 1 had spoken with Patrick's physical education
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teacher, Sarah Shake, earlier in the school year about Patrick and bis athletic ability, as he

was trying to organize a class trip to the Trapezeum and Horizon Roc. This earlier

conversation with Patrick's teacher provides additional information and corroborates

information provided by Patrick and bis mother. In speaking with Patrick, bis mother and

bis teacher, one gets conrmnation and a full picture of a process involved in Patrick

obtaining bis certification and one gains insight into the slightly different perceptions that

exist between mother and son about how he was able to take this certificate.

Obtaining snow boarding certification

Mrs. Gagnon: Yeah. he's a snow boarding instructor. Yes, he got his instructor's

this January. ..../ pushed him to get his snow boarding certification. / do all the

leg work because he wouldn't have done it on his own. / had to go with him

because he was a junior (too young). / had to take the course, too. and / already

had my certification. But my husband and myself, we both did the course with
him. Sometimes that's what it takes. When it came to snow boarding

certification, / knew he had the ability to do it, so 1 signed him up. 1 do the Leg

work so that there will be no obstacles. lfthere's an obstacle he'll give up. (Mrs.

Gagnon, Case Study Interview, June 1998).

Patrick confirms, how he obtained his snow boarding certification

Patrick: yeah 1 used to, / had a job last year. 1 was a snow board teacher. 1 had

a Lot ofheLp[rom my mom with that like...she did a lot ofit actually...she

shouldn't ofbut she did...like yeah like there 's a clinicfor to see like every year

there 's a clinic for the snow boardfor the new peopLe who want to become snow

boarders (instructors) and she signed me up for that and like she signed me up to

get my Level one and she did ail this stuffthat 1 could have done but 1didn 't. 1

would have done it but it probabLy would have taken me longer to do it.....yeah...I
appreciate it but / wish like / feel like J. .../ need to get more independent, do it ail
by myself...(Patrick, Case Study Interview, June 1998).
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Sarah talks about Patrick's initiative and athletic ability

[ had heard the students talking about the possibility ofgoing to leam the trapeze

as a physical education outing. 1 approached Sarah during physical education

class to ask her about the possibility. She said, Patrick is trying ta organize a

field trip ta the Trapezium and ta a rock climbing gym, they're in buildings beside

each other. His mum (Mrs. Gagnan) is inta the trapeze and has taught Patrick.

Patrick's parents are very supportive ofhim. They have encouraged him ta excel

in sports. He's a rock climber as weIl. Patrick is trying ta organize the class ta

go to a trapeze place to leam the trapeze and then go next door and go rock

climbing. (A talk with Sarah, Sarah's Physical Education class, Peter's

Homeroom students, May, 1998J.

The second~ methodological triangulation~ involves using multiple methods to study a

single area of interest. In this study, l used participant observation, focus groups, in­

depth case studies which involved semi-structured interviews with the students and their

significant others. In the following excerpts Patrick reports on how he capes when he is

having difficulty in class. The rrrst excerpt was taken from Patrick's focus group

interview, the second from his case study interview, and the third is from my field notes

which were taken during one of Patrick's math classes.

"1 would go ask the teacher...or l'Il ask another person who does understand
it. "

Patrick: Well, um, ifthere's someone who's doing good in your class. they'Il help.

That's what 1 do if. ifl'm doing good and 1 understand, l'Il help someone who

doesn 't understand.

Tara: What if ft was you that was having trouble? What would you do?

Patrick: 1 would go ask the teacher and tell them 1 don 't understand this and, or

l'll ask another persan who does understand it. (Patrick; Patrick, Lindsay. &

Luke Q., Focus Group Interview, March 1998).
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"••.1'11 probably ask someone who is really good at... "

Ifl'm having trouble in class, weil l'li probably ask someone who is really gaod at
math like just to show me like the first answer, and to see if1 can get it from there
(a peer) and if1 still don't understand l'LI ask the teacher. ...like he (a peer)

would explain me haw he did it, like 1 don't like it when people like. like if1 want

to leam haw ta do it and there like here's the answer /'m like no show me how you

did it. ...like if[ have to get the homewark in (hand in homework) in like five

minutes then l'il just write dawn the answers, but if1 have the time like l'li ask

them ta show me how ta do iL.(Patrick, Case Study Interview, June, 1998).

Observing Patrick when he is having difficulty

Patrick isfrustrated taday (in math class). He's having a difficult timefiguring

how to use the chart in the textbook and even when someone tells him which

numbers to use he's nat sure where the numbers shauld go in thefonnula. He

keeps tuming around ta ask Luke M. far explanatians. Luke M. is doing his best

ta explain but Patrick daesn't understand. He's being very vocal at thefront of

the raom, huffing and puffing and saying, "1 don't get this" "This is tao

canfusing". Then he raises his hand and caUs Peter (the teacher) oVer to help

him. ...Peter appraaches Patrick when he fin ishes with anather student. They

speak tagether privately (1 can't hear). Then 1 hear Patrick say. "What? That

makes no sense Peter!". They continue working tagether. Meanwhile, 1 wander

around the room and start warking with sorne ather students who are also finding

the task difficult. (Peter's Math class, Field Notes, February 1998).

These excerpts highlight the importance of triangulation. Each data source adds to our

knowledge of how Patrick was able to achieve a snowboard certificate and how he capes

when he is experiencing difficulty in class. In addition each method used in this inquiry,

participant observation, focus groups, and semi-structured interviews, contributed to an

understanding in a single area of interest such as how one copes when experiencing

difficulty in class. Bath data triangulation and methodological triangulation are ways to

minimize threats to validity.
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A Case Study Approach

Case Studies

In contrast to deductive researchers who "hope to fmd data to match a theory,

inductive researchers hope to find a theory that explains their data" (Goetz & LeCompte,

1984, p. 4). Case studies by definition "get as close to the subject of interest as they

possibly can, partIy by means of direct observation in the natural setting and partIy by

their access to subjective factors (thoughts, feelings, and desires) ..... (Bromley, 1986, p.

23)

The disciplines of anthropology, history, psychology, and sociology have influenced

case study research in education. There are four main characteristics of case studies.

Case studies are particularistic, descriptive, holistic, and inductive. The case study

method offers a means of investigating the complexities inherent in adolescents'

understanding of how they use people for social support. The case studies produce

holistic accounts of the phenomenon as it is situated in real-life. Each case offers insights

which can create tentative hypotheses which help to structure future research, and thereby

advancing the knowledge base in the area of adolescents with Lds. Case studies are

particularistic in that they focus on a specifie situation or phenomenon. In this research

project l refer to seven adolescents with Lds.

l have chosen to use a combination of descriptive and interpretive case studies.

Descriptive case studies provide detailed accounts of how (in tbis research) adolescents

with Lds use people in their social networks for different types of support. These case

studies are not guided by established or hypothesized generalizations. This type of case

study presents information in areas of education where tittle research has been conducted.

Although there has been considerable research in the area of social support, very little has

been focused on Lds and even less in the area of adolescence.
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Interpretive case studies~ like descriptive case studies are descriptive; however~

these descriptions are used slightly differently. They are used to develop conceptual

categories~ to illustrate~ support~ or challenge theoretical assumptions held prior to the

data collection. The literature which existed at the time of the data collection,

categorized students with Lds as one group and suggested that they use their support

networks differently than their peers without disabilities (e.g., Wenz-Gross & Siperstein,

1997). Although this may weil be accurate, 1 felt that there was a second group of

students with Lds who were not being represented in the literature, those who access and

use support weIl. Researchers who use an interpretive case study approach gatber as

much data about the phenomenon as possible with the intent of interpreting or theorizing

about the phenomenon. In this study 1 analyze the data and develop categories that

conceptualize the differences among these two distinct groups of students with Lds~ those

who access and use support weIl and those who do note

In arder ta obtain the most accurate image of the participants experiences and

perceptions~ the same scenarios and open-ended questions used during the focus group

interviews were asked during in-depth interviews with each student~ one-to-one. These

scenarios and questions were used ta explore the participants and their parents

experiences. This case study approach has been suggested by Miles and Huberman

(1994), Merriam (1990), and Yin (1989) as an appropriate methodology for an in-depth

study of small numbers of cases, in order to make analytical generalizations, but not

generalizations to larger groups.

Teachers' Criteria for Selectin~ Case Studies

In arder to select students to participate in the in-depth case studies, 1 asked the

three homeroom teachers to nominate students. 1 met individually with the three

teachers, Rebecca Jones, Peter Crow, and John Cummïn. 1 asked them to nominate
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students whom they thought would be interesting to interview~ based on the knowledge

that 1 wanted to understand how adolescents with Lds use people available to them for

support. 1 reminded each of the teachers of the nature of the study by saying: "As you

remember, 1 am interested in understanding how adolescents with Lds use the people

available to them in order to get support. With this in mind, who, in your opinion, would

be interesting to interview and why?" Rebecca was able to address my questions

instantly. Peter and John both asked me to be more specific. 1 asked them about specifie

kinds of support and asked them who they thought used each type of support weIl. l then

asked them who each thought did not use each type of support weIL Using teacher

nomination and a purposive sampling approach, 1 selected students based on maximum

variation. Let us begin by meeting the three teachers who were asked to nominate

students.

Rebecca is a twenty-nine year old woman with four years of teaching experience.

She has worked with students who have Lds for three of those years. Rebecca is a

Secondary III homeroom teacher. She teaches her class Geography, Biology, MRE, and

Physical Education. The classes are mixed for math, therefore she teaches sorne of her

own class and sorne students from the other two Secondary III classes. Rebecca is

athletic and took her class rock climbing this year. In addition, she has a love of the

environment which she shares with her class often. Rebecca has an excellent rapport

with her class. They talk as a group about tbings that interest the students and many of

the students talk with her privately about issues of concern in their lives. Peter is in bis

late thirties, early forties, but looks no more than thirty years old. He has been teaching

for five years and has worked with students with Lds for aIl of those five years. He, like

Rebecca~ is athletic and also took his class rock climbing. During the data collection

Peter was acting co-vice principal, as the VP was on maternity leave. Peter teaches his

class MRE, and English and teaches a mix of Secondary III students math. Peter also has
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rapport with bis students, their appears to be mutual respect among he and his students.

John is in bis early forties and has been teaching for upwards of ten years. Five of those

years have been exclusively teaching students with Lds. John has a strength in

woodworking and teaches all three Secondary mclasses ITI. In addition he teaches his

own class MRE, and English and a mix of students math. John had a group of students

who had difficulty working together as a group and many of them did not respect each

other. Yet, John was able to connect with them individually. Homeroom appeared to be

a time when as a group many of the students could chat with John and they functioned

more cohesively .

l met with Rebecca first, in her classroom, at the end of a school day. She began by

telling me about a female student in her class, Nancy, whom she felt used her support

system really weIl and why as the following examples demonstrate.

Nancy uses support well, explains Rebecca

Ok, Nancy uses it weil, excellent. It takes Nancy a long rime to get to know and
also get to like someone. She has a lot oftrouble trusting people so if she doesn't

trust you or doesn't like you, then she's not gonna use you, which would make

sense actually, but when she does like you and does trust you, then she'fl askfor

your help, whenever she needs it, she uses it, she's in the after school program

and she uses that very well, I know a lot ofkids in the after school program don't

make use ofthat time very well, like it's notefficient and she's very efficient. She

also uses the schoal psychologist well, she goes ta her when she knows rhat she

needs it, when shefeels she's having trauble she also uses the sclzool resource
room teacher.

Nancy: Academie Support

Yeah, and sa she uses Lina very well, last year she went to her, this year she's not,

doesn't have the specifie rimefor her, because I have kids, (last year she had a

designated rime to meet with Lina, this year she does not), I have three periods a

week with her (Lina), that I can send sameone ta her at lunch and you know (she
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sentis students who have a greater need), she (Nancy) works on the newspaper in

that she's still getting, you know, some help in writing stuff.

Nancy: Emotional & Academie support

She sees Lina and other teachers for emotional and academic stuff. 1 know the

teachers that she has had in the past, that she has a good relationship with, she'l!

still go and see them, even just to chat with them and stuff, so she, you know she, 1

think needs a lot ofemotional support so she does that like when she has a good

connection with someone she uses that, in that way (emotional) andfor academic

help, she really uses the after school program really well and she uses the

strategies people give her, she tries them out and uses them and also she knows

the friends that she could use, like she's asked Antonio you know, sometimes, for

help for something or she'll ask Donald sometimes. she likes to try to work alone
but she'll ask if she needs help.

Nancy: Support outside ofschool

She has a boyfriend outside ofschool... she was in a group home and now she's

back living at home with her mother and 1know she still sees 1 think slze used the

group home very well also, it was very structured and she felt it was too

structured... but she tries ta see the positive and see what it's giving /zer...so you

know she really liked her main social workers there and she has a social worker

now from there, ...every once and a while and 1 think she appreciates that.

Nancy: Seeks support from the school psychologist,
belore calling the social worker

1 think narmally if she's really having a hard time she'l[ go to see Angela (School

Psychologist) and it's just, you knaw sametimes she gets averly frustrated with her

mather. so samething that she needs ta vent it out, so rather then ta take it out al
home, she'd rathercame to someane here, which is yeah very mature. And

because 1 know her mother very you know over kind ofprotective and stuff.
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Nancy kas maintained a relationship with herfoster family

She has a foster mother tha! she stayed with when she was in foster care for

almost two years, 1 guess when she was 13 or 14, and she still goes to see her

every second weekend and that's her choice, it's something tha! she wanted to

keep up, so umm, and she has a littlefoster brother there and she's baby-sitting

tonight.

Nancy has friends in and out ofschool

1 know she does havefriends outside ofschool and she's very goodfriends with

Tanya and Karen (Teacher Interview: Rebecca, March, 1998).

Rebecca then began to tell me about a second student, this one male, Albert, who also

uses his support system weil, and she offered the following explanations.

Alhert: Gets supportfrom his lutor, teachers and parents

He works so hard and he needs so much help just to get where he 's at takes 500%

ofhis effort and so it also makes him very anxious and makes him frustrated and

he has a very short fuse ofa lot ofthings and takes things out on people, but 1
think its because he works so harde

...he has a tutor and he 'rvork really hard with her. He's always coming to me or

to his math teacher or to his English teacher, ifhe needs help with things, he

cames to me about French ifhe, you know, so he's always coming and as/dng for

extra help, he'll stay at lunch, he'Ll stay after school, whenever and 1 know he goes

home and works hard with his parents as well for help and when he doesn 't

understand something, 1 know math is really hardfor him and he works really
hard on it.

Albert: Gets supportfrom classmates

He asks Donald, he'l! ask Donald and he'/L ask ifthey're doing independent work

and stuff, sometimes to explain something to him he'll ask Derek.
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Albert: Emotional support

He says he keeps things inside. but 1 see him blowing up. So ifhe is keeping if

inside, 1 think to myselfwouah like how much there must be in there but then he

cornes to me. He is always kind oftalking Loud and complaining about something

blowing up a Little, but then he will come ro me and say he has been keeping it in

and that because he is really about to blow but 1 think that's aU his stress coming
in and that he can't handle anyway anything a lot oftime he'll come to me

and say should 1 go to the French teacher 1 don't think it will help, should 1 talk to

the student or can 1just talk to you so 1don't blow up or something he comes to

me juS! to complain and I am just his sounding board and that way il releases his

stress and he doesn't have to do anything about it or he'll ask me to speak with the

students or he will ask me for a suggestion. He also asks me if, you know, ifhe

would like to see Angela or if1 think or he always kind ofcomes through me to go

to the other channels. But he usually cornes to me before speaking with the

students and asks if it's a good idea or even before he goes to another teacher.

He comes to me about problems in English and French and then I tell him to go

and speak with the teacher or ifhe wants me to help with a student, he'Il ask me

plan a meeting.

Albert: Friends in and out ofschool

He hasfriends in school, l'Il say mostly Blair. I think Blair is his bestfriend, but I

see him hanging around with. you know, he's always with people. Outside the

school, 1 know he had a girlfriendfor a Little while at the tutoring center, I don't

think that's happening anymore. I drive him home sometimes and people always
calI out and say hi, so does Albert. He's sociable (Teacher Interview: Rebecca,

March, 1998).

l asked Rebecca, t1Who would you say does not use their support system weIl and why?"

Rebecca thought for a minute and then began to provide a great deal of detail about

another student named Stephen. A few excerpts have been included here.

Stephen does not use support weil

He doesn't use support weIl. ...Stephen has always had, not always had but I mean

in the past couple ofyears you know the after school program has been up and
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the center has been up for him and it's there for him and he's not making use ofit,

he's not using it well and this whole year he was in the after school program when

he was there and 1 offered to talk to him or Lina was there and offered he was one

o/the students that 1 suggested to go with. Now he doesn't want to go to Lina.

...he doesn't want to see Angela, he is in the after school program but doesn't get

much done and was not using it purposefully or efficiently and you know, was
using it kind ofas social rime once in awhile ta get last minute things done. He
doesn't come to the teacherfor help ever, academic stuff.

Cornes to me when it's to complain about how, you know, maybe a teacher

treated him unjustly or something. Not usually for academic help. 1 have always

done and given and advised and he doesn't come but he always got the excuse

afterwards. ...now he's not in the after school program, 1 think. because his

girlfriend decided that she didn't need anymore individual support, so ofcoursè

he no longer goes either. So, aU ofa sudden at the end. 1 have been the one
using aIl the resources for him, 1 have been the one staying on top ofthings. 1

have been trying hard to stop and trying to make him responsible for that andfor

him to maybe realize the consequences ifhe doesn 't. He is a very easy student to
support.

He:'i probably gone through a lot because 1 can see how easy if is to get

frustrated with him. How easy it is for teachers to call him lazy, maybe, or. you

know, always say that it's his fauit that he's not getting anything done. 1 mean ifs

really hard to... Like 1 see... 1 really don't think that his lack ofdoing work, and

even lack of.. Recause if it was only in work that 1 saw that. that he didn't take
initiative or didn 't, you know, clue in to what's the best way to survive this

situation or strategies to get through this. But because 1 see il in every other
aspect, even socially, even in emotional, even, you know, when does he ask for

support? When does he askfor help? Who does he go to? Like even with Jill,

you know, like it's often deIayed. And so 1 don't think that it's juS! because he's

lazy or just because he doesn't care. You know?

Stephen: Accessing support when he felt he needed to

So now, aU ofa sudden 1 showed him his third term marks and 1 toid him very

strongly, that he probably wouldn't come back next year. Then he came to me

and said Oh, do you think it would be a good idea if1 went to see Hélène (the

principal) and talk about next year? Yes, l'm sure. He then had a meeting with

Hélène and he told her that he planned to graduate and that he planned to finish.
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He went to Angela ta have the same talk with her.....Then he went to Lina and

asked herfor some rime. Lina rearranged her schedule with three other kids in

order to allow him time. Then he went to Agnes (Director ofthe Vanguard After­

School Program) and askedfor an English tutor to join him in his English class

because he refuses ta do anything after school. .... .he wants peaple to da it for

him (school work). He has the resources and he knaws wha they are, but he

daesn't follow thraugh or when it is offered ta him he doesn't take it. Angela also

offered to see him. at schoal or the tutoring center. Then he daesn't ga (jollow

through on the plan that he has created). Yau lazow but then a week later he

shawed up. [t's always at his own convenience.

Who does Stephen taik to about emotional staff!

[think only Jill (his girlfriend. oftwo or three years. They are in the same school

and grade. different homerooms) and he's got a friend in grade 10, [ think he's

close with Joe. [think he talks with Eliott when he gets frustrated, especially if
it's about things he doesn't want to talk to Jill about.

Stephen: Friends in and out ofschool

...everyone likes him and you lazow he definitely has a lot ofkinds offriends. well

he hangs out mainly with Jill, usually the two ofthem or in a larger group. ...he

definitely has a good time with her and her parents...they go a lot oftime you

know on trips in the country camping or things like that with her parents.

Stephen's Strengths

rve been so frustrated with him for the past few weeks. SOt hardfor me to even

think.... But, no. in phys. ed.• ok, definitely. and [ITdefinitely. SOt in areas where

he shines and he feels confident and comfartable. then he is the most supportive to

other students. ... in an area that he shines, unlike many other people. he doesn't

show it off. He uses it to help others. Which [ think is amazing. So, and in the

class, you know, he's definitely supportive and it does come out, rd say...

probably every day [see it. Just in Little ways that. um, in very passive ways. but

just in !ittle ways. Like he'll. [ don't know, ifa conversation is going on between

some people or someone is teasing someone else, or. whatever, he won't... he's

not an active... Eike he won't kind ofinterrupt or tell someone not to say
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something to someone else. But often he'll kind ofdistract sometimes. Like

sometimes Donald was being, 1 don't know, silly or Albert was getting mad at

Donald or something, and then Stephen would just ask Donald a question, and

then that would take Donald's attention awayfrom Albert and then Albert would

stop getting pissed off.

Peter advocatingfor Jill, while Rebecca advocates for Stephen

But then it's funny because just a couple ofweeks ago, 1 was having a meeting

with Stephen about something else, and Peter popped in. And Peterdecided to

come in and talk about Jill and Stephen. Anyway, but 1 mean Peter is JilCs

homeroom teacher so ofcourse he's going ta see it morefrom her point ofview,

and l'm going to see if morefrom Stephen's point ofview. Or not point ofview,

but just kind ofthought. Which 1 think is good because 1 think that, you know, the

students need their backers. So, you know, Peter is seeing it[rom the point that

Jill is doing a lot ofStephen's work, and Jill is going ta get stressed about it and

Jill is going ta end up messing up her own thing because she gets stressed and

she'lljust decide not ta do it. So ifshe's doing Stephen's work, then, how's that

going to be? And 1 see that, and 1 see that that's true, but the thing is, is that

Stephen doesn't want her and isn't aIways asking her, but she's doing it anyway.
She's taking charge. Stephen's personality...

.....so Peter came in ta tell Stephen what's he going ta do about it. How's he

gong to stop this, bia, bIa bIa. And the thing is that l've seen them together and

tlzey've done that. And Stephen doesn't seem to have a say in anything, so far that

l've seen. And, uh, you know, he doesn't have a say. Jill cames up and says

Weil, ... And then l'm here and i!'s embarrassingfor him. Just this moming, you

know, this is al! in three minutes, but she's saying, "You 've got ta be more

organized". And "didn't 1 tell you ".. And"l helped you work on it and you did do

some ofit". And, you know, ''l've organized your box. How many times am 1

going ta have to do it?" You know, and she's saying aU this and he's just, you

know... And she was also the one who, you know, at the beginning, in September

and October, she wouid come and ask me for extensions for Stephen and Stephen

didn't know she was doing it. And, you know, Stephen even said when he did his

public speech, he asked Jill... He read it ta Jill because he wanted to just say Do

you like it? And he toid me that he didn't say it when Peter was there, but when

Peter left, you know, he said to me, um, that, you know, because Peter caught Jill

recopying his speech in one ofher classes or something. And Stephen said he felt
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really proud when he had done his speech and said... and read if to Jill because

he wanted her to hear it, and wanted, you know, sorne feedback. And she took it

and corrected all the spelling and she said, You know, ifyou say it this way, it

would be better, and he said, you know, she does that. And then 1 get in trouble

for it because she's doing it in Peter's classes, but 1didn't ask her to and 1 didn't

want her to. And she always has to make it better. So... He 's the student that 1

feel, kind ofagonize over the most, andfeelfor him in so many ways. And l'm

also exasperated about him more than any other student because as mucJz as 1

want to just say, Ya. [know it's really tough, 1just want to strangle him. YOll

know? (Teacher Interview: Rebecca, March 1998).

l interviewed Peter in the staff room during lunch. When l asked mm to nominate

students who he felt used support weIl, he responded quiekly that he did not think anyone

used their support system particularly weIl in his class. He added that l would know

better than he, as l have been sitting in his class for four months looking for examples of

support, where he as a teacher would miss things when he was teaching. Peter spoke

more generally about ms class, not in terms of specifie students.

Peter's general comments

1 think a lot ofthem don't know what questions to ask and who to go to.

Generally, 1 would think most students are like that, the few that use them (people

for support) (Pause) l'm trying ta think ofinstances. Like there is an instance

where Charles L. would use the support network but what he'll do is copy, so 1

don't think, 1 don 't see that as the right kind ofsupport (Teacher Interview: Peter,

March. 1998).

Peter and l continued to discuss ms class in general. l commented on the fact that l have

observed his students as very supportive of one another, such as in English class. Peter

responded.
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Peter comments on his students as supportive ofone another

Well, you know if it's in my class 1 would say that the people who are supportive
in thatway (English?), 1 would say everybody except Pam. 1 think Pam Izerself

has such a hard time reading. Personally 1 think my homeroom interacts weil

that way. [would say that the only person that you know is probably Lindsay, but

she is still able to get some support, but the kids also ride her a bit, but she can be

annoying like you know she is, "that is the answer", you know (Teacher Intervieu':

Peter, March, 1998J.

Peter then described who he thought supported others and who was difficult to support.

Patrick supports the class

You know, [mean one person who tends to support tlze most and is a bit more ofa

meter is Patrick, cause he tends to phrase thingsfrom a view that's a bit higher

than the class in the sense ofyou know. Today we watched a movie and al the

end ofthe movie there was some Klu Klux Klan who showed up and beat up the

black guy and he said something like « Man 1 hate it when people hate other

people so much » and that kind oflike, he's really gaod at giving those global
statements, you know what l'm saying, like boy this is really what its about...and [

think that is like kind ofa support cause it gets ail ofthe other kids going, you

know thinking at a better Leve!.

Alex is difficult to support

The worst is and the most difficult person ta support is Alex, cause he never, he

almost never says anything as to whar he doesn't understand, he never really says

he doesn't understand and he always says he gets it, and [knaw for sure ir's the
opposite (Teacher Interview: Peter, March, 1998)

When he was asked about specifie students he was able to suggest who might use a

particular kind of support weIl.
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What about Luke Q.? Is he difficuit to support?

Maybe, but Luke has more ability, no that's not true cause Luke will often askfor

support but he'lI ask it one-on-one. He won't often say, "Sir 1 don't get it" in

class, occasionally but most ofthe time in he'li come after and he'U check the key

point that he doesn't quite get, so he does askfor support.

Does Jill seek support when she needs it?

Yeah, Jill will, see 1 guess Fm dealing with it as a teacher and l'm saying like

who asksfor support, Jill asksfor support, like when she doesn't get something

she'l/ always ask, she'U say 'sir 1 don't get it, 1 don't get it at aU', and she does if

in like a kind ofworried way, cause 1don 't get it... she's frantic about il, but on

the other hand, she asks. when she doesn't get it, she knows she doesn 't get it

(Teacher Interview: Peter, March, 1998)

l then asked Peter who he thought had lots of friends and could get support when they

needed it from peers. He responded, "Patrick and Jill." When asked about how students

cope with conflict, Peter responded.

Undergroundjustice system

1 don 't think they're very good about approaching teachers, by the time teachers

find out about it quite often its gone too far, Uke Lindsay is always getting

harassed by a couple ofkids in the class, its been ongoing since like Las! year, 1

found out about it seven months Later. You know, they have a subculture which is

normal ta have and their subClllture handies the conflicts, so quite often l'm not

even aware ofil. 1 can see it a Uttie bit, like there's some whispers. (But the

students will handle il amongst themseIves?) Yeah, just like there was a instance

(not amongst the participants ofthis study) with a kid who bumt somebody, some

kids took it on their own to bum another kid back, now, that's an extreme, that

tends to be typical of the way they handle conflicts, they'II handIe them

underground on their own, they have their own system ofjustice, and they have

their own penalties, the case ofthe buming was extreme it was obviously against

what the school is about. And so we took measures to deal with it, but there is so

much going on underground that we don'r know about, you lazow they handie
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things undl the point when it does become obvious that's when the teacher steps

in (Teacher Interview: Peter, March, 1998).

It took several weeks to meet with the third teacher, John. John and 1 set severa!

meeting times, however each time he was busy or he had a c1ass, which he had not

remembered about when making the appointment, or on one occasion an emergency had

come up with a student. When John and l did meet, we met for only fifteen minutes. He

selected Karen as a student who used support well and he selected severa! students who

did not use support weIL Two who agreed to participate in case studies are reported here,

Michael and Matthew. In the following except John discusses why Karen would be a

good choice for a case study, as someone who uses support weIl.

John nominating Karen as a student who used support weil

What she has projected to me is that her sister is very helpful to her. Not only in

homework but in other situations too. She's written poems and Ietters about her

aIder sister and how wonderfui it is to have an older sister, and what a great

support she is and bla, bla, bIa. And that she loves her a lot and that in tum is
loved a lot by her aIder sister. And 1 know her parents are incredibIy supportive

ofher, and will heIp her with math. She goes to them, and sometimes she'lf come

to me and say, "Even my mother couldn'tfigure this out and 1 went to my dad and

he couldn't do it". So you know, and then she 'li come back to me and ask me the

question. So you know she's really a kid who uses her system welI. And her dad

is a guidance counselor 1 think with the Lakeshore School board, so you know,

she 's got education in the family, sa it's an environment that she's used to at home

and she's self-motivated and reaLly wants the classes to go quickly and run

efficiently, sometimes when l'm Iagging or offon a tangent, Karen's at the back

and she's giving me the evil eye or something, (John snaps hisfingers) like come

on move on with the book or whatever. She's a kid that in my class that's great.

Tara: Does she askfriends for academic supp.ort?

John: l'm sure she does, 1 know in math, she, Nancy, Tanya, and now Antonio all
help each other, so that's a group that interacts that way
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Tara: /'ve seen her being very supportive ofothers, providing academic support,

but 1 have never seen anyone reciprocate. But maybe when they are working in

the group I don't see or hear what they are doing exactly.

John: Yeah
Tara: What about emotionally, does she have people for emotional support that

she can rely on?

John: Ber sister again, I think. And she seems to have strong friendships. She
has Lorraine, Do you remember Lorraine? (I respond yes) and she's going to

adult Ed, she's been gone for two years. but they still hang out. Sometimes
Lorraine will pick her up after school and they go places. So she seems to

develop very strong attachments. (I asked about Lindsay). Very closefriends

with Lindsay, Karen is very soUd in that area. And Lara too, they're good friends

and Tanya. And she's pretty cool too. She's an academic kid who doesn't come

across as a total geek, everyone respects her, so that's really nice.
Tara: And her Ld is comprehension primarily

John: yeah, comprehension, she's looking better and better. It's a language

based disability and she has difficulty comprehending. She reads in class, and

she's a beautiful reader, she reads as well as I do, but then she won't know what

she's read after she's finished a page

Tara: But she uses good strategies, 1 explain how Karen reported she works on

improving her comprehension, by going home and re-reading what was read in

class with someone like her sister or mum and they talk about it together.

John: And her comprehension is improving too, because l sometimes now ask

her questions about what she has just read and she's starting to pick up on what
she's read, thefirst time through (Teacher Interview: John, April, 1998).

In the following excerpt John discusses several students who do not use people in their

support networks weIl. John then mentions Michael as an excellent candidate. l agree

with this choice. The following excerpt documents why Michael would be a good

choice.

John nominating students who do not use their support networks weil

Tara: Who doesn't use support well, in your class or in the grade?

John: There's afew, who come to mind right away...
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Tara: 1 explain that 1 can not use these[amilies as they would not allow their

children to participate in thelocus group, so if was unlikely that they would be

interested in participating in a case study...
John: What about Michael? Michael has got aU kinds ofsupport. his mother is

very supportive and he's at the Leaming Associates. he's got ail this support but

he's trying more or less to evade it all. He's doing his best to try to get out of

doing anything and Zetting people help him

Tara: Is hefailing the year?

John: Um, he had a really bad term, last term, but 1 think he's passing overall.

But last term 1 think he failed, math, geography, l'm not sure about English.

Recause he didn't hand things anything in. Math he wasn't doing his homework.

he didn't hand in his work book when 1wanted to mark it that kind ofthing.

Tara: His mum must be very concemed

John: Ya, she is. She sees him being very rebellious at home too and myfeeling

is that because Luke moved in on his turfthis year. he's trying to stake out some

groundfor himselfand distinguish himself. Luke is doing much better than him.

And Michael has these influences in the cfass. like ...who are very strong. negative

personalities (Teacher Interview: John. April. 1998).

I then asked John if he thought Matthew would be a good candidate for a case study.

John said yeso The following excerpt, documents Matthew as a possible candidate.

Matthew as a student who does not use support weil.

Tara: What about Matthew? Does he use support weU?

John: No he doesn't. He's a different kettle offish. He's really smart. Really,

really smart and what his game this year has been, is to focus at the absolute last

second and as long as he gets sixty and passes, he's happy with that. And l'm so

frustrated with him, because he's capable ofso mueh more. First term in math he

got 84% and then 69% and then hefailed last term. Like what is that? You know.

Tara: Does he have support at home?

John: Yeah, his mum and step-dad are very nice and very supportive. Matthew

has had a bit ofa history, his brother used to go to this school and he's been in

and out ofjail and now he's out of the country. His dad is an alcoholie and takes

swings at Matthew and al! kinds ofhorrifie stuff. Matthew's brother picked on

him aU through childhood. growing up, so, as far as 1 know he has no active
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support system. because he doesn't ask for one. He's another one. who is

avoiding having a support system.

Tara: But he's so smart about it. Sometimes l've watched him in class and he'll be

drawing, sometimes listening as he draws and other times he is tuned out and you

have asked him a question. At times he'lI respond by saying something like. "Oh

that's a reaLly good question, what do you think sir?" and he throws it back to

you. That's very clever.

John: He's got that brilliance and eccentricity about him. The other day he

freaked out in class and left the school screaming, "l'm the devi/" al! the while

lifting up his shirt. He's not applying himself, but ifhe could, he could do

anything. So maybe he would be a good one (for a case study).

Tara: I don't see him asking for support from anyone in school or with emotional

support, I just see him doing his own thing (Teacher Interview: John, April.

1998).

1 agreed with ail of the students the teachers nominated. Based on my four months

in the classroom as a participant observer and leader of the focus groups, l believe that 1

would have made the same student selections as the teachers did. Originally six students

were selected, three who were thought to use support weIl and three who use support less

weIl. However, 1 realized that all three of the students who were thought to use support

weIl, alllive in intact famUies (Albert, Patrick, and Karen). Whereas, the students who

do not use support as weIl had experienced or were currently experiencing parental

divorce. Stephen's parents were experiencing marital difficulties during the data

collection and separated during the summer (1998). Matthew's parents divorced when he

was a toddler; he has lived with his rnother and step-father since early elementary schooL

Michael's parents divorced when he was he was in elementary school. Although all of

the students were living in stable home environments at the time of the data collection,

with the exception of Stephen, it was thought best to add a fourth student to one of the

groups. Nancy. who was nominated as a student who uses support weIl was asked to

participate. Nancy's parents are divorced. Nancy lives with her mother, but is placed in

foster care regularly, as her mother frequently becomes overwhelmed and cannot cape.
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As l had spent several months in the classes with these students l felt that 1 too

could contribute to the case study nominations. Prior to meeting with the teachers l

created portraits of the students 1 thought would be interesting ta interview. l selected

many of the same students as the teachers did. l chose Karen~ Jill, Albert~ Nancy and

Patrick as students who use their support systems weil. In terms of students who do not

use their support system weIl, 1 chose Stephen, Michael, Matthew, Kevin~ and Charles T.

Mini profIles are provided below in the following two tables. Table 4 presents the

students who use support weIl and were chosen to participate in case studies. Table 5

illustrates the students who do not use support as weil and were willing to be involved in

case studies.

Table 4

Mini Profiles: Students Who Use Support WeIl

Student Age Place of

Birth
Lives with Parent

Employ­

ment

Sibling Uses
support

Nomin­
ated by

•

Nancy 16 Montreal Mum& Mumon none Weil Rebecca&
Foster care disability l

Albert 18 Montreal. Parents Mum: Sister. 15. Weil Rebecca&

Ist genera- and sister domestic HS l

tion from Dad:

Barbados Business
Manager

Patrick 16 Eastern Brother Mum: Brother. Weil Peter& l

Town- weekday ownsa McGill
ships Parents! business student

siblings on Dad: Sister:HS

weekend works in

business

Karen 16 Montreal Parents, Mum: Sister: WeIl John& l

sister & teacher CEGEP

brother Dad: Brother:
Guidance Element-

counselor ary
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Table 5
Mini profiles: Students Who Do Not Use Support WeIl

Student Age Place of

birth

Lives with Parent

Employ­
ment

Sibling Uses

Support
Nomin­

ated by

•

Stephen 16 Montreal Mum.dad, Mum: three Not WeIl Rebecca&
&a home brothers. 1

brother Dad:

installs
alarms

Matthew 16 Montreal Mum& Canada 2 sibs. Not WeIl Iohn& 1
Step-dad Post both live

with dad in

Dominica
Republic

Michael 16 Montreal Mum& Recep- twin Not Well lohn& 1
Brother ùonistl brother,

secretary same HS.
different

class

Ld Discrepancy

Using teacher nomination and a purposive sampling approach~ l selected students

based on maximum variation. The similarities and differences among the participants

will now be highlighted. AlI of the students attend Secondary III at Vanguard

Intercultural High SchooL Each student has been at this school for at least one year; this

ensures that the students are familiar with the school environment. In other words the

students know their way around the school; they know the teachers. students, support

staff, and they are familiar with the school routine. A third similarity is that in order to

gain entrance into the school, each student must meet two criteria: (a) they must be

assessed as having a Serious Learning Difficulty ~ as defined by the Ministère Education

du Québec (MEQ); and (b) each student must be coded 02 (See Appendix A for MEQ

definition). This means that:
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Sllmmative evaluation of the language of instruction or mathematies program.

shows that he or she is two or more years behind in either of these subjects in

terms of what is expected of him or her, given his or her abilities and the frame of

referenee eonstituted by the majority of students of the same age in the school

boards (severe academic delay); or when the assessment carried out by qualified

personnel primarily through long-term observation shows that he or she has

specifie learning difficllities manifested by a developmental delay (especially in

the area of communication skills) that is severe enollgh to cause him or her to faH

behind in sehool withOllt the help of appropriate support measures (Direction de la

coordination des réseaux Ministère de L'éducation, September 1992, Code:51-

5365A).

Students who attend Vanguard High School are referred to this school only when school

boards deterrnine that they do not have an appropriate program that can meet the

student' s special needs.

AU of the students who participated in this inquiry met the above criteria. In

addition ta meeting these criteria, the student files of those who participated in the case

studies were examined carefully in arder to be sure that l cOllld use the term Ld. The

students were identified as having a Ld if they had normal-range or above intelligence,

defined as an IQ of 90 or greater, in conjunction with measured achievement 1.5 standard

deviations or more below the mean. In ather words, an 18 point differenee between IQ

and achievement standard scores on one or more measure of achievement in reading,

arithmetic, and or spelling.

The students' IQs and academic achievement were verified through school records.

However, raw scores were not always available as psychological reports tended to

provide descriptive data (i.e. Above Average, Average, Law Average) rather than raw

scores. In terms of the WISe-III scores, if only descriptive data was available, l used the
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lowest score within the range to calculate the students discrepancies when comparing

standard scores (e.g.~ scores in the average range are between 90 and 109. 1 used the

score of 90 when the raw score was not available).

Each of the students who participated in the case studies had been administered a

standardized intelligence test (the WISC-TIl) and standardized achievements tests (i.e.

WRAT-III~ WRMT-R, or the TOWS-2). AlI ofthese standardized measures have a mean

of 100 and a standard deviation of 15. Therefore the standard scores can he compared.

Each student displayed a discrepancy of over 18 points between standard scores on an

ability measure (WISC-llI) and achievement measures (Wide Range Achievernent Test­

Revised (WRAT-III), Woodcock Reading Mastery Tests-Revised (WRMT-R), Test of

Written Spelling-2 (TOWS-2), or Weschler Individual Achievement Test (WIAT», with

their achievement scores falling significantly below their ability in reading, spelling, or

math. This criteria for diagnoses of a Ld is consistent with the literature in the field (e.g.,

Heath & Wiener, 1996). IQ and é!.chievement scores of Ld students who were identified

as using support well are highlighted in Table 6. Scores of the students who were

selected as not using support well are shown in Table 7.

Table 6

IQ and Achievernent Discrepancies In arder To Identify An Ld Population: Students

Who Use Support Well

IQ WRAT-R WRAT-S WRAT-A

•

Student #1 Average =90 SS: 52 «I%ile)

Student #2 Average =90 SS: 71 (3%ile)

Student #3 Average =109 SS:76 (5%ile) SS:75 (5%ile)

(score

available)
Note: IQ: When only descriptive data was available. the lowest score within the range was used.

WRAT-R: Wide Range Achievement Test-Revised; subtest reading
WRAT-S: Wide Range Achievement Test-Revised; subtest spelling
WRAT-A: Wide Range Achievement Test-Revised; subtest arithmetic
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Table 7
10 And Achievement Discrepancies In arder To Identify An Ld Population: Students

Who Do Not Use Support Weil

IQ TOWS-2 WIAT-R WRMT-R:

WID

•

Student#4 Avg. = 90 SS: 67. 1%ile

Student #5 High Avg.=110 SS: 80. 10%ile SS: 82, 12%ile

(score
available)

Student #6 Avg.90 SS: 68. 2%ile 5S: 72, 3%ile
Note: IQ: When only descriptive data was available, the lowest score within the range was used.

TOWS-2: Test of Written Spelling
WIAT-R: Weschler Individual Achievement Test; subtest reading
WRMT-R:WID: Woodcock Reading Mastery Test -Revised; subtest Word Identification

There are two ways in which the participants varied. First. of the adolescents who

were selected to participate. three were selected based on their ability to use support weIl

and three students were selected who do not appear to use support weil. Of the students

who use their support systems weIl, two are girls and one is a boy. A fourth boy was

selected and interviewed, however. when discrepancy scores were calculated for each

student there was only a 16 point difference (as opposed ta an 18 point difference)

between his ability score and his achievement scores. Therefore, he did not meet the Ld

criteria and hence, could not be considered during the analysis. Of the students who

appear not to have mastered how to use their support systems, all three are boys. There is

not an even gender distribution among the selected case studies. Of the 36 secondary III

students only eight are girls. Of those eight girls, three use their support systems weIl, as

1 and the teachers observed them. Of the remaining girls, there were more appropriate

participants for selection, given the criteria 1 used.
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Confidentiality

As the researcher in this study l am very conscious of the rights of the adolescents

who participate in this study. Names have been changed in the research report to protect

the identity of the participants and their families~ friends, teachers and others who

contributed. At this point the teachers names have been changed, however the name of

the school has remained. A copy of this chapter was forwarded to the school personnel

so they could check for errors and inconsistencies. No information obtained during the

course of the study will be discussed with anyone outside the research team (e.g.,

supervisors) and peer debriefed without the written permission of the participants, their

families~ and aIl others who participate.
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CHAPTER4

DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Once 1 start it (a project or an assignment) then 1 can do it but ifbefore that 1

need help to get started, 1 won't start. It's like a car without gas, you have to have

gas to start if (Case Interview: Michael, June 24,1998).

In the previous chapter, 1 discussed the ways in which 1 investigated how

adolescents with Lds access and use people for social support. 1 am interested in

adopting a contextualized approach ta examine several different types of support, such as

emotional support, infonnationallinstrumental support, companionship, and conflict. For

example, when students are happy about something, do they tell anyone? Whom do they

tell? Why do they seek support? How does that persan support them? In trus chapter, 1

present my data analysis, then 1 explain and interpret my findings. 1 also reflect on the

implications of these findings for helping adolescents with learning disabilities.

Data Sets

l analyzed four different types of data sets: (a) focus group interviews; (h) case

study interviews; (c) field notes; and (d) the researcher's journal. The focus groups

(groups of three to six students) were provided a series of scenarios and asked what they

or their dassmates would do in given situations. 1 audio-taped interviews with six focus

groups (a total of22 students). 1 interviewed case study participants individually, and

these sessions were audio-taped. The participants were provided with the same scenarios

as those presented to the focus groups. My field notes consist of observations of social

interactions between students and teachers. 1accepted a role as a participant observer in
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the classroom. 1 used my researcher' s journal as a tool to jot down initial findings and

thoughts about the interviews, observations or incidents as they occurred. 1 used all of

these data sets ta triangulate that data in arder ta understand how adolescents with Lds

access and use people for social support.

Managing the Data for Analysis

In arder to manage the quickly accumulating data 1 was collecting from the field,

1 fIfSt transferred the raw data into clearly readable protocols. First, all audio taped

interviews were transcribed, the focus groups and the individual interviews (See

Appendices C and D for samples of the transcribed data). The field notes and

researcher' s journal were then typed into a computer (See Appendix E for a sample of the

field notes and Appendix F for a sample of the transcribed researcher's journal). 1 have

used the following transcription notations for reading the vignettes and excerpts included

in this dissertation. An example of the notations 1 used is presented in Figure 1.

...........the speaker continues to talk, however, all of
their words are not included in the vignette

******* unable to hear the speakers clearly on the audio
tapes

Figure 1. Notational system used in transcribed documents

Coding each page of data ta their sources

1 provided a header and footer for each page that was transcribed. The running

header contains the source of the data (Le. Focus Group or Case Study Interview) and
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each students' name. The footer contains an acronym for the data source (Le. FG or en.
students initiais, and the page number (See Appendices C and D for illustrations) . Once

each page of the transcribed documents had been coded to their source, l photocopied

each data set. The raw data and the original set of transcribed data were stored and the

copies were used during the following analysis procedures. The photocopies were used

in arder to divide the data into 'chunks of meaning'.

Unitizing the data

Using the photocopied data, my next step was ta identify the units ofmeaning.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) caIl this process unitizing the data. Qualitative data analysis

requires the researcher to search for meaning from the words and actions of the

participants. First, smaller uni15 of meaning are identified in the data that willlater serve

as the basis for identifying larger categories of meaning. Each unit of meaning that is

identified needs ta be understood on i15 own, without additionaI information. However,

in the context of an interview if the unit is based on a question, the question has been

included within the unit of meaning.

1 identified units of meaning by criticaIly reading through transcripts of the focus

group interviews and case study interviews. These uni15 of meaning were eventually cut

out from the photo copies of data for easy manipulation. Each time 1 identified a new

unit of meaning, l drew a line across the page ta separate this unit of meaning from the

next unit. After separating a unit of meaning, 1 indicated in the left margin where the unit

is located in the data set and indicated in the right hand margin the essence of the unit.

Figure 2 is a graphie illustration of this process.
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Focus Group: Allen

p.9

getting a dog for a year,

because after we lost our second dog, like l bothered him. And he

would always say, "Oh, maybe, l'II think about it" or whatever.

Like he wouid always stall me. Then he said, "your chances aren't

good". And l felt really sad. He couid have just toid me that from

the beginning and not led me on.

T: That's hard. What did you do?

A: Weil l tried ta taik ta my dad, but he said, t'Ger over it"

T: He wasn't very sensitive to your ****** Sought

Support (rom Dad

B: Then he went out and played pool

didn 't gel if.

T: What did YOll do?

B: He runs away when things happen that he can't handle. He just

leaves.

Figure 2. Unitizing the data within the transcript

l used what is typically called an open coding procedure (Strauss & Corbin,

1990). In other words, each statement made by the students was analyzed in teans of the

essentiai concepts they convey. After each unit of meaning had been identified, each was

eut and taped ta an index cardo On the blank side of the index card, l wrote my initial

ideas of themes that had emerged, a summary of the question being asked, the students

name, a summary of the unit of meaning, and my initial thoughts on the students

response. Figure 3, illustrates an example of this process of theme identification.
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Focus Group:Allen et al

•

What: Ex. of argument with Dad re: getting a dog.
Dad said he would think about getting a dog, then said
no. Allen sad,"he could have just toId me from the
begining and not led me on.

Who: Sought support from Dad, but Dad didn't give it
How: went to Dad, Dad said "get over it" and then left

Allen reported that, "he runs away when things happen
that he can't handle. (Insightful of Allen)·FG: A,K,B,p.9

Figure 3. Unit of meanin~ as represented on an index card

Constant Comparative Method

Using multiple sources of data Ce.g., focus group interviews, case study

interviews, field notes) allowed me to constantly and recursively compare the information

and behaviors being noted. Glaser and Strauss (1967) maintain that the constant

comparative method of analyzing qualitative data combines inductive category coding

with an ongoing comparison of aIl units and meanings obtained. Figure 4 illustrates my

use of a constant comparative method of data analysis set within the framework of

Mayeut and Morehouse (1996, p. 135).
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Inductive category coding and simultaneous

comparing of units of meaning across categories

Emotional support~ infonnational support~ etc.

Refinement of categories

Adding and refining categories~ such as proximity and advocating for themselv

Exploration of relationships and patterns across categories

Comparing those who appear to use support weIl with those who do not.

As weil as comparing the parents of each student

Integration of data yielding an understanding of people

and settings being studied

Figure 4. A summary of my methodology as it fits with a constant comparative
method of data analysis.

After r had identified each new unit of meaning for analysis~ 1 compared each one

ta all other units of rneaning and then categorized or grouped with similar units of

meaning based on type of support. The index cards were then clipped together by

grouping for each student/parent and labeled with the studentlparent name and type of

support represented (therne). During the categorizing and coding process rny goal was ta

develop a set of categories that could provide a reasonable reconstruction of the data that

has been collected.
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Creating Matrices

After each piece of the data had been unitized and grouped by type of support, l

then created matrices for two of the data sets, the focus groups and case study

participants. These matrices included the four types of support that the questions were

based on during the interviews and the students' persona! definition of support. As

discussed in Chapter one, the four types of support are: Ca) Emotional support which

includes affection such as expressions of caring and concern, as weil as intimacy and

disclosure, such as trust and closeness; (b) Instrumentallinformational support which

includes procedural advice and materiaI aid, as weIl a<; assistance and cognitive guidance

in tasks; (c) Companionship which includes participating in activities together, such as

going to an arcade or "hanging out"; and (d) Conflict which includes having

disagreements with others such as having an argument with a friend or parent. l used the

information from the index cards to fill in the matrices. l chose for analysis matrices of

the students who participated in the case study interviews. l also created matrices for the

parents of those students who participated. Table 8 is a matrix summary of Allen's

answers ta the questions that were asked during one of the focus group interviews. His

answers reveal four types of support.
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Table 8
An Example of an Initial Matrix. Prior to Re-Examining the Data.

Students' THEME THE:ME THEME THEME THEME
Name
Allen Emotional Conflict Companion- Instrumental! Definition of

Support ship Informationa support
1

Who teacher, on own, or friends: friends, somebody
classmates, calls a friend Leanne & tutor, on who-cares
friends, Katie, own, about you.
parents, his Mum classmates, -there if l
animals teacher, need any

Brother asks kind of
mm for help help,My

tutor
How mum. convince -figure out

advocated on person, on own,-In
his behalf scream, vent exams skip

to friends and move
on, - tries to
explain stuff
to others, -
scribed for
brother

Why -classmates
seeking
attention, he
provided
suggestions
-tries to get
support from
Dad,who
runs when
problems,
suggests
why

What -movies, go
to Dunkin
Donuts with
mum

Take for example the inforrnationallinsrrumentaI theme. The matrix illustrates that Allen

seeks support from bis friends, bis tutor, bis classmates, his teacher, and that he can

support himself. He also added that he supports bis brother at rimes. The matrix aIso

indicates how Allen uses support and provides support to others. Allen reported
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Ufiguring stuff out on bis own." He described how during exams he skips questions that

he finds difficult and moves on. He also described how he explains infonnation to his

peers and acts as bis brother's scribe when he requires help with projects. These matrices

provide a thumbnail sketch of the rich data l found within each interview.

Inductive Category Coding

SeveraI new themes emerged through careful analysis of the student matrices and

units of meaning as identified on the index cards. These new themes were: Ca) proximity

to available support; (b) ability to recognize preferred learning style and articulate it; Cc)

awareness of strategies needed to be ~uccessful; Cd) the ability to implement these

strategies; (e) knowingly allows others to advocate for them; (f) unknowingly people

advocate for them; Cg) ability to advocate for self; (h) vocaIizing what they shouldlcould

do versus what they actuaIly do; Ci) future dreams and goals versus none; and U) pre-post

Vanguard experiences.

Thirteen new themes aIso emerged from the parent interviews: Ca) approach and

tone of voice is crucial; Cb) parent child relationship; Cc) use of a cognitive apprenticeship

model; (d) parent\tutor advocate for their kids; Ce) highlight and support student

strengths; Cf) bighlight student weaknesses; Cg) believe in/encourage success; Ch) planning

and organization; Ci) parent perceptions that their child does not expect to be understood;

G) value education; (k) modeling; (1) parent perception that their child has feelings of

persecution; (m) pre-Vanguard and now; and (n) miscellaneous.

l revised all of the matrices for further emerging themes. l discovered many

differences between the thernes that were common among the students who access and

use support weIl and those who do note In addition, the themes aIso differed among the

parents of students who access and use support weIl and those who do note
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The matrices contain an array of recurring concepts, patterns, and thernes

embedded in my focus group interviews, individual interviews, field notes, and

documents. After refining the themes, l then examined the matrices and looked for

similarities and differences arnong the students as individuais and as two distinct groups,

those who appear to use support weil and thase who do not. l examined each theme

across students and their parents. Because the matrices contained only summaries, l

referred back ta the index cards and transcripts to obtain key examples of evidence.

Conversations With Adolescents Who Have Lds:

Their Perceptions Of Accessing And Using Social Support

My main focus in trus inquiry was to gain an understanding of how adolescents

with Lds access and use people in their social networks for social support. l present the

findings in relation to four main research questions:

(a) What are the similarities and differences between the social networks of students with

Lds who appear to access and use social support well (USW) versus those who do not

access and use social support weIl (DUSW)? Who are the individuals in each students

social network? Are there more people in one group's social network than another?

(b) Who do the students tum to for each type of support? What are the sirnilarities and

differences between those who USW and DUSW?

(c) What is the nature of the social support provided by each individual? How did these

individuals support the students?

(d) How do the students use each individual for support? What are the sirnilarities and

differences between those who USW and DUSW?

The first question concerns the nature of social networks among the two groups.

Who are the individuals that make up the students social networks? Are there more
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people in one group than another? Consistent with the existing research (Hoyle &

Serafica, 1988; Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997), which eompared students with and

without Lds, both groups in this study, those who USW and those who DUSW. have

roughly the same number of individuals within their social networks. On average the

students have 7.8 people they rely on for social support. These include parents, friends.

teachers and others and is illustrated in Table 9.

Table 9

Types of Individuals and Things Students Report Using for Specifie Types of Support.

USW DUSW
Emotional support Emotional support
Patrick mother, self,parents, Michael father

friends. COUSIns
Karen mother, father, Stephen family, girIfriend,

friends.family. uncIe friend. self
Nancy friends,self, Matthew girlfriend, friends.

resource teacher, teachers, mother,
school psych.,foster self
mother. teachers,
father

InformationaJ! InformationaV
Instrumental Instrumental
Patrick friends, teacher. Michael elassmates.

self, mother, mother,tutor,
Franklin Speller teacher, self. team

leader
Karen family, father, sister, Stephen brother, ~irlfriend,

mother, teacher girlfrien 's mother
and father, teacher,
self, television

Nancy neighbor, teachers, Matthew self,
foster mother, foster friends,teachers,
motherts sister, step-father, mother
school psych.,self,
friends. tutor, mum

Comoanionship Companionship
Patrick friends Michael friends
Karen friends Stephen friends
Nancy friends, father Matthew friends
Conflict Conniet
Patrick no evidence Michael self. father
Karen self, friends, mother, Stephen self

father
Nancy self Matthew self
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There appear to he few differences with respect to whom the students reported

that they turned to for each type of support. Examination of the similarities and

differences indicate that all of the students have a variety of individuals whom they

reported they rely on for social support. Concerning demonstrations of emotional support

(affection such as hugs, expressions of caring and concern, as well as intimacy and

disclosure), the students reported turning to family. friends and sorne school personneL

However, there was one case, Michael. who reported turning only to his father for

emotional support. Michael reported that he did not feel heard by the members of bis

social network particularly bis mother. However, he reports being heard and respected

by bis father. Therefore, Michael feels comfortahle accessing and using the support

provided by his father, particularly in the area of emotional support.

Informationallinstrumental support have been collapsed together and include

procedllral advice and material aid as weIl as assistance and cognitive guidance in tasks.

Ail of the students named a variety of individuals within their social networks who

.provide this type of support, such as friends, teachers. farnily. neighbors. tutors and

others. Two significant differences were found. Interestingly the students who USW and

one student who DUSW, Matthew, reported that friends were a source of

informational/instrumental support. Michael and Stephen did not report friends as a

source of informational linstrumental support. 1 think that there cOllld be number of

reasons for this difference. Perhaps, a student's self-esteem in the domain of school plays

a significant raIe. Despite the fact that all of the students have Lds, Michael and Stephen

both feel unsuccessful at school and tend ta withdraw in the face of academic adversity

rather than seek support as the others report doing. Bath of these boys have friends and

use them for support. However, they do not use their friends for
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infonnationaUinstrumental support. It may be that the cost of seeking support from peers

outweighs the benefits in the rninds of these two students. Adolescence tends to be a

period when individuals become very self conscious and tend ta compare themselves to

the perceived norms of their social groups. This self consciousness can lead ta feelings

of inferiority and withdrawal from particular social groups. Perhaps~ Michael and

Stephen are experiencing this self consciousness, perceive themselves as not at the same

level as their peers and hence rely on others within their social network for

informationaIlinstrumental support.

A second difference found among the students with regards to informationall

instrumental support was that all of the students who DUSW and one student who USW.

Patrick, reported that they rely on themselves for this type of support. Although neither

Karen or Nancy mentioned that they relied on themselves, 1 observed bath of them

working on material independently in class prior to seeking support. l suggest that this

omission of including themseives was perhaps an oversight. Perhaps. in responding ta

the questions they were only thinking of others in their network and they forgot to

mention themselves. In my field notes there are many examples ofboth Karen and

Nancy using themselves for support in productive ways, much like Patrick. For example,

l observed Karen working on a math equation, erasing it severa! times and starting over,

before she called on her friend Tanya to help her (Field Notes: John Cummin's math

class, March 2, 1998).

Students' reliance on themselves was a recurring pattern in my observational notes

of their behaviors in class. Sornetimes this self reliance was constructive. For example,

on one occasion 1 noted that Patrick was having difficulty spelling a word; he pulled out

bis Franklin Speller Ca hand held computer speU checker) and worked independently ta

find the correct spelling (Field Notes: PC. Eng. CL., February 3, 1998). However, when
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students relied on themselves it was also sometimes counter productive. For example, in

a math class, l observed how Michael wo~d get frustrated. Rather than use any of the

strategies he told me about during bis interview (e.g., stop working, calm down, get a

drink of water) l noted that Michael would tend to give up and often place his head on his

desk for the remainder of a class. Like Michael, when Matthew relied on himself, il often

became counter-productive. He would start by obtaining a friend's attention. More often

than not he would obtain the attention and support of a friend who was aIso experiencing

difficulty. Together they would start talking and disrupting those around them (e.g.,

Field Notes: John CUInnÙn's Math Class, February 17, 1998).

When the students were asked about companionship, all of them reported that

they had friends whom they accessed and used for support. This finding is consistent

with those presented by Juvonen and Bear (1992) which suggest that although students

with Lds can be less accepted and have poor social skills, they do have friends and close

associations with sorne classmates. In this inquiry the students who USW and those who

DUSW all reported close associations with friends and classmates. In tenus of confliet

(which includes having disagreements with others) all of the students with one exception

reported relying on themselves. l was interested in understanding if the students had a

sense of how to resolve confliets in a non-violent way and whether they used strategies in

their confliet resolutions such as negotiation and compromise. Karen, Nancy, Matthew,

and Stephen all reported that they would directly talk with the person with whom they

were in conflict with. Stephen added that he would directly apologize to an individual

with whom he had had a conflictual relationship. Karen reported she relied on a variety

of individuals. She reported seeking support from her friends, when she was in confliet

with another friend, "WeIl if it's a friend then l wouldn't talle to that person. l would think

about talking to one of my best friends and then go back and confront them" (Case
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Interview: Karen. June 15, 1998). Karen reported seeking support from one or both of

her parents when she was fighting with her sister, "1 talk ta rny mom or dad. They would

talk ta Joyce and tell her how l fee!. Then after they talk to her l would speak to her... "

(Case Interview: Karen, June 15, 1998). Michael reported that during conflictual

situations he would "keep ta himself' (Case Interview: Michael, June 24, 1998). Later in

the same interview, he discussed seeking support from his father. Patrick provided no

information about how he coped in conflictual situations. He and his mother bath

reported that he did not often find himself in these types of situations. When asked how

that could be, Patrick responded, "1 don't know, l'mjust a nice guy l guess" (Case

Interview: Patrick. June 26, 1998).

Although, the focus of this inquiry is ta gain an understanding of how adolescents

use social support, the analysis of data also revealed how these students provide social

support ta others. In the next section, l examine students use of social support and

discuss how they each provide these types of social support.

Despite the fact that the students had roughly the sarne number of people in their

social networks on whom they could rely for social support, accessing this support can be

difficult for sorne students. At times~ even when support is accessed or provided the

students may have difficulty using it. l believe that sometimes the students do not use the

support because the support provided is often not ideal for particular students. It may be

that they can not use support as it has not been their experience ta be supported.

Figure 5 is a visual representation of the paths students took when they had a

given need and required a type of support. The students were each provided with the

same scenarios and questions, which were based on a particular type of support (Le.,

emotional support, informationallinstrumental, companionship, and conflict). Given a

particular need the students either asked for support or they did not. More often than
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not the students who were in the group who USW asked for support. Those students who

were selected because it appeared that they DUSW, did not ask for support as often as the

other group.

Given a
need

Ask directly

Ask Indirectly

Support
Provided

No Support
Provided

•

Why, or
why not?

Figure 5. Pathways in which students in both groups accessed social support.

When the students asked for support they did so either directly or indirectly.

There was more evidence of the students who USW accessing support directly (as

opposed to asking indirectly or not asking for support). However, those students who

DUSW also accessed support directly and indirectly, though not with the same frequency

as those who used support weIl. There was evidence that both groups of students

regardless of whether they asked for it or not, were provided with support. In other

words, even students who did not ask for support, even subtly, were provided with sorne

type of support.

A different path that was sometimes used by students and illustrated in Figure 5,

was given a need, students did not ask for support and hence no support was

provided. In addition, there were students in the group who DUSW who asked for
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support (either directly or indirectly), but, support was Dot provided. Renee, the arrows

in Figure 5 illustrates that support was sought but was not provided.

In those instances, when support was provided, one can examine who the student

used for support, what kind of support was provided to each student. and how a student

was able to use or not use the support provided. Finally, the more interesting question

concerns, why support was used or not by the students.

Results of the analysis demonstrated that students who USW, asked for all types

of support directly, more often than those who DUSW. However, the difference between

the two groups did not appear to be the result of whether the students asked for support or

not. As the findings suggest, support is often provided to both groups whether they ask

for it or not. In other words, one group is not being deprived of support, because even

when they did not ask for support, they often got it. Thus, new questions emerge: For

example, (a) Do they receive the kind of support they believe they need? (b) Are they

getting support but they do not realize it? Cc) Is it that the students who DUSW do not

know what kind of support is helpful? (d) Or is it that the students are not being provided

with what they perceive to be the right kind of support?

Asking for Direct Support: Suggesting a Collaborative Approach

Students who USW do seek all types of support more often than not when they

need it. They may ask for support directly or indirectly. The following examples

illustrate how students who USW asked for direct support in the area of

informationallinstrumental support. For example, in the following vignette Patrick was

having difficulty in math class. The class had just been handed back a math test and the

teacher was reviewing it with them as a group.
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"CaA. We do olle more example together?"

PatTj~)ccaks: "Can we do one more example together? 1 still don 't gef it." Peter

(the ~lFt re()cher) agrees. Ta begin, Patrick has to label a graph and then use

the rt~1Itbers On rhe graph and plug them into aformula. Patrick tries to put the

num!J.~rs intO the o equation, but he can not remember the equation and he gels it

wrotl~.. Peter starts jumping up and down (Literally) in frustration. Patrick stlys,

"[ d(J~.It ll11.derstand this shit, why do we need it!?" (Field notes: Peter Crow's

math da~s, ftIlarch 18th 1998).

This is an eJÇ~cUentexample of a student requiring support and asking for it directly. He

uses a questi~1l and sUggests a collaborative approach to request direct support, "Can We

do one mort f!!'Jamp{e together... ?". Patrick signais his need directly through rus use of

the modal "Can" .. Ris question "Can we do... " also signais his desire for an interactive,

collaborative\ probl~tn-solvingapproach. Vygotsky stresses this type of collaborative

approach in ~rdec to develop self-regulation. This example aIso demonstrates Peter's

inability to VI{Jrk within Patrick's zone of proximal development. Patrick requests direct

support and ~etec tries to provide it to mm. However, Peter is not able to provide Patrick

with the guiO~ce h~ needs in order for Patrick to construct the knowledge he needs to

understand tAi~ IrlaID probLem. The result is a frustrated teacher who jumps up and down

(literally) beC:tJllse h~ thinks the student should understand the prob1em, and a frustrated

student who ~yvears, challenges the teacher and then gives up. In this example, it nti.gbt

have been he.pful for Peter ta back up ta a point where Patrick did understand (his acttlal

developmen~~ le'\TeL) and offer directions frorn that point.

In the (1e:ct e"cerpt, Nancy explained that she could ask her mother for direct

support in sp~tling,"Ut she did not ask her mother for any other type of support. Nancy

felt that her (J)Qther 1,Nas unabLe ta provide her with any other type of support. The reaSon
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for this was that Nancy and her mother bave a very traumatic relationship and their

communications often result in argument. Tberefore, Nancy felt that it was best to only

ask for support in the area of spelling which is a concrete request that limits their

interactions.

Coping with mother's lack ofpatience

Tara: When you're having difficulty spelling something, what do you do?

Nancy: 1 try to get a dictionary or 1juS! come home and ask my morher. 1just
ask herfor spelling (no other type ofsuppon). But after like the fifth rime 1 ask,
she kind ofgets fed up.

Tara: What does she do then?

Nancy: She says, O.K. Nancy, look in the dictionary
(Case Study Interview: Nancy, June 1998).

Nancy seems to perceive her mother's patience wears thin, "...But after like the fifth rime 1

ask, she kind ofgets fed up. "

A third example of a student asking for direct support cornes from an interview l

had with Rebecca, the classroom teacher. shortly after her class retumed from a rock

climbing adventure. This vignette involved two students who did not participate in the

case studies. However, it is an excellent example of a student asking another student for

direct support.

"How did you get over that part"?

Rebecca: Antonio hadjust tried to climb up this one (wall, which had a) triangle
(pan which) sticks out ofthe wall and he couldn 'r make it. He had gotren to a

certain point but then couldn 'r get past that triangle, so he came down. Derek (a

classmate) had done it previously and he had gotten to the top. Derek was at

another wall actually tying up his knot and Antonio hadjust come down. Antonio

went over to Derek and asked, "How did you get over that part"? (pointing at the
triangle which jutted out). What 1 loved about the whole thing was that they
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weren 'tjust trusting each other to belay (the belayer is the person at the base of

the wall who is in charge ofthe rope as the person on the wall is climbing) and
helping each other in that way but whenever someone was on the wall, even if

they stopped, even for a few seconds, people were always, from wherever they

were noticed who needed help. (They were) always te/Ling each other, "oh it's

okay, rest" and encouraging them (each other) to keep going or pointing out tlze

strategy to use, "the one on the right, there's a big one there ". 1justfound it

phenomenal. So at this point Antonio tums to Derek (and continues his question)

"Derek 1 couldn't get it. How did you do it" and Derek says, "Well, wlzere did you

get to?" Antonio said, "1 got to you know those two..... " and t/zen Derek said,

"well when you get there you gotta put yourfoot, see that big one over there ifYOU

can get yourfoot there... then youjust gotta push a Little and reach up with your

right hand grab on to that penis hold" Derek continued his explanation with

Antonio listening carefully; they didn 't even flinch. From then on the hand hold

was referred ta the 'penis ho/d' but nobody was laughing, except me (Teacher

Interview: Rebecca, March 1998).
In this excerpt Rebecca describes her observation of Antonio asking Derek for direct

support. Antonio sought out a classmate whom he considered to be an expert in a

particular area. Antonio and Derek had an exchange in which Antonio explained where

he was having a problem. Derek was able to move in within Antonio's zone of proximal

development~ in order to provide him with the instrumental support he needed to in order

to achieve a desired goal. In other words, Derek was able ta identify Antonio's actual

developmentallevel, the section of the wall he was able to c1imb, and where on the wall

Antonio Was having difficulty. Derek was able to provide support by using language and

gesture to provide Antonio with the necessary steps for mutual understanding. Once

again, here was an example of a student using a question and suggesting a collaborative

approach to request direct support. Together they discussed the difficulty and the

solution which would allow Antonio to try the wall again and hopefully reach a

successful outcome.
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Although students who USW ask for support directly more often than those

students who DUSW, that is not to say the latter group does not use a direct approach at

tîmes. The following examples highlight students who DUSW asking for direct support.

There was only one example of Stephen asking for and receiving direct support. In this

excerpt, he rallied informationallinstrumental support (in other words, procedural advice

and material aid as weIl as assistance and cognitive guidance in tasks) from his

classmates when bis English teacher would not accept a poem he had wrïtten.

Stephen rallying the support ofhis classmates

Stephen: l'm good at poetry and making up stories. 1 wrote a poem for classa 1

forget how it goes. Something about someone hard headed, who can't use their

brain. It ends up that the person puts a jack hammer to her brain and opens it up.

Tara: Yikes

Stephen: It's not a nice poem, it's a bit evil. So the teacher wouldn't accept it,

because it wasn't about love. But it was really. 1 wrote it because Jill (his

girlfriend) and 1 had a fight and she was being stubbonz. Because the teacher

told me that she wouldn't accept it 1 showed if to the class and they aU said to the

teacher that she should accept if. So, she took it (Case Interview: Stephen, June,

1998).
ln this excerpt Stephen accessed support directly from bis classmates when bis teacher

toid him that she would not accept his poem. He obtained the support of his peers who in

tum put pressure on the teacher and asked her to accept Stephen's work. Rather than

explain his point of view to rus teacher, perhaps Stephen thought a more effective route to

be recognized was to exercise pressure from his peers. Was Stephen being manipulative

or was he using his interpersonaI strengths with his peers? Newman (1990) and Newman

and Goldin (1990) found in their research that grade seven students sought support from

parents and other adults depending on how they weighed the costs and benefits, such as

fear of embarrassment, awareness of peer acceptance and conformity. Newman (1990)
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and Newman and Goldin (1990) found that students in their study did not seek support

when greater costs are perceived. In Stephen's situation, it seems that he may have

decided that he would have better success seeking direct support from his peers rather

than his teacher. It would appear that bis analysis of bis own situation worked for mm. It

may also be that Stephen did not have the ability or skill in order to communicate his

feelings of anger or frustration to bis teacher. He may not have been able to put his

feelings into words, or was not able to take responsibility for those feelings and taik to

the teacher, making her aware ofwhy she should accept the poem in an assertive way, as

opposed to choosing a passive indirect route by obtaining the support of his peers.

Stephen was able to seek direct support from his peers and achieved his intended goal.

There were alternative methods of dealing with the situation which might have been more

empowering for Stephen which he did not consider in this situation.

In the following example Matthew described a situation in which he was very

angry at a girl for telling lies about him and sought direct support from a friend. It is

important ta note how Matthew copes with feelings of betrayal and friendship.

"...he didn 't like her either. "

Matthew: 1just kicked things and punched walls and stuffand juS! kind oflike got

ail my anger out and then just chilled.
Tara: Where were you?

Matthew: Outside.
Tara: What did you do next?

Matthew: 1 talked ta onefriend about it because 1 trusted thisfriend and my
friend didn't tell her. Because he didn't like her either.

Tara: What did you expectfrom yourfriend?

Matthew: Weil he did what he should have did. Hejust sat back andjust
listened.

Tara: ls that what you usually expectfrom people?
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Matthew: Ta understand and ta listen, because that's usually what 1 do when

someone is mad (Case Interview: Matthew, June 30,1998).

Matthew described his initial attempts at coping which involved physical aggression. "1

just /":icked things and punched walls... " He then reported seeking direct support from a

friend. He chose to discuss rus feelings with a friend for whom he felt kinship and

mutuaI concerne He sought support from a friend whom he felt there was mutuaIity as

the friend, "...didn't like her either." Or was it that he colluded with a friend who

apparently, "...didn't like her either." Matthew was aIso able to explain what he expected

from his friend. He expected him to understand, presumably because this friend shared

the same feelings about this girl and to listen.

There is also evidence that sometimes when the students who DUSW asked for

direct support they did Dot get it. However, there was no such evidence among the

students who USW. The next two vignettes illustrate students who asked for support

directly but did not get ir. In the first example, Stephen described what happened when

he asked his brother for informationallinstrumentaI support.

Stephen asks his brotherfor support, but he doesn't get il

Stephen: rd like go to Bob (his brother) but he's never there, he doesn't keep

promises anyway. He says he'll help me but then he never does.

Jill: (Stephen's girlfriend was present during the interview and adds). Yeah, but

Steve, he wants ta see that you're trying and then he'll help you. He helps me. 1

thinkyou'rejealous ofmy relationship with your brother.

Stephen: He (Bob) said he'd give me a reward if1 did well, but how can 1 do well,

ifhe doesn't help me? He says he'l! help me but then he never comes home (Case

Interview: Stephen and Jill, June 1998).

In tbis excerpt, Stephen expressed his feelings of disappointment that bis brother who

offered to be involved in helping him be more successful at school, did not follow
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through with bis offer. Stephen was able to ask bis brother for direct support but he did

not receive the support he was looking for. The lack of support may have been

confounded by Stephen's observation that Jill~ bis girlfriend~ was being provided the

support he desires from bis brother. Jill said that she got support from Bob and added

that all Stephen had to do was to show his brother that he was trying. The problem here

was two-fold. One was that Stephen, like Michael, had difficulty getting a task started.

He required sorneone to set him up and help bim begin so that he could continue on bis

own (often with support, but at tirnes he can work independently). Therefore, it would

have been difficult to "show' bis brother that he was trying when one of the most difficult

things for Stephen was getting started. The second problem, which may have contributed

to his brother's lack of following through with his offer to support Stephen was that he

has a severe language based Ld and had a great deal of difficulty in school himself. Bob

required additional tutoring throughout high school and repeated several grades. It is

possible that Bob wanted Stephen to be successful, but he was uncertain of how to

support Stephen in an area of informationallinformational support when the type of

support needed pertained to school. Perhaps, Bob was able to support Jill, because when

Jill sought support regarding her school work, often she was 100king for sorneone to read

over her work and tell her that it was good. This is quite different from the type of

support Stephen was seeking from his brother. Stephen has difficulty beginning tasks

independently; he requires someone to sit down with him and help hirn to see that the

task is not as difficult as he believes. In the area of math for example, once Stephen sat

down with his books open and he felt comfortable with an assignment, 1observed that he

could continue to work independently. If the task required reading or writing, it was

useful for someone to work with bim on the task at hand. Bob may not have been able to

provide this type of support. However, it is very possible that Stephen was not able to
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verbalize his needs. This situation is perhaps a double bind. Perhaps if Stephen was able

to identify the situation and be able ta express how it made him feel, then he might have

been able to think about possible options for solving the problem. In this example,

maybe he could have shared with bis brother bis feelings of hurt and disappointment. Or

perhaps he could have sought the support of a peer, teacher, or school psychologist to

brainstorm possible options. He then could have reflected on the possible consequences

of each ofhis options. Stephen could then choose a solution and execute it.

In this next example, Matthew asked his teacher for informationallinstrurnentai

support but he did not appear ta receive it.

Timing is everything

Tara: When yOU are asked to do a project, but you don't really understand it,

what do you do?
Matthew: 1 ask the teacher in class. Then she tells me to ask after class, cause

usually 1 take a chance to see ifshe will tell me in class and ifnot then 1 have to

go after class and ask her. They're like, 'ask me after the period' (Case Interview,

Matthew June 30, 1998).

My field notes confirrned this pattern of Matthew asking for clarification and being told

to speak to the teacher after class. The problem appeared to be that Matthew asked for

clarification after the teacher had begun to teach hislher lesson. Matthew's timing was

inappropriate (Field Notes: English class, March 18, 1998). For sorne of the students at

Vanguard High School, it is possible that they proeess oral language more slowly than

others. Therefore, by the tirne the student has processed the information that the teacher

has disseminated, the teacher has already rnoved on to another tapie. It then appears that

the student was not paying attention and is disrupting the class by asking for further

information or asking a question at an inappropriate time. The difficulty that teachers
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had with Matthew was determining when he was having difficulty with receptive

language and when he was trying to divert the teacher's attention in a class. Iobserved

many occasions when Matthew was asking questions in an attempt to change the course

of the class by changing the tapie to something completely unrelated or trying to take the

class back ta where they were at the beginning of the period. For example, at the

beginning of an English class John was reminding the students to bring in their parental

consent for an upcoming ski trip. Approximately fifteen minutes into the English class~

Matthew was asked ta read out loud the homework assignment he was to have done the

night before and which he had not done. Rather than say he had not done the assignment.

he asked John about the ski trip. He was successful at changing the topic for severa!

minutes at which point the class began reading from Romeo and Juliet. Was tbis an

example of a receptive language difficulty or a very strategie student who was diverting

the teacher's attention away from hirn and on to something else? 1 suspect the latter.

Vygotsky would perhaps suggest that by diverting the teachers attention Matthew was

shifting regulation to sorne else. It must be very difficult for teachers to tease out in the

midst of a lesson which of the above scenarios is accurate, a difficulty with oral language

or a strategy to distract a teacher? Smith (1989) talks about the different masks students

wear ta coyer up particular areas of weakness. Teachers. everyday, need to evaluate

students behavior, and try to deterrnine what is causing the behavior and what feelings

are behind the mask.

Asking for Support Indirectly

Students who USW also ask for support indirectly using a variety of strategies

such as body language, gesture. tone of voice, and indirect questions. Karen. for
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example, described her best friend as very intuitive and knowing just the right type of

support ta provide her, without Karen having ta ask for it.

Intuitive friends: "•..she knows when to leave me alone... "

Karen: Lindsay understands me. Cause like when l'm mad she knows to leave me
aZone and l'il come to her when /'m ready. Like, someone like Nancy and Tanya,

they're also goodfriends, but they don't know me as weZI.

Tara: How does Lindsay support you?

Karen: She like, com/orts me and she'll know what to do basically Nancy, is a
good problem solver (Case Interview: Karen, June 15, 1998).

In this excerpt Karen explains how her friend Lindsay is intuitive and respectful of her

need for time to be alone when Karen is angry. Karen expressed that she doesn't have te

'tell' Lindsay directly what her needs are as Lindsay "knows". Karen describes Lindsay as

empathie, understanding others' feelings and concems.

When Rebecca's class went rock climbing, the students had to leam how to tie the

figure eight knot and how to belay before they could begin climbing. The belayer is the

person at the base of the mountain/wall who is in charge of the rope as the person on the

wall is climbing. The person who is belaying is responsible for the safety of the person

clirnbing. Sorne of the students had more difficulty than others learning how to tie the

knot and how to belay. Nancy was having a great deal of difficulty leaming to tie the

figure eight knot. Many of the other students in the group seemed ta be catching on

before she was. Nancy never verbalized her frustrations in words; however, her body

stiffened and she gave the impression of being frustrated. In addition, she huffed every

now and again. The following excerpt is her teachers' observation of Marianne observing

Nancy's frustration and moving in subtly to provide her with sorne support.
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Marianne moving in to support Nancy

Nancy really overcame a lot and she was getting frustrated a bit at the beginning

and stopped herselffrom you lazow getting upset but um....uhum...what 1 think is

that she is sa afraid ta feel self-conscious so she has to avoid if, so anytime that

anything looks like maybe she 's not going to be able ta do something or she 's flot

going ta feel comfortable, she avoids it..... um 1 think she 's leaming slowly ta try

and overcome that ...yeah because she started ta get frustrated leaming how ta tie

the knot at the beginning and Marianne went over and put her hand on her

shoulder and said quietly, "just try it again" and Nancy didn 't get upset, it was

neat...(Interview: Rebecca, March 1998).

In this example Marianne was able to recognize that Nancy was beginning to get

frustrated and was upset. Marianne quietly moved in to provide Nancy with sorne

emotional support. What is of particular interest is that the students seem very aware of

what type of support their peers need. For example, in the above situation it would have

been quite easy for Marianne to move in and provide Nancy with instrumental support.

BY this l mean that she could have taken a different approach and tried to explain or show

Nancy how to tie the knot. Bu~ she did not. Marianne was able to recognize that all

Nancy required at that moment was sorne encouragement, in other words emotional

support. It is very difficult to know when to move in and provide someone with support

and even trickier to know which kind of support to provide. For an individual to do this

weIl, Goleman (1997) would say that a person requires good emotional intelligence. In

this case that would mean the following components: self-awareness, empathy, insight,

and communication. Marianne demonstrated these skills as she supported Nancy.

Throughout my data collection l observed students providing each other with

indirect support in the area of reading. As students read out loud, if they experienced

difficulty sounding out a word, a fellow classmate would always jump in and help. For

example, one day in English class Allen was reading out loud and he was struggling with
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a word. Scott leaned forward and told mm that the word was "brawl"~ Allen said the

word and kept on reading (Field ~otes: John Cummin's English Class, February 4. 1998).

Patrick explained to me how things work in ms English class when he has difficulty

reading a word. "If l'm in class, like other people in the class will say the word for you or

1 have my spell checker" (Case Interview: Patrick~ June 26~ 1998). The students in all

three of the classes appeared to provide the same type of support to one another,

intuitively~ when a peer was struggling with a word. 1am not sure how the students have

learned ta provide this support. Perhaps they have learned to provide tbis type of support

to others as they have seen their teachers use this type of strategy. Or perhaps as they

have each experienced difficulty in the area of academics, they cao empathize with a peer

who is experiencing difficulty and provide the type of support they would want for

themselves. The Self Science curriculum at Nueva School (1978) would call this type of

support empathy and insight. Empathy is the ability to understand and be sensitive to

another's feelings, thoughts and experiences. Insight means having the ability ta identify

patterns in ane's own emotionallife and recognize sirnilar patterns in others.

Another example invalves Patrick asking bis mother for indirect support. Rather

than asking bis mother to go to the library with him~ he asked, "when are we gaing to get

it (books)?". Patrick was not able to ask his mother for direct support in this situation,

but he was able to subtly communicate to her that he needed a collaborative venture with

her.

Soliciting supportfor project work

Mrs. Gagnon: Just the past assignment, the one on marijuana, we (she and her

son) were talking about it, ....he did tell us (his parents) that he had to do it. And

he said,
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Patrick: 'I need a book, I have ta go to the library ta get it'. 'Well, when are we

going to get it?'

Mrs. Gagnon: 1feel that we have to kind ofguide him.

Mrs. Gagnon responds to Patrick: Well. Monday you don't have anything to do,

so why don't you go Monday after school.

Patrick responds: Well, I have to do this and this.

Mrs. Gagnon: Well, before you do this you can go to the library; you have a

library cardo ALI you have ta do when you go, you go to the reception and you ask

the reception where books on this wouId be.

Mrs. Gagnon: This is kind ofwhat he needs. He has to be taId step by step what

to do rather than ta go in and askfor help. But 1 alwaysfind that ifyou say, well

you go and ask that persan for help? And tell him the exact stages ta go througlz.

But that creates a fear in him. He's really afraid to do those kind ofthings. So his

brother, John, stepped in and said,

John: WeIl. I have time, l'Il take you to the Concordia library and 1 know that

there's books on marijuana.

Mrs. Gagnon: So the two ofthem physically went and they got, 1 think, three

books from the library and Patrick went through them and got the information
that he needed, got the photocopies.

Tara: How did he get the information? Did John help him to get the information?

Mrs. Gagnon: 1 think he helped him a Little bit. But he did a lot ofit himself. And

then he typed it on the computer and his brother's girlfriend corrected itfor him.

And so he was happy with that.

Tara: So did he ask John to help him go to the library or did John

Mrs. Gagnon: John offered.

Tara: And then would Patrick ask John's girlfriend to edit or would the
girlfriend...

Mrs. Gagnon: She would offer, yeso He wouIdn't askfor the help (Parent

Interview: Mrs. Gagnon, June, 1998).
In this situation Patrick asked for support indirectly by stating that he had to go to

the library to get a book. He solicited support by posing a collaborative relationship,

"When are we going to get it?" By asking when are we going to get it, Patrick was

indirectly asking for his mother's support. It would appear that Mrs. Gagnon did not hear

his request for her company and began to highlight for Patrick the steps involved in going

to the library on bis own. However, it would seem that he was not ready to accept her
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advice and follow through. This conversation took place at dinner. His brother picked

up on the fact that Patrick was not comfortable going to the library on bis own and

offered to go with him. Patrick was able to take John up on bis offer and he successfully

found the books and information that he needed. In this example Patrick's brother, John,

demonstrated bis intuitiveness about Patrick's needs and provided Patrick with the

appropriate support that fulfilled rus needs. This can be considered an example of what

Vygotsky calls other regulation, when a dialogic pair interacts and works collaboratively.

An important difference with respect to students who DUSW is that the students

in this group may be able to seek support indirectly. However, they would not ask for

support from a parent, and the support they receive may not actually help them. In the

following example, Michael procrastinated starting a project until the last minute. His

mother would often provide him with directives such as, "Okay, make sure youfinish it

on time". Michael would provide her with the answer that he thinks she wanted to hear:

"...don't worry, l'Il do if... Il

Pacifying mom

Michael: ....usually 1 wait until the last minute.....my mom always says, "okay,

make sure youfinish it (Biology project) on time", l'm like okay, don't worry,

don't worry, l'Il do if, it'lI be done on time. Then when the last week cornes and 1

start to do if, ifs like ah, it won't befinished (Case Interview: Michael, June 24,

1998).

Perhaps, Michael is afraid of letting his mother down, sa he tells her what he thinks she

wants to hear. Perhaps he had the intention of getting his project done on time, but he

was not sure how to rnake it happen. Michael's mother provided me with the following

perspective as illustrated in an excerpt from an interview with her.
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ls it a disab~lity or is he just lazy?

Tara: Whar- does Michael do ifhe has to do something school related and he

doesn't lazow how to do it, like homework or he got an assignmelzt and he does not

lazow how to approach it, what wiLL he do?

Mrs. Desjardins: Well, he never asks here. [always ask ifhe has something, if is

always '[ did it in class', '[ did it with the tutors' and that has been all this year

and then [found out that it was nat dane in class and not always dane witlz the

tutars.

Tara: Then what happens?

Mrs. Desjardins: [get angry and then if[ask him why, he will say '[ don't know',

'[/orgot', ft Es always the same thing. '[forgot' and then [get angry with him and

his argumen1 is he does not like to ask me because [ don 't have patience with him.

He says, 'when [ ask you to help with my homework you yeU at me' and [ say 'I

don't yeU at you' and [ toId him 'I have tried to help you but I get frustrated

because whe-n I try ta help you, yau want me to do all the work, you want me ta do

the answers'_ What happened one night, he brought home his biolagy and he says

'can you help' and I said'[ will help you but [said ask early, don't come at 9:00'

and he just sits there, and [say, 'O.K. what is the first question' and he reads it

and [say, 'it has ta be within these certain pages' and he just stares at it and [ say

'Michael, you have ta look' and he does not seem to know how hejust sits there

and wants me to tell him, 'that's the answer there', and then [ get frustrated

because [fin<1 he is not trying. So that is when [don't understand. ls it a

disability or is he just lazy? He just doesn 't want to he botlzered to try to find

the answer. It is easier ta say, '[ don't understand it' (Parent Interview: Mrs.

Desjardins, June 24, 1998).

It appeared ta me that Mrs. Desjardins wanted to support her son, but did not seern to

know how ta do tbis in a way that would make sense to Michael. Michael would like the

support from his mot:her but aIso did not know how ta share with her what he needed to

be supported. There appeared to be a lack of attunement in their relationship. The result

of this lack of attunement was Michael's attempt to reassure her, "don't worry, l'LL do it, it

will be done on time_" Over the course of the school year Mrs. Desjardins discovered that

Michael had not handed in various homework assignments and projects. The result was

that she became angry and approached Michael in a way which he perceived as
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judgmental and accusatory. Michael coped in one of two ways. More often than not he

withdrew and provided his mother (and teachers, tutors) with vague responses such as, "1

don't know" or "1forgot." However, in this example Michael risked being honest with his

mother and told her that she yells al him and loses patience with mm. Rather than

validate and acknowledge Michael's feelings, unfortunately Mrs. Desjardins thought that

she had ·to defend herself by explaining why she got frustrated: "you want me to do the

answers." In arder to break this vicious cycle in which Michael and bis mother find

themselves, it will be important for Mrs. Desjardins to learn how to hear her son and

validate and respect his feelings. Then together they can work through problems in a

respectful, open, non-judgrnental way.

Matthew worked quite differently than Michael. He reported that he never

brought home schoolwork, and during an interview with bis mother, she sounded quite

comfortable with the routine. Matthew explained that he did not bring home school
work, and explained to me how he got it done.

"1 never bring homework home"

Tara: Your mum was saying that you don't really bring homework home.

Matthew: 1 never bring homework home.

Tara: Where do you do it?

Matthew: 1 do it at school in the morning or at recess.

Tara: 1 think you mentioned earlier that you sometimes work on the train, is that

right?

Matthew: Yeah, 1 ask afriend on the train in the moming. Ifit's like during the

week 1 ask a friend on the train and they exp/ain it the question to me.
Tara: So ifit's due in afew days then you won'tcopy, you'lljustask them?

Matthew: Yeah
Tara: What ifit's due that morning?

Matthew: Then 1 copy if and l take a chance.

Tara: When they exp/ain it to you, do they explain it in words or...
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Matthew: l'il just be like what does it mean when da da da da on question 2 and
they'll be like tum ta page 56 and it's ail there (Case Interview: Matthew, June,

1998)
In this excerpt, Matthew reported that he did not bring home his school work, doing his

homework during class, at recess. or on the train. My query was that 1 never observed a

peer providing support to Matthew concerning school work that did not invoive copying

or telling him the answer. Sirnilarly, as Michael toid bis mother what he thought she

wanted to hear, 1 felt that there were times during my interview with Matthew when he

toid me what he thought 1 wanted to hear. It may be the case that Matthew has not had

very positive experiences at school when he is honest, so perhaps in bis view he thought

it was better not to be honest. For instance, Matthew and bis mother described an

incident which took place in September 1997. Matthew and bis friends pulled a fire

alarm at school. Matthew was the only one of the group who came forward and toid the

truth about bis involvement in this school problem. He was suspended and was asked to

do sorne community work. The others involved never came forward and hence were not

punished. Matthew was not angry at his peers for not coming forward; he was angry that

he was not rewarded for being horrest. Tbis being his perception, then where was the

incentive for bim ta be honest when someone asked bim questions related to school?

Maybe he was telling me what he thought 1 wanted to hear and maybe he was providing

me with his perception of how he did homework. During an interview with Matthew's

mother, she confirmed that he rarely did his school work at home. However, she had a

different perception with regards to his school work.

"It (homework) gets done. A lot ofthe time it doesn't get handed in"

Tara: What about homework? Does he bring homework home?
Mrs. Rogers: Not often.

Tara: Where does he do it?
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Mrs. Rogers: He does it al school.
Tara: Do you think it gets done or not really?

Mrs. Rogers: It gets done. A lot ofthe rime it doesn't get handed in.

Tara: Where is the breakdown, do you think?

Mrs. Rogers: organizarion. He [oses it or puts it somewhere and doesn't

remember. That's a big problem. I would say the biggest problem. ...he gets the

pages and they tum them in once a week, it's holding onto it (the pages) for a

week and then handing them in when he's supposed to or when they say okay you

have a project, you've got a month to do it and it's got to be handed in on this

date, forget it! He'l! wait until the last minute or he 'Il do it in the last week. For

him everything has to be done at school (Case Interview: Mrs. Roger's. June 30.
1998).

Matthew's mother appeared to be quite accepting of the fact that Matthew did ms school

work outside of the home. She also recognized that he worked on projects at the last

IlÙnute. l did not sense the same anxiety or blame in her words or tone in comparison to

Michael's mother. Mrs. Rogers attributed the problem to poor organization. a skill that

could not be changed or modified. Perhaps. by rationalizing the problem she believed

that there was no need to solve the problem or take sorne responsibility for it.

Stephen reponed that when he needed help with a project he would ask his

brother or girlfriend. or the teacher. He reported. " I usually keep asking until 1

understand, but then I forget." Stephen explained that in terrns of projects, Jill, his

girlfriend, usually did them for mm. It was my observation that Stephen often did not

need to ask for support, because Jill usually moved in ta help.

"[know if[ do il myself['Il fail"

Stephen: Sometimes Jill does them (projects) for me on the type writer so the

teacher won't recognize her writing...I want to do it myselfbut l'm not ready. I

know if1 do it myselfl'ilfaiL.Once Jill got up at three in the moming to a biology

projectfor me. 1 toid her not too, but she never listens (Case Interview: Stephen,
lu/y, 1998).
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It appeared that despite Iill's best efforts to support Stephen, by doing his work for him,

she was further damaging ms self-esteem. She was corroborating and colluding with his

view of mmself that he could not do it himself: ''l'li faU. r, He believed that someone had

to do his work for him. In this next excerpt, Stephen explained what he really wanted

from the members of his social network. He expressed sadness that he did not get the

support from whom he wants it.

"[ want them to he happy for me. Even if it's not a good mark"

Tara: What do you want out ofsomeone-anyone?

Stephen: 1 want them to be happy for me. Even if it's not a good mark. 1 never

got someone to he really happy for me, even if it's not good. Jill's mum does now

(is happy for him). She makes me fee! good. she gets so excitedfor me. she cries

for me, she's proud ofme. 1 want Bob to he the one 1 show my marks to. but...

Tara: What about your parents?

Stephen: My dad tells me 1 can do hetter. He says he's there to help me, but 1

don't like the way he helps me. 1 don't understand his way and we fight (Case

Interview: Stephen, July, 1998).

In this excerpt, Stephen's sadness at not getting the support he wants from bis family

came through. He seemed to be saying that he wanted his family and ms girlfriend to be

proud of him and love mm, not because of his good or bad marks but just because of who

he is. He wanted to be himself, and he wanted that to be enough. He was able to express

these emotions to me in a private interview. However, he has not been able to find a way

to share these emotions with bis family.

My findings continuously point to the differences in the relationships between the

students and their parents. Patrick and Karen who use support weIl appear to have open,

trusting, and respectful relationships with their parents. Nancy, who also uses support

weIl, had a series of people within her social network to whom she can turn for support,

who aIso provided her with respect, trust, and openness. These three students clearly
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expected to be supported. The students in the group who DUSW appear to have had

different types of relationships with their families. The question becomes why? One

possible reason could be that it is difficult for the students in this group to verbalize their

needs, making it difficult for those individuals to provide the social support the students

may require. Ultimately the students who DUSW felt unheard, they do not feel

respected, or vaIued by their parents.

Students who USW sought indirect support more often tban students who DUSW.

The following examples illustrate students who DUSW asking for support indirectly

and receiving support. In the following excerpt Matthew asks his mother for emotional

support indirectly.

Coping with being "dumped"

Tara: Think ofthe last lime you were really sad, what was happening?
Matthew: Last time [ was really sad [ got dumped.

Tara: What did you do?

Matthew: 1 didn ft stay home because 1 knew [ was going ta get tao depressed sa [

just went out, like every night and slept over every night (at friends houses) and
tried ta like have lots offun.

Tara: Did you tell anyone you were feeling sad?

Matthew: Yeah, everyone. All my friends, my parents. But they were asking me

tao. They were like, whatfs wrong? Sad? What? Sa [ toid them, [ got dumped.

My mom taiked ta me about it. She was like don't worry, things will work out for

you. Then she made me Iaugh. But 1 mostly just taiked ta like friends, guy friends

(Case Interview: Matthew, June 30, 1998).

In this excerpt Matthew explained from whom he sought support when he and his

girlfriend split up. Although he reported telling everyone about his situation, he aIso

reported that people within his social network were asking him: "What's wrong? Sad?

What?" This indicated that without Matthew having to ask for support directly,
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individuals within his network were picking up on bis body language~ sadness~or change

in routine (i.e.~ going out every night and sleeping over at friends houses every night).

This is another exarnple of a student having members in their social networks who have

the ability to empathize. Matthew reported that his friends and family were able to read

the visual cues that he was providing them and thereby provide him with the support that

he was seeking indirectly.

Michael was also provided support~ at times~ when he asked for it indirectly. For

example, in math class on March 12th, 1998, Michael was sitting at his desk and

appeared ta be staring into space. l wrote the following notes that day.

Staring into space

Michael is sitting at his desk, he doesn't appear to know what to do. He's just
sitting there, staring into space. He has not asked anyone for support. He's just
staring straight ahead. Afew minutes larer, Peter approaches. Peter bends over
Michael's shoulder and provides him with some support (Field Notes, Peter's
math class, March 12th, 1998)

In this situation Michael did not need to ask for support directly. His day dreamy

behavior alerted his teacher that he was having difficulty and Michael's teacher was able

to move in and provide support.

The following excerpts are examples of students asking indirectly for support

but none is provided. There was evidence of this only among the students who DUSW.

In the next example, Michael's head was on his desk~ and he was not working.

Regardless of why his head was on his desk~ whether it was because he was unsure of

what ta do or whether it was because he was bored, one would think that he was sending

off a clear message that he required support.
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A defeatist stance

Tara: What do you do when you're in class and you're having difficulty with
math?
Michael: ah, depends on how 1feel, ah most of the time 1 give up and put my

head down and try to faU asleep. Ah, usually that doesn't work cause the teacher

won't allow us to sleep, ah sorne other classes 1 can get away with it, but not

math. In French it works cause the teacher is not strict.:.what some students do is

they ignore her and they just go ahead and do it (sleep). Me, 1just keep my head

down and she usually doesn't say anything cause she gives up on the other kids...

(Case Interview: Michael, June 24, 1998)

This example illustrates Michael's perception of how he coped when he was having

difficulty in class. It would appear that despite Michael's indirect attempts at gaining

support in French class (by putting bis head on bis desk)~ he was not provided with any.

When he was asked~ Is there a better way to cope? He provided the following response:

Possible solutions to cope better in class

Yes, first 1 guess you could stop working, try to calm down, maybe ask the teacher

ifyou can get a drink ofwater or something. Then when you come back youjust

sir down and ifyou're still a bitfrustrated youjust waitfor another two minutes,

then youjust start again. Ifyou still can't get it youjust ask the teacher to help

you or explain it to you or give you sorne sort ofexample to make you understand

how to do it or what to do (Case Interview: Michael, June, 1998).

Michael could describe what he could do to cope better; however, he was not able to

follow through on these suggestions and strategies.

1 also observed Matthew asking indirectly for support at times during class but not

receiving il. There appeared to be a therne of ignoring students who quietly withdraw

and were not disruptive. This is in contrast to the direct attention given to students who

were disruptive and at times even dangerous. In an interview with Matthew t 1 asked him
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about his most difficult subjects. He toid me that bis two most difficult subjects were

geography and biology. 1 then asked: "What do you do when yau're in class and yau get

stuck on one ofthase subjects? "He responded, "! space out and 1 try to go ta sleep." My

field notes confinned that this was an avoidance strategy he used. In the classes in which

1 observed him, he was generally left to work independently and was not provided with

support. When asked if he tried anything else, he said: "Try ta figure if out from a friend.

probably." This response also made sense to me and paralleled my own observations of

how Matthew coped in class when he had difficulty. My field notes indicated that

Matthew sometimes "spaces out" and frequently he became involved in off-task behavior

such as talking with a friend. When frustrated, he would often chat with a friend and then

get admonished by the teacher, as opposed to receiving support (Field Notes, Peter's

English class, February Il, 1998). Matthew's way of asking for support indirectly was to

try to sleep or engage in off-task behavior, such as talking with peers, drawing, or day

dreaming. His off-task behaviors provoked an angry response from his teachers. Smith

(1989) discusses the different masks that students with Lds wear, such as a mask of super

competence, mask of helplessness, mask of invisibility, mask of the class clown, mask of

not caring, mask of boredom, among many others. She suggests that the students hide

behind these masks in order to coyer up their insecurities and difficulties. Sorne of these

masks can be more aggravating to sorne teachers than to others. Matthew wore many

different masks in class when he was experiencing difficulty. However, the mask of

boredom seemed to dominate. Whereas Michael more often wore the mask of

invisibility. He remained very quiet, often with his head on bis desk.

Support Provided To Those Who USW: Whether Requested Or Not
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My fmdings also indicate that often students did not have to ask for support. it

was simply provided. It would appear that the students who USW had very sensitive and

empathetic individuals within their social networks. Once again it appeared that the

students who USW were provided with support more frequently. and the type of support

provided was more useful than that provided to the students who DUSW. The following

excerpts reveal the perspectives of sorne of the parents and how they think they provide

support to their children as they intuitively thought was necessary. These excerpts also

demonstrate the students' ability to use the support being provided. In the first excerpt,

Patrick's mother describes how she encouraged her son to get bis snow boarding teaching

certificate.

Removing obstacles

Mrs. Gagnon: Yeah, he's a snowboard instructor. He got his instructor's in

January. ...1pushed him to get his snow boarding certification. 1 do aU the leg

work because he wouldn't have done it on his own.

Tara: SA you do the leg work in tenns of 'this is when the course is being given,

so 1 signed you up', that kind ofthing ?

Mrs. Gagnon: 1 had to go with him because he was ajunior. 1 had to take the

course, tao and 1 had already had my certification. But my Izusband and myself,

we bath did the course with him... Sometimes that's what it takes. When it came

to the snow boarding certification, [ knew he !zad the ability ta do it so 1 signed

him up. 1 do the leg work sa that there will be no obstacles. lfthere's an obstacle
then he'Il give up.

Tara: Do you think he knows what the steps are? Like, did you say, 1 called

Tremblant today and the course is on this day so 1 told them that we are going ta

come and take it? And then does he go with you when you have to sign up sa he

kind ofsees the steps, the process, that you have to go through sa ir's not a

magical thing? We're here.

Mrs. Gagnon: [did. 1 guess probably that whole physical part 1 did, that one 1

did on my own (Parent Interview: Mrs. Gagnon, June 1998).
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In this excerpt Mrs. Gagnon described Patrick achieving a teaching certificate in snow

boarding. She acknowledged pusmng him into athletics as she saw that he had potential

in this area. Patrick's parents recognized ms talent/strength in this area and encouraged

him ta excel. They both took the course with hirn since he was tao young ta be permitted

ta take the course without parental involvement. This is clearly an example of parental

support.

Patrick's mother acknowledged that she had to do the "leg work" for him to be

successful because if there were obstacles Patrick would give up. She seems to have

recognized the leanled helpless cycle that students like Patrick can get into and what she

needed to do in arder ta support him (i.e., remove the obstacles of calling to get

information about the course and signing up). It was at this point that 1 began to realize

that perhaps the real issue was not that one group uses support weIl and the other does

note Perhaps, the group who appears ta USW have people within their social networks

who are better able ta move into their zone of proximal development and supporting them

as they need it.

Although in this section, 1am explaining that students receive support without

having ta ask for it, 1 feel it was important to contrast Patrick's experience of being

supported with Michael's. In the following excerpt, Michael's mother acknowledges that,

like Patrick, her son also gives up easily. The difference appears to be that Patrick's

mother is able ta identify what she sees as potential obstacles and removes them sa that

Patrick may be successful. In other words, Mrs. Gagnon is able to work within Patrick's

zone of proximal development in arder to help him to succeed. Whereas Michael's

mother becomes frustrated with her sonls defeatist attitude. Rather than being pro-active

and problem solving, she herself adopts a defeatist attitude and gives up. The question

arises as to who is feeding whose defeatist attitude?
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"Why bother, ['m just gonna fail anyway"

Mrs. Desjardins: ...he panics and then he juS! goes, he does no! try. he gives up.

He tends ta give up pretty easily. His whole attitude this year is more giving up in

everything.
Tara: What do you think could make a difference?
Mrs. Desjardins: 1 don't know. 1 am trying to figure it out. 1 getfrustrated. This

year he has had a very, um, defeatist attitude. 'Why bother, l'm juS! gonna faU

anyway.'

Tara: What happens then?

Ms. Desjardins: He doesn't do what he's supposed to do. And we argue (Parent

Interview: Ms. Desjardins, June 24, 1998).

The difference in approach between these two mothers was not that one parent could

remove the obstacles and the other could not. The difference was two-fold. One was that

Mrs. Gagnon acknowledged Patrick's strengths and weaknesses, allowing Patrick to be

himself and acknowledging that his strengths and weaknesses co-exist. It is her

acknowledgment and acceptance of Patrick as an individual that appears to make the

difference. Secondly, Mrs. Gagnon appears ta have a strength and ability to empathize

with ber son. For Mrs. Desjardins, her frustration ends in an argument. 1s it difficult for

Mrs. Desjardins to accept and empathize with her son? Or is it difficult for Michael to

verbalize bis thoughts and feelings, which in turn makes it difficult for parents and others

within his social network to provide him with social support? One can only imagine how

difficult it must be for parents like Mrs. Desjardins to support their children regardless of

why.

In this next excerpt Mrs. Gagnon talks about the difficulty Patrick had in

obtaining information to start Driver's Education class. She explains how important and

how excited Patrick was to get his driver's license but he had difficulty achieving his

goal.
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"1 don't know, Ijust couldn't do it"

Mrs. Gagnon: ...He's taken a UttIe bit more responsibiUty with his driver's
license. He was with me when 1 made the phone calI. And then it was..... it's just

on St. Catherine's across from Alexis Neon near the school. So 1 said, 'you're

going to sign up next Monday night'. /t was in the fall, 'go Monday night'. Sa, /

called him Sunday night to remind him (his parents live in the Eastern

Townships). / called Monday nightat nine o'clock: 'Sa you went?' (Patrick said)

'No, / didn't caU'. 'Why not?' (He responded) '/ don't know'. And / said, Well,

Patrick, l'm doing this for you; you want your license; you're 16, this is what

you've always wanted. You COllld hardly wait until you tumed 16'. / said, 'Why

didn't you caU?' (Patrick said) '1 don t know, 1just couldn't do it'. So 1 said,
'okay, fine'. Sa 1 didn't push him. And then next week when 1 went up (ta

Montreal) we went physically (together). 1 went in with him and got aU the

information and then, 'okay, you stan this night', and you have ta show him. And

then that wasfine. After that he was okay.

Tara: He could show up on his own thatfirst night when he knew where ta go?

Mrs. Gagnon: Yeso Thefirst night, once that 1 went there, because he wasn't sure.

Originally we had driven by, / had shown him the building and 1 said, 'okay, that's

the building, there's the number, that's where you go in'. But / hadn't parked and

gone up the stairs. Sa he couldn't go. But the next week we went, we parked and

we walked upstairs, and hello. and this is it. So the week after when he wanted ta

go (the first day ofclass), he was okay because he knew exactly where to walk to

and where ta walk up the stairs and where ta site But / had ta do it for him the

ftrst week (Parent Interview: Mrs. Gagnon, July 1998).

In this example Mrs. Gagnon thought that she was helping Patrick within his zone

of proximal development by driving past the driver's education building and pointed to it,

so he would know where he had to go to get information. However, when she called him

to find out if he had gone, she discovered that he had not followed through. When she

questioned him, he responded: "1 don't know, 1just couldn't do it." His short defeatist

response was not a surprise. It is the same type of response that Stephen or Michael

would provide to their parents when they did not fulfill expectations. However, rather
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than get frustrated or angry at Patricky Mrs. Gagnon explains: "l didn't push him." She

recognized that obtaining a driver's license was important to Patrick. She moved back

ioto Patrick's zone of proximal development and supported him in bis goal. She was able

to provide him. with just enough support by going with him the frrst time to obtain the

information. Theo she withdrew and provided Patrick with the space to excel on his own.

This type of ebb and flow of parents or more capable peers moving in and out of a

students' ZPD is crucial to a student's development of self-regulatory bebavior. Patrick's

mother was able to recognize and validate bis fears and provide him with support in a

way that was respectful of an adolescent's feelings of feary sbame, and anger. Mrs.

Gagnon validated bis tacit feelings and delivered this message by not judging him and by

not getting angry. This is another example of bow a member of a student's social

network cao be empathetic and insightful.

In this next excerpty Patrick was asked by bis motber to go to the school clothing

sale and buy his clothes for next year. His motber was not able to joïn him as she had a

meeting. When Patrick toid bis motber directly that he could not go and rnake the

purchases. Mrs. Gagnon brainstormed a possible solution which he accepted.

Perceived literacy inadequacies

Mrs. Gagnon: ...and then another situation was when we /zad to order the

uniforms. And 1 was busy that night; it would just be a major difficulty to go.

And he (Patrick) just had to order two pair ofpants andfive shirts; it was really

simple stuff. 1 checked everything offand l said, 'Patrickt you could go and walk

down the street'. 'You try on the shirts; 1 trust that you get the right size. l'm

going to give you a cheque. l'Il write out who the company is. l've signed the

cheque; you just have to fill in the dollar amount'. And he didn't say anything to

me. 1 handed him the piece ofpaper, ticked oft 'here it is, here it is'. And he said,

'l can'tdo if'.l said 'why?' (he responded) 'Wellt l'il have tofill in the cheque and

you know l'm really bad at that kind ofthing'. l said, 'weil, just give it to the
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people and they'll fill in the dollar amount'. So that took care ofit, he was able to

do it.
Tara: And he did it on his own?

Mrs. Gagnon: He did it. He did it on his own.
Tara: That's a really hard thing. Because it's no! actually going and doing the

clothes that he was worried about but it's the actual writing part ofil. Filling in

the number.

Mrs. Gagnon: [know, yeso

Tara: [t's very indmidating.

Mrs. Gagnon: But as long as 1 gave him a solution. You see he had no solution.

He didn't know. He was at a block, he didn't know. He could try the clothes and

everything but when it came to filling in the cheque, he couldn'tfigure that out, to

ask. 1 said, 'Patrick, they know that this is a school**** (for kids with leaming

disabilities). So once he had a solution then he was okay with it. He said, 'Don't

wonoy, Mom, [can do it. Don't worry about it'. 1had an appointment until7:30

and then 1 would have to drive up, and [said, 'okay, l've got between eight and

eight-thirty'. And [said, 'Patrick, you know, you'd really be helping me out a lot'.

And he understood the importance ofhim walking down the street. But it was
filling in this cheque, was like, '1 can't do it'. So that's that situation (Parent

Interview: Mrs. Gagnon, July 1998).

In this example Patrick's mother initially requested that Patrick do something that he felt

he could not do. After a brief silence he was able ta tell bis mother: "l can't do it." He

toid his mother that he could not accomplish this task and explained why: "Well, l'lI have

to fill in the cheque and you know l'm realIy bad at that kind ofthing." As spelling is an

area of weakness for him, he was experiencing some anxiety with respect to successfully

filling in the cheque. Patrick's mother came up with a solution for him (to ask the persan

at the cash to fill the cheque in for him). It may be that Patrick's anxiety and fear of

filling in the cheque prevented him from coming up with his own solution. He required

his mother to provide him with informationaIlinstrumental support, which he was then

able to use independently. He moved from a feeling of lack of confidence ta reassuring

his mother by saying: "Don't worry mum, 1 can do it", and he did.
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Although Albert did not meet the dermition of having a Ld as he was only 1 standard

deviation below the mean as opposed to 1.5 SD. 1 have included the following excerpts

taken from interviews with his mother, as they contribute to an understanding of students

who USW when support is provided. Despite a history of medical problems, Albert's

parents were determined that he would complete his secondary education. Despite

doctors and other professionals trying to help the family accept that Albert may never go

to school let alone complete high school, Albert's parents would not accept this

prognosis. Albert's mother reported telling the teachers, and Albert~ that he had to finish

school. In her view, there was no alternative, he would go to school and she would bold

herself and the school responsible.

"He have to go (to school), so JOU have to help him"

Mrs. Carter: ...f was telling her (an elementary teacher) he have to go to high

school. That's the first thing I toId them, "he have ta go, sa YOLl have to help him".

...there is no choice, no training school from elementary school, I don't want that.

He can go after high school to a training program ifhe wants to. "There's lots of

nice training college so that he can go and leam a trade", I said, "but he have to

finish high school." And he had a good teacher and she helped him... I wasn't

going ta give up on him. He has really come a long way, l'm proud ofhim. We

never listened to nobody (doc/ors or professionals). I go with my gut instinct. f

didn't want him to tum out like me, so that's why. I have a leaming disability

too... (Case Interview: Mrs. Carter, June, 1998).

In this excerpt, Mrs. Carter plays an advocacy raIe for her son and insists bis school

assume responsibility for his learning. She gives the school a message that her son was

going to get to high school and it was their job to get him there. She also delivered a

message to Albert that she believed in mm, and that he could make it through high school

with support. For example, she demonstrates for Albert how to get support by talking

with his teachers. In this situation Mrs. Carter, was demonstrating that she was trusting
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her intuition and not only relying on professionals. In an interview with Angel~ a

member of the schools' professional team, she confmned that Mrs. Carter had delivered

the very same message to herself and the high school teachers, that Albert was going ta

complete high school when he began his academic career at Vanguard.

"They gave him a sense ofthe possible... "

Angela: When his parents were told that he would probably never go to

elementary school, or when they've been given any bad news about Albert, they

would disregarded it, mobilize their resources, and quietly model success for him.

What they modeledfor him. and he will tell you this, 'don't think about quitting,

you might not be able to do this right now and you might need some more help but

don't think about stopping. That is not an option.' They gave him a sense ofthe
possible by doing that, I think (Interview with a member ofthe professional

support staff, Angela: July 10,1998).

It is sad that the professionals that the Carter's encountered prior ta Vanguard stressed the

negative outcomes rather than considering what Vygotsky called learning in the potential.

As a clinician 1 understand that professionals do not want to give families faIse hope nor

do they want families ta place pressure on a student ta achieve unattainable goals.

However, who are we to say what is and is not attainable? Through our modem

assessments, we can not account for the patential of parental support and encouragement,

nor a student's desire for success. Ta return to Vygotsky's actual definition of the zone of

proximal development, he wrote: "...the distance between the actual developmentallevel

as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as

determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more

capable peers" (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Learning in the potential is what we may be able

to achieve with support. Angela confmns Mrs. Carter's desire for Albert to succeed in
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high school and in life. Mrs. Carter has delivered the same message to Albert~ as the

following excerpt illustrates.

"Don't do it for me, do itfor yourself, because you have 10 live with yourselj'

Ms. Carter: / always tell him, it's notfor me. "Don't do it for me, do it for
yourself, because you have to live with yourseif'..../ said, "Fm already living my
life"...so / say "you should actually try to do everything in life for you". / say,
"make yourselfhappy because ifyou are trying to please me you are going to be
unhappy"... (Case Interview: Mrs. Carter. June, 1998).

Mrs. Carter believes in her son's potential to be himself. ~e message she continuously

sends him seems to be the following: "Do it for yourseif', trust yourself and that's the

way to be happy in life. In sending this message to Albert she is also saying, '1 trust you,

and l support you'.

Although Nancy's mother models for her daughter how she accesses support when she

needs it (i.e.~ calling the social worker when she feels that she can not handle Nancy),

there was not a great deal of evidence to suggest that Nancy is personally supported by

her mother at this stage in her life. However~ there are other people in Nancy's social

network who are able to recognize when she needs support and are able to move into her

zone of proximal development. The following examples illustrate her teacher's ability to

support Nancy emotionally and academically.

Rebecca's ability 10 support Nancy intuitively

Rebecca: Sometimes 1 canjust tell that she's (Nancy) upset or tired or grumpy or

whatever.
Tara: How?
Rebecca: um, by the way she's sitting. or not maldng eye contact. / know her well
enough now to recognize the signs.
Tara: So what happens?
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Rebecca: Weil it depends. Sometimes 1just leave her alone. Like in class 1 won't

ask her questions, 1 let her participate ifshe wants to. But often she'll come to me
and tell me that she had a rough night, which usually means 1 should give her

sorne space. But sometimes 1 will approach her, like during homeroom and check

in with her. Sometimes she wants to talk, but mostiy she just lets me know that

she's having a difficult time and llazow to leave her aionefor a white (Teacher

Interview: Rebecca, May, 1998).

In tlùs excerpt Rebecca is able to recognize when Nancy requires support through careful

observation ofher body language such as "the way she's sitting or not making eye

contact... " Rebecca then uses her skills in emotionalliteracy and decides how best to

provide support such as providing her with sorne space, not calling on her in class, or by

approaching Nancy directly.

Angela described an incident in which Nancy coped extremely weIl in a situation that

would have made most teenagers furious and cause them to be reactive.

"She will get distressed and she willfind a way (to cope)"

Angela: She is quite a wonder, 1 don't know where she got some of the skills and

strategies and strengths that she has got. She's a very strong young lady.

Tara: Yeah, here's a girl who really did not have good modeling in terms of

family support. And yet, whenever she is in a group home orfoster care, she

seems to really look for people that can be useful to her and she has maintained a

relationship with many ofthese people.

Angela: LAst summer she spent her summer in a group home. They are aIl

distressed kids. One ofthem was kicking her things. This is the kind of thing that

most teenagers would just go bananas about. but Nancy found a way to deal with
it. She will get distressed and she willfind a way (to cope). 1 am very impressed
with her

Tara: How did you hear about this incident?

Angela: 1 used to drive her home after school sometimes, the group home was

very close to my house. She would often tell me how things were going.
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(Interview with a member ofthe professional support staff: Angela, July 10,

1998).

Angela confirms Nancy's ability to cope in difficult situations and seek out support as she

needs it. This excerpt aIso suggests that Naney has developed skills in the areas of

personal decision-making (ber ability to act as opposed to react), rnanaging her feelings

(monitor herself through "self-talk" and fmding ways to handle emotions such as anger)7

assertiveness (expressing her feelings without anger or passivity), and conflict resolution

(how to fight fair).

In these previous examples, the students were provided with different degrees and

types of support, depending on their individual needs. The students who USW were each

able ta use the support and follow through with either constant support or independently.

These examples illustrated their parents' and teachers' abilities to read/perceive,

empathize, model, and support them within their ZPD and then withdraw, or change their

support as the adolescents indicated that they needed them. to. These examples

demonstrate the students', parents' and teachers' abilities to provide support as appropriate

ta meet their needs by rnodeling, scaffolding and brainstorming within the students' zone

of proximal developrnent. As weIl as believing in them, they highlighted their strengths,

and encouraged their children. The parents were able ta do tbis with their children

because they demonstrated a degree of attunement and flexibility with their children.

That is, they knew how to read the words and worlds of the other. Each parent and child

has demonstrated sorne degree of emotionalliteracy. Many of the parents were able to

empathize with their children, provide insight, and model self-awareness. The parents

were aIso able to explain to their children how to take responsibility, be assertive, and

resolve conflicts. These are all components which are taught within the curriculum of

many emotionalliteracy programs, such as the Self Science class at Nueva school, Troup
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Middle School social competence program in New Haven, or the Resolving Conflict

Creatively Program in New York City.

The difference between students who USW and those students who DUSW are

subtle. In the above situations, sometimes the individuals within each students' social

network intuitively moved into their ZPD and the student did not need to say anything.

In the cheque example, Patrick could say directly to his mother: "1 can 't do Ïl." She was

able to empathize with her sou's fears. She was respectful of bis worries and helped him

to see the situation as not so 'scary' after all and come up with a solution with which he

was comfortable. My analysis of the data regarding students who USW reveals that

students feelings (fears, joys, and feelings of anger) were acknowledged, respected, and

supported appropriately. The students were never told directly or indirectly, through a

tone of voice or body language, that they were being silly or stupid, that they were letting

anyone down or that they should just stop "it" and confonn to the nomIS. The situations

which 1 observed and have reported here, illustrate respectful, trusting interactions in

which the students felt free to say how they felt and understood that support would be

provided. In addition, these students were able to use the support provided.

Support Provided to Those Who DUSW: But is it the Right Type of Support?

The following examples are types of situations reported by the parents and

teachers ofthose students who DUSW. These vignettes and excerpts illustrate that the

parents and teachers feel frustrated and unsure of how their childrenlstudents need to be

supported. Often they are trying to provide support to them. However, from the students'

perspective it would appear that at times the 'right' kind of support is not being provided.

At other times, the students can't seem to use the support being provided, whether it is

within their zone of proximal development or not. One reason may be that the students
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have not learned how to access and use support, so even when it is provided they are

unsure and doubt that they can count on it.

Michael

The subtle difference between the two groups appears to be that even though

support may be provided, whether asked for or not, the students who DUSW are often not

able to follow through and use the support provided. Is this perhaps in part because the

type of support being provided may not be appropriate, from the students' perspective?

Why is a student not able to explain ta an individual what nùght be more useful? In the

following excerpts, 1 explore the support being provided to Michael and bis inability ta

use what is offered.

Recall the excerpt earlier in this chapter, "Is it his Ld or is he lazy? Michael's

mother, Mrs. Desjardins, provided us with an example of the type of conflict that occurs

in their home with respect to homework. Mrs. Desjardins explains that when she asks

Michael if he has homework, he responds that he has done it already. She reports that

when she discovers that he has not been doing bis work (generally when she receives his

report card), she reacts, becomes angry, and asks why not. In this type of conflictual

situation, Michael has a tendency to withdraw and respond with short innocuous phrases

such as, "! don ft know" or If!forgot." In the example presented Michael is able to open up

to his mother and provide her with an explanation as to why he does not do homework at

home. He explains that he feels that she has no patience with hirn and she yells at mm.

Mrs. Desjardins does not appear to be able to validate his perception of the situation. She

immediately responds with a counter statement: "! don't yeU at you." With this type of

response Michael uSUally withdraws and pays lip service to anything that cornes next.

This exarnple helps us to begin to see more clearly the differences in the types of parent-
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child interaction between those who USW and those who DUSW. The parents of the

students who USW tend to look beyond the mask and the words of their children for what

their child is feeling. They then move in within their child's zone of proximal

development to support them. The example presented above demonstrates both the

student and the parent reacting rather than listening to one another. Thus, support is not

able to be provided. Although Mrs. Desjardins was not able to provide her son with the

support he may have needed, it must he difficult to see beyond Michael's mask as he

often has difficulty verbalizing bis thoughts.

In this next excerpt, Mrs. Desjardins talks about the rivalry between her two sons.

She described Michael as always comparing himself to bis brother even when they were

young. She felt that when they went to separate schools Michael's self-confidence

increased. Now that they are back in the same school again Michael is adopting a

defeatist attitude, compares himself to bis brother and gives up easily.

Unsupported and unheard

Tara: What is he (Michael) good at?

Mrs. Desjardins: He could be good at many things ifhe would try. When he was

a Unie boy it was the same. 1 remember once, 1 had a birthday party for them (he

and his brother) and we had sack races. He did the first one, ofcourse he did not

win. So then we had the next one he did not want ta participate because, 'why

bother, 1 am not galle win'. So he always does this. It seemed ta disappear for a

while but this year it is back again. Really strang.

Tara: What changed?

Mrs. Desjardins: 1 don't know. Age related. 1 am always concemed about Luke

obtaining his goal. 1 thought maybe, because when they started high school it

was the first time they were apart because they were together from kindergarten

to grade 6 in the same class because the school never had the room to separate

them. When they separated for high schooll thought maybe that helped him

develop his confidence because aIl through elementary 'Luke is better than me',

'Luke is taller than me', 'Luke is stronger than me', it was always that way and
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then this year they are back together (in the same school), but they are not in the

same class. Infact Luke is new in school (Michael has been al Vanguard since

grade 7, Luke began this year in grade 9J. 1 don't know if this has something to
do with it because he is back at this 'why bother', 1 don't know ifthat has caused
it. Luke says that it's silly, '1 don't bother him, we are in separate classes'.

Luke has done well, other kids have toid Michael about it, 'your brother is

doing well', you know, 1 don't know ifthis caused it, or ifhejustfigures, 'O.K. I

am going to go the other way', I don't know.

Tara: It could be part ofitfor sure.

Mrs. Desjardins: He did not want Luke going there (to Vanguard) and this came
about last year, he did not want it and I explain to him, I said, 'why not', (Michael

responded) '[t's my school' and I said 'Michael, what will we do with Luke,
should he suiferjust because you don 't want him there. [t's not fair. He
qualifies, [ had him tested, [ can put him there, why would 1 say 1 am not going
put him there just to save Vou. that is not right' and then next minute he say

'O.K.' and he said it did not bother him, but I am wondering (Parent Interview:

Mrs. Desjardins, June 24, 1998).

At the beginning of this excerpt, Mrs. Desjardins describes Michael as someone "who

gives up easily" and someone "who does not try." She suggested that he has always had

these traits but that they had dissipated since he started high school. However, he is now

back ta giving up on and not botbering about life. When l asked Mrs. Desjardins why

she thought Michael had this attitude, she seemed uncertain. She suggested tbat perhaps

it was "age related". She noted that Michael and Luke were now in the same high school

and that this may have something to do with bis "why bother attitude." She explained

how "Luke says that it's silly, I don't bother him and we're in separate classes." Does the

referent nit's silly" refer ta Michael's feelings? Mrs. Desjardins adds that maybe his

attitude has changed becallse Michael and Luke's peers are comparing them. Mrs.

Desjardins then explained that Michael did not want Lllke to attend Vanguard. When his

mother asked mm why not, he responded, "It's my school". RecaiI from the above

excerpt, Mrs. Desjardins offers the following explanation:
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Michael, what will we do with Luke, should he sufferjust because you don't want

him there. [t's notfair. He qualifies, l had him tested, [ can put him there, why

would [ say 1 am not going put him there just to save yOU, that is not right (Parent

Interview: Mrs. Desjardins, June 24, 1998)

This excerpt brings up two key issues. One relates to sibling rivalry. Michael had

created a space for himself at Vanguard that he could calI ms own. His brother attending

the same school could be seen as an invasion of Michael's personal space. The second

issue is that Michael tried to help bis mother understand bis perspective but was

unsuccessful. Michael felt unheard by bis mother and withdrew from the problem

situation. Michael's concems and worries, although he did not clearly verbalize them do

not see to have been validated. Mrs. Desjardins used the word save, "...why would [ say 1

am no! going to put him there just to save you ". It may be that Michael heard this

statement as bis mother favoring Luke, and may have deduced that he was less important.

Emotional learning continues throughout our lives. AlI of these small exchanges

between a parent and cbild have an emotional subtext. The repetition of these messages

over the years form the core of a child's emotional outlook and capabilities (Goleman,

1997). Stem (1987) further suggests that repeated moments of attunement or

misattunement between a parent and child shape the emotional expectations adults bring

to their close relationships. If Michael has experienced repeated moments of

misattunement, as the above example seem to indicate, it is understandable why it would

be difficult for him to access and use social support.

During the analysis of my data it became evident to me that it is just as difficult

for student's like Michael to access and use suppo~ as it is for ms parents. The next two

excerpts illustrate Mrs. Desjardins difficulty in the area. In the frrst example, Mrs.

Desjardins explains that Michael had a grade six teacher whom she considered to be
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abusive to the students, of which Michael was one. Rather than support and protect

Michael, she defends the teachers and rationalizes about why the teacher may have been

abusive.

Rationalizing a teacher's abusive behavior

In elementary school, 1 suppose it is difficult for them, they're overworked, they've

got classes of35 kids they're trying to handle. Personally. 1 saw more teachers

who should not he teaching, not to elementary children. Especially his grade 6

teacher, 1 am sure he can tell you stories about her. She screamed[rom moming

to night and you don't do that to Michael, don't scream. But Vanguard is his life.

he does not seem to see beyond Vanguard (Parent Interview: Mrs. Desjardins.

June 24, 1998).

Mrs. Desjardins had concems regarding this grade six teacher. Rather than show her

anger and acknowledge how scary it must have been for Michael, she excuses the teacher

by rationalizing her behavior: "... they're over worked" and "... they've got classes of35

kids they're trying to handle." What message do these statements send to Michael? 1

would suggest that the message is that people in positions of authority need to be

protected and believed. The message that 1heard is that one should trust others before

trusting oneself. This is in direct contrast to the message that Mrs. Carter sends her son.

Earlier in the chapter, 1 described how the Carter family demonstrated for Albert that it is

more important to trust oneself than rely on doctors and other professionals. Mrs. Carter

modeled this for her son by playing an advocacy raIe for him and insisting that the school

assume sorne responsibility for bis learning. In the above example, it might be that Mrs.

Desjardins does not want to offend the teachers and in protecting the teacher she does not

appear to support her son. In this situation it would appear that Michael's feelings were
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not met with empathy, nor did anyone advocate for him on bis behalf, as we observed in

the social interactions of the students who USW.

In this next except, what struck me was how difficult it is for Mrs. Desjardins ta

seek support or question something. In this excerpt she is expressing concern with

regards to the Taylor Adolescent program, an after school program where Michael

receives one-to-one tutoring twice a week.

A family pattern emerges

Mrs. Desjardins: ... sometimes 1 think he (Michael) depends too much on them

(his tutor and team leader at TAP), that is my worry, that ifs a crutchfor him,

that he's not trying on his own, that he depends too much on his tutor. When they

(The TAP team)first told me about the pragram they told me it was not to do his

homewark, it was to help him with areas where he was having trouble. But to me

if looks like all he ever does is Izis homework. That's what il looks like to me and

that's what 1 get from him when 1 say. 'do you have homework' and 1 try ta tell him

that he ès not suppose to do homework, you are suppose to be improving in areas

that are difficult for you. but ofcourse for him it is a problem (homework), so the

tutor has to help him for everytlzing. but sametimes 1find he is using the tutor to

do things and 1 am cancerned because he is not trying on his own.

Tara: Did you bring that up at the meeting?

Mrs. Desjardins: ...when 1 get in there 1sit there and 1 try to be quiet, and 1 let

them talk, and 1feel my face get red and my bload pressure go up and 1 get ****
(Parent Interview: Mrs. Desjardins, June 24, 1998).

Mrs. Desjardins would like Michael to be able ta access and use support. Yet she has just

demonstrated to Michael how difficult it is for her to seek support when she needs it. If

Michael has not experienced a great deal of support in his life, if he does not have a good

model at home with which to leam how to access and use support, how cao professionals

and teachers expect Michael to use the support that is provided for him? However.

occasionally someone from within Michael's social network has been able to move into



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

216

bis zone of proximal development and provide hirn with a healthy supportive experience

which he is able to follow through on. As 1 have mentioned earlier in this chapter.

relationsbips throughout life have the potential to continually reshape. and an imbalance

that once existed can be corrected. As Michael has the experience of having bis feelings

met with empathy. insight. and a generally high level of emotionalliteracy, he may be

able to reshape bis working model of relationships. In tbis next excerpt the director of

the Taylor Adolescent After-School Program CTAP), Dr. Snow, describes an incident that

occurred with Michael. By providing him with privacy, time, and prompting, Michael

was able to share with her why working with bis tutor on a Biology project was not

working and suggest what might work better.

Privacy, time, and prompting

Dr. Snow: He had a project to do last week and he came without his biology.

With him you have ta sit down and say, well, Let's figure this out. What he was

able to say to me was he did not like to do the project the way his tutor wanted to,

he had another way he wanted ta do it. Her way did notfit with him, so we found

a way we could tell her. He got caught and he stayed and worked until about

6:30 and it was quite a production because they were both excited... We had to

go six steps back with him ta where things were breaking down, ifyou do that, he

is not a bad problem solver. But you have to waitfor ft and let him take you

there. Ifyou start to say, 'look doesn't it make sense ifyou have biology we

should star! ta work on it, you will do a piece and 1.... ' He will say yes, but it does

not mean yeso You have to say ta him, 'what do you think?', 'what makes sense

Michael?'. Then he can (problem solve), under those conditions.

They (the tufor and intem) have said, 'it is driving me crazy, he came and
he did no work at aillast time and he does not even know what he has to work on'.

So when 1 met him 1 said, 'what do you think would work?', he said, 'well, you see

she (his tutor) wanted me ta do it this way. you know it didn't work at allIas!
time'. He gave me the whole script that they (the team leader and tutor) hadjust

given me. So he knew all that (what he had ta do). He was astonishing.
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Tara: It is very hardfor Michael to share things with people ifhe thinks what he

is going to say will hurt theirfeelings.

Dr. Snow: Impossible, he won'!. He did not want me to tell his tutor, he came out

with this quite articulate description ofwhat would work and what would not

work. 1 said that weIl, 'we have to tell her', so 1 had him sit there while 1 let her

hear what Michael had just told me, she didn't seem to mind.

Tara: So you had to speakfor him.
Dr. Snow: Yeso 1 don't think he would do it again. He can not afford to do

anything that might wound somebody.

We are people who are constantly judging and evaluating and you have

really to stop with Michael. At no point do you say, 'how come you did not do

that when you knew? '... that's a show stop, you have to say to him, 'well what do

you think happened?' (Interview with Dr. Snow, Director ofTAP, April, 1998).

Tbis is a wonderful example of Michael being provided conditions in which he felt

comfortable to share bis perspective. One needs to ask open questions which allow bim

the freedom to express himself. Vygotsky posits that learning is a mediated process. In

this example Dr. Snow is the mediating agent who advocates on hehalf of Michael. As

we observed in social interactions Michael has shared with bis mother, Mrs. Desjardins

appears ta be unable to express herself when she feels that she might upset or offend

someone in authority at school or in the after school program. Thus, it is not surprising

that Michael would share sorne of the same difficulties as bis mother. In the social

interaction with Dr. Snow, 1 presume that Michael felt supported and validated. The only

other example in which Michael reported that he felt supported, heard, and validated was

when he would interact with bis father. The follawing example illustrates Michael's

perception of his father's ability to listen to Michael and validate bis feelings. He woald

then ask Michael to describe the other person's point of view if it was a conflictual

situation. Michael couldn't explain to me what exactly bis father said or did, but he felt

very positive about bis experiences with him.
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Being heard by Dad

Michael: ifl'm mad 1 usually talk to my dad cause he knows how to caLm me
down

Tara: How does he do that?

Michael: 1 don't know...it'sjust like he talks to me so then aIl ofa sudden 1 just

calm downfor some reason... like yesterday...I got into afight with my mom over

the phone...Tim's mom andfather are going to Ottawa to spend the night because

the next moming which was this moming ah ir's his uncle's funeraL ...they wanted

me to sleep over because his mother didn't feel comfortable leaving Tim alone in

the house so she wanted someone ta stay with him so she asked me if1 wanted to
sleep over. Fm Like weIl sure but let me calI my mom and ask first so 1 did and

she said no and we startedfighting...

Tara: What happened next?

Michael: ah, she doesn 't agree with sleep-overs...l'm not sure why but she just

doesn 't agree with it...so ***** but then 1 got so mad that 1 guess you could say

that 1felt my ah blood pressure actually going up and 1 do have high blood

pressure so then ****** when 1 got offthe phane 1felt my arm and my legs were
Like numb like tingly feeling 1 couLd hardly feel il so 1 had to get up and walk 1

was alsa very Light-headed that's haw mad 1 got. Then after 1 called my dad 1

started te/Ling him and like ah 1 asked him if1 couLd just move in with him for a
bit there 'til he got really fed up then he stans talking to me to calming me dawn

so...

Tara: How did he clam you down?

Michael: First he 'd ask me to hear my side ofthe story and then he tried to make

me explain what 1 thought mom 's side ofthe story was...what 1 thought would be

my mom's side afthe story so....so then after a white 1 don 't know what exactly he

said to make me calm down it'sjust talking to himfora whilejust calmed me
down...(Case Interview: Michael, June 24, 1998).

Acting as a mediator in the learning process, Dr. Snow, in the previous example, and

Michael's father, as illustrated in the above exarnple, were able ta empathize with

Michael and acknowledge his feelings. They were able to acknowledge what he ~as

saying and support him in ways that he needed. It is important for Michael to have such

positive experiences of being supported so that he can reshape bis warking model of
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relationships. As these positive interactions repeat themselves, it is possible that Michael

IIÙght begin to expect to be supported and eventually begin to access and use support

weil.

In the next excerpt Mrs. Desjardins explains her perception of how Michael uses

support when he is upset or sad. It is her perception that Michael requests support

indirectly when he is upset and she provides mm with support. This excerpt leads us into

a discussion of how Mrs. Desjardins thinks Michael identifies with his father.

When Michael is sad

Mrs. Desjardins: He (Michael) keeps it inside, 1 can tell, he cornes near me quiet,

1 know something is bothering him, he is quiet but he hangs around me more, 1

think he is waiting for me to pull it out ofhim and usually 1 do, but he will stay

very very quiet.

Tara: So ifhe is really upset about something, you need to initiate, like 'is

something bothering you', 'did something happen in school' or wlzatever and then

eventually he will tell you?

Mrs. Desjardins: Yeso

Mrs. Desjardins: Yes, he wou/do He does no! easily give out information this

year.

Tara: Do you think he talks to anyone else about that?

Mrs. Desjardins: Tim. 1 tlzink.

Tara: How do you support him when he tells you something or when he is upset

about something?

Mrs. Desjardins: 1 listen to him. We can talk ifhe tells me what the problem is

and 1 try to give him sorne advice and 1 ask 'what do you think will be the best way
to handIe it' and then see what he says, that's about il. 1 am trying to think ofan

incident at hand, but 1 can 't. But he is very moody and then many times 1 asked

him why and it is always his excuse because he is trying to give up smoking.

Because he has been smoking for a while. That could be it 1 don't know.

Tara: Does he usually take your advice?

Mrs. Desjardins: No, 1 don't think sa. (Parent Interview: Mrs. Desjardins, June
24, 1998).
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Michael provided me with a different perspective in an interview. He said that he did not

seek support when he was sad or upset and that he could not remember the last time he

was upset. Perhaps Michael is unaware that he spends more time with his mother when

he is upset. Or perhaps~Mrs. Desjardins' intuitiveness makes her aware of her son's

sadness and she moves in within ms zone of proximal development and provides him

with support, which from her perspective he is able to accepte

It is interesting ta note that in this excerpt~ Mrs. Desjardins asks her son for his

opinion. She asked him~ "what do you think will he the best way to handle it." This was

the ooly example 1 observed when Mrs. Desjardins provided Michael with the type of

support, which he says he values from his father and was able to take from Dr. Snow. Is

it possible that Michael does not see the type of support in the same light when it cornes

from ms mother? Mrs. Desjardins is very angry at her x-husband and does not speak

highly of him. However, she expressed ta me and ta Michael how much "Michael Ès like

his father". To denigrate her ex-husband and yet compare him to Michael, may affect

Michael in ways that are difficult ta pin point. Michael picks up on this raIe

identification. In the following excerpt, from a one-ta-one interview~ Michael tells me, "1

usually give up very easily...my father is the same way... "

"1 usually give up very easily...my father is the same way... "

Michael: um, well the reason why 1don't like doing homework here (at home) is

cause ah like ah a few times when 1 have tried to do my homework and 1 need help

1 ask my mom and then we don 't end up getting along after, cause like during

trying to help 1 get frustrated and she gets frustrated and we just start to fight.

That's why 1 don't like doing homework here....ljust usually give up very easily

Tara: Is that new, giving up easily?

Michael: No, 1 always was like that ever since elementary school so...
Tara: Why is that do you think?
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MichaeL: 1 don't know why...it's just something like ah...my father is the same

way, he always gave up on everything so maybe that's why l do too.

Tara: How do you know that yourfather gives up on things tao?

MichaeL: My mom tells me. She says we're aLike.

Tara: Are you?

MichaeL: well, ah, yeah. (Case Study Interview: MichaeL, June 1998).

Michael seems to identify with bis father. When he was asked, How do you know when

someone reaLLy understands you? Who knows you best? He answered:

Who knows you best?

MichaeL: Who knows me best? My dad, cause we get aLong very weLLe We

always talk about things that bother us. Like 1 go to him if1 have a problem, he'U

come ta me ifhe has a problem. So we know each other the best.

Tara: How does he support you?

Michael: ummmm, he probably tries ta understand my point ofview on it and

then he'd try ta understand what the other person's point ofview would be too,

Eike ifthere was this person involved tao. And then he'd try, then he'd probably

say something like ahhhh, 'right now you'rejust thinking ofyour side ofview try

to picture what the ather person's side ofview wouLd be Like so... '

Tara: Does your mum understand you?

Michael: mmm, 1 reaLly don't know. Ahhh, not reaUy. We never, most ofthe

rime, we don't see eye ta eye, so... (Case Study Interview: Michael, June 24,

1998).

This is another example of Michael reporting bis feelings of being acknowledged

and respected by bis father. Michael reports that first, bis father, "tries ta understand his

point ofview". From Michael's perspective bis father does not sirnply react to what

Michael tells mm but he takes the time to understand and empathize. It would appear

that Michael and bis father are weIl attuned to each other. Next, Michael describes how

bis father counsels birn, "to try ta understand what the other person's point ofview would

be... ". The strategies used by Michael's father are similar to the prompting by Dr. Snow.
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During my observational periods at the school, 1 would often spend time with the

students at lunch and recess. 1 noted in my field notes the following conversation which 1

had with Michael at lunch outside in front of the school. Michael describes two different

situations. One in wbich he describes how he and bis father both have bad tempers. In

the second excerpt, he describes having a fight with bis mother and asks bis father if he

could move in with bim. A third excerpt was taken from my journal that 1 kept while 1

was working in the Taylor Adolescent After School Program. Here Michael tells me of

his father's plans to build an extension on ms house sa there will he room for Michael to

move in.

Identifying with Dad

...he (Michael) then went on to talk about how it was hardfor him to control his

temper and how he is worried about "exploding" one day. He talked about his

Dad having a bad temper and how he couldn't control it, but now he cano When 1

asked questions about what types ofthings would happen when his dad lost his

temper and 1 gave possible examples, Michael's body straightened and tensed up

a bit and he said, "he can control it now", 1 backed off. (Field Notes:

Conversation with Michael outside at recess, February 3, 1998)

This vignette is an example of Michael's identification with bis father as he believes that

they both have bad tempers. The next vignette is taken from my field notes and describes

a conversation 1 had with Michael after school.

Parental rivalry

Today Michael shared with me how angry he was at his mum just recently. He

explained that she is unreasonable and that he's aImost 18, soon he can do

whatever he pleases. He talked about wanting to go and live with his father. He

called his dad to talk about the idea. He said his dad said he could, but it wasn't
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a very go.od time right now, as he and his girlfriend were fighting a lot

(Researcher's Journal: May 1998).

This journal entry reminded me of a previous talk that Michael and 1 had in September

1997. He and bis mother had a fight. Michael talked about bis plan ta move out and live

with bis father.

The desire to move in with Dad

Michael was excited today about the possibility of living with his father. He

talked about how much he wanted to move in with his dad. who is living with his

girlfriend and two young children. in Ste. Thèrese. He talked about the logistics

ofgetting back andforth to school and how upset his mum would be. He said that

he had told his dad ofhis wish and his dad told him that he would build an

addition onto his house so he could live with him. Michael described the

renovations and how he would have his own private entrance...The only problem

was that his dad didn't have the money to build the addition right now (Journal:

Conversation with Michael ar TAP, September. 1997).

Michael seemed sa excited about the idea of living with his father that I worried that he

was setting himself up for more disappointment. It became a familiar pattern ta listen ta

Michael's grand plans which invalved his father but never seemed ta materialize. It is

now June 1999 and Michael continues to live with his mother and brother. 1 believe that

Michael identifies sa strongly with his father that he feels that he can not afford to

question bis father's plans and intentions of having him move out of bis mother's home.

Stephen

In the follawing excerpt Stephen's teacher, Rebecca, describes his difficulty in accessing

support. She suggests that one needs to approach him and affer support.
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Approaching and offering support

Rebecca: ... it takes him a long time to figure out that there's a problem, but 1

don't think that he sees or can even fathom up a way that it could be solvable. 1

think that he just kind ofalways accepts everything for what it is right now at this

point and doesn 't, kind of, ever see, you know...
Tara: That he has options and that there are possible solutions.

Rebecca: Yeah, ...unless you go to him and talk to him about it and bring it out of
him and make him... You know, then he's fine. And when you talk to him, it's like,
"[s this?" Yes, it is a problem. Or, you know, "what could you do about it?"

Tara: So you need to probe him with questions
Rebecca: Ya, itjust seems that ...you kind ofbring it out verbally. Now he'il

come to me about other problems too. Other teachers and stuff. But he wouldn't

for a long, long rime. And now he'[[ come to me and say, you know "Mrs. X is

giving me a hard lime... " But he also doesn't know how to go through the correct

channeLs a Lot of times. Like he's done stuffbefore, which have come back to me,

and he should have come to mefirst, and didn't. Or he's come to mefirstwhen [

didn 'r really have anything to do with it and he shouLd have gone to this person.
You know? (Teacher Interview: Rebecca, 1998).

Rebecca claims that Stephen is not even aware that there are options or possible solutions

when there is a problem. Rebecca describes how she needed to question and probe him

in arder ta understand a situation sa that she can try to support mm. In the next excerpt

Stephen's girlfriend, Jill, uses the same questioning and probing technique described

above, in arder to provide Stephen with support.

Jill advocating on Stephen 's behalf

Rebecca: Stephen often goes about things in a way that looks manipulative, 1

don 't think he is being manêpulative, he doesn 't get it, or he doesn't know. He

doesn't take initiative, just as much as he doesn't take initiative to do his work.

[t's like first term, second term he never came to me for anything, not to ask for an

extension, anything. Jill would either come to me or tell him to come to me

(Rebecca would over hear). Just this moming is a perfect example, he didn't have
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an assignment, he couldn'tftnd it, he looked everywhere, he was aU upset. Ten

minutes Later after looking through his stuffhe says, 'Can 1 go and look in Jill's

bag'. 1 saidfine. So he went down and Looked into Jill's bag...he came back

upstairs and aboutfive minutes Later, Jill came up and tried looking for it (the

assignment) and 1 am here (at her desk) and 1 am just pic/dng up my stuffand Jill

says, 'Oh Stephen! Did you ask Rebecca', l'm right here. 'Stephen did you ask

Rebecca ifyou could have an extension?' As she came in the room 1 hadjust said

to Stephen that rd accept it tomorrow but you willlose ten marks, because 1 have

told the whole class that no exceptions, 1 wouldn't accept it. But 1 had seen his

assignment, he showed me last week and it was halfdone and 1 know that he was

so proud that he had actually done some work on it. He's done this before. Done

part ofan assignment and then not handed it in so he get zero rather than maybe

10 or 30 or something. ...he's misp/aced it, he can't ftnd it, etc. Jill says to him,

"WeIl ifyou can'tfind it what are you going to do?" He says, "1 don't know". So

Jill says to him again, 'Well ifyou can'tfind ft, what are you going to do?' And he

says, "1 don't know, 1 guess l'Il get a zero", and then she says, "well Steve, you

know, why don't you ask Rebecca ifYOU can have another copy and you'll just

have to redo if". So he says, "Oh", and then he tums to me and says, "Rebecca,

Can 1 have another copy in case 1 can't find mine". You know? So that was just

very... (Teacher Interview: Rebecca, March, 1998).

Did Stephen not understand that Rebecca had offered him an extension? Was he too

upset to consider his options? This excerpt illustrates Stephen's problem of not knowing

what to do when he realizes that he has lost his assignment. Jill questions him about what

he will do and he responds, "1 don't know, I guess l'Il get a zero." Stephen adopts a

defeatist attitude much like Michael does. When Jill offers him a solution, ta ask the

teacher for another copy of the assignment, he accepts her support and asks bis teacher

for a new copy of the assignment. It is interesùng to note that Stephen never found the

lost assignment, nor did he re-do it.

Although these exarnples demonstrate Stephen using the support provided to him,

more often than not he is provided with the wrong type of support. l observed his peers

moving in too quickly in class ta help mm. At home and at school it would appear that



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

226

bis girlfriend does much of bis work for him. Unfortunately Jill and bis peers do not

understand that by doing Stephen's work for him they are contributing the leamed

helplessness cycle which Stephen is in and they contribute to bis dependency. The

following vignette was taken from my field notes. l observed Jill was doing Stephen's

homework for hïm, during her English class.

Contributing to the learned helplessness cycle

Jill asked Lindsay ifshe could borrow some notes "to do something". Lindsay

said yes and Jill look Lindsay's binder[rom the book shelf. Jill starts to copy

somethingfrom Lindsay's notes. Peter realizes that Jill is doing Stephen's

homework. Peter said that he had no choice but to tell Stephen's teacher, Jill

says, "No Peter, please" in a cute whiny voice. The attention shifts to another
student... Meanwhile Jill is still busy copying Lindsay's workfor Stephen. Peter

tells Jill that she isn't helping him, Pam pipes up, "that's what I told her!".

Someone else added. "1 can't believe he can't do it himself!" 1 wrote, a truly

unsupportive comment, which surprised me since Stephen is one ofthe most well

liked and respected students in Sec. III and since this class is normally so

supportive ofone another). Jill has kept writing Stephen's homework. Peter says

to her, "you can do if, but I have to tell the teacher because it is dishonest. You

can keep writing but you're wasting your time in my class and Stephen's". She

keeps writing, she whines Peter's name, "Peeeterrrr" in a pleading type ofvoice,

kind oflike come on give us a break. The class continues. They are reading[rom

Romeo and Juliet today... Later in the class, Peter, not even looking at Jill says,

''l'm not happy with what you're doing Jill". Jill says, "Yeah, 1 know" and

continues her copying. The students continue reading... Patrick reads and asks

what 'disdain' means. Without even looking up from what she was doing, Jill

provides the class with an excellent definition. (This is typical ofJill, to look like

she is notfollowing, not paying attention and yet she is) (Field Notes: Peter's

English class, February 17, 1998).

In the vignette above, Jill borrows Lindsay's Geography binder with her assignment in it

and copies it for Stephen. Jill's teacher, Peter, indicates to her that he is not impressed

and that he has no choice but to infonn Stephen's teacher, Rebecca. Jill continues to
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finish Stephen's assignment. It appeared to me that Jill was focused on Stephen's

homework and was not paying attention to the class. 1 was wrong. Although she did not

appear to be a part of the class she was. She demonstrated this by answering one of her

classmates questions. It would seem that Jill truly believed that she was

helping/supporting Stephen when she did his work for him. She appears to feel a sense

of responsibility toward supporting Stephen. Or is it that on sorne subconscious level Jill

is fostering dependence in Stephen in order to feel secure in the relationship? Maybe it is

a combination of all of these components. My hunches were confirmed as 1 read through

my journal and found these three entries.

Jill undertaking to teach Stephen how to read

1 was lold by members ofthe Vanguard After-School Program that Jill was very

concemed about Stephen's reading difficulties and she has undertaken to teach

him how to read. Some members ofthe team felt this was great and others felt
like this was too large an undertaking and responsibility for a teenager

(Researcher's Journal, February, 26, 1998).

ls Jill really "helping", as she thinks she is?

1 saw Jill up in Stephen's class at the end ofthe day and 1 heard her say to

Rebecca, "Oh, l'Il help him with that" and Rebecca will respond, "No, Stephen is

quite capable ofdoing it on his own". Neither Stephen nor Jill aclazowledged her

comment, 1 had the sense that her comment was falling on deaf ears (Researcher's

Journal, March 2,1998).

"Help" is actually hindrance

Rebecca and 1 spoke in her office as we were grouping kids for the focus groups.

We discussed how Stephen is in a learned helpless cycle. Rebeccafeels that sadly
Jill is helping to keep him in ir. Jill really wants to help Stephen, but hy helping

him she is keeping him weak and in the role ofthe victim (Researcher's Journal,
March 12, 1998).
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In the fust of the three excerpts 1 was told by members of the after school program tearn

that Jill has taken on the job of teaching Stephen to read. In the second vignette, she

comments to Stephen's teacher, Rebecca, "Oh, l'll help him with that." She did not hear

or believe it when Rebecca responded that Stephen didn't require help with the

assignment. It appears that Jill feels a certain responsibility towards Stephen and chooses

to "help" him. as she deems necessary. In the third excerpt~ Rebecca confrrms my own

belief that Jill is doing the opposite of her good intentions. These three excerpts confmn

that Jill feels responsible and has a sincere desire to support Stephen with bis academics.

In trying to support Stephen by doing his work for him. and taking on the responsibility of

teaching him how to read, it would seem that she is in fact perpetuating bis low self-

esteem with regards to how he views himself as a learner. As 1 mentioned above, there is

also the possibility that subconsciously Jill is fostering dependence in Stephen in order to

feel secure in the relationship.

In the next excerpt, Angela comments that Stephen finds ways around getting bis

work done and that she has never seen him really interested 'caught up' in something

academic.

Feelings ofhelplessness with respect to school work

Angela: 1 don't see that he feels that he could really have a big impact on his own

academic outcome, except socially. He manages to get the teachers on his side,
managing ta get somebody to help him with his homework, manages to get

Rebecca to give him many many extensions and the teachers want to do it to help
him. 1 never see him manage ta work up a sweat and enjoy that, sa why would

he... (Interview with a member ofthe professional support staff, July 10,1998).

Angela, in this excerpt~ is cornmenting on how Stephen uses his excellent interpersonal

intelligence or social skills in order to access support. However~ the type of support he
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seeks hinders him rather than helps mm. She suggests that he does not see himself as

able ta have a positive impact on his academic outcome.

Stephen accepts support from Jill, even though he recognizes that it may not be

ideal for him. In the following excerpt, ms teacher, Rebecca~ describes her perception of

whether Jill is really helping Stephen, despite Jillts best efforts and a conversation which

she had with Stephen.

Reinforcing learned helplessness

Rebecca: I think Jill wants to help him with his work and at rimes, you know, he

genuinely wants help, when he's sitting there realizing that he's got a problem, he

wants someone to help, whether it be a tutor or whether it be Jill. [know his

brother's girlfriend is helping him sometimes and Jill's mother was helping him

sometimes with homework and with tutoring. And [ know Jill was also saying she

was helping him with his work. But 1 think what happens is Stephen says [ have

this work to do or... and she (Jill) tries to help him with it but then she gets...

wants it overly... you know, better than he can do or produce. She doesn't just
accept what is his work. ...she ends up over correcting or overfixing or over...

you know. And even with his reading, 1don't think she helps him with his

reading, [ think she wiil read to him sa that he can maybe do the work. But then

when she sees his work, she'il correct the spelling and then say, Write it this way

instead.

[ had a conversation with him about that. About, maybe about three weeks

aga. And um, ft was quite a long talk. We talkedfor about halfand hour, and 1

talked about leamed helplessness and talked about, you know, how that pattern
kind ofcornes about.... And he said that he realizes it, but that he feels bad

because he knows people feel good when they help. So he doesn't want to tell

them. He doesn't want ta not accept their help because hefeels like he would be
insulting them or putting them down.

So, we had a long talk about that and it was really interesting. And [ wasn't
saying, you know, this has to change or that, you know, any ofthat kind ofstuff. 1

was just kind ofbringing it out. 1 wanted ta see ifhe realized it, and he said that

he did, but maybe not ta the extent. And also he didn 't realize sa much that if was

maybe part and parcel ofwhy he doesn't do things. [t's because people are maybe
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over-helping him and then he, you know.... And he said that he's trying now that

he knows, you know, when he doing tests, he'lL try to read the questions and stuff
on his own before he'lL askfor help (Teacher Interview: Rebecca, April, 1998)

In this excerpt, Rebecca talks about her observations regarding Stephen wanting help at

times. The problem, as she sees it, is that when Jill helps she tends to over correct

Stephen's work, thus it becomes her work and not rus. Rebecca describes a conversation

she had with Stephen about leamed helplessness. Stephen acknowledged the pattern and

explained how he doesn't want to tell people that he doesn't want their help because he

would feel bad. This is the same pattern 1 observed with Michael and bis mother.

Neither of them wanted to say anything negative for fear of upsettinglhurting another

person Ce.g., Michael was not able to tell bis tutor that her way of working on a project

wasn't working for mm. Mrs. Desjardins was not able to approach Michael's sixth grade

teacher or the TAP team to voice her concerns). It would appear that Stephen does not

want to tum support away even if he does not see it as useful for fear of insulting the

person. Stephen also reported that he is fearful that if he turns support away sometimes,

maybe it will not be there when he requires it. Ail of these situations are subtIe power

relations and indicate that Stephen does not trust that support will be available when he

needs Ît.

Unfortunately Mrs. Tremblant, Stephen's mother, was not available for an

interview. My data collection was during a very difficult time in her life when she and

her husband were in the process of separating. When 1first tried to rnake an appointment

to speak with her, she was in the midst of a job search and she felt that she did not have

time. The next time 1 spoke with Mrs. Tremblant she was off to the bank ta negotiate a

loan so that she could buy a condo and hence she could not talk. At a later date Mrs.

Tremblant, was moving and an interview was not arranged. 1 have known Mrs.
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Tremblant for four years and 1 have had no difficulty in the past communicating with her.

1 feel confident that had the timing been different Mrs. Tremblant would have enjoyed

meeting me ta discuss Stephen's ability ta access and use support.

Matthew

Early in my data analysis, Matthew was a mystery ta me in terms of why he did not use

support weIl. In my interview with bath Matthew and bis mother they reported having a

very open and respectful relationship. They reported talking together when things were

troubling one anather. They appeared to have the same type of family relationship as

Patrick and Karen, that which involved attunement, mutuaI respect, and a high degree of

ernotional Iiteracy. These were all characteristics which 1 had felt were important in

ensuring that students were able to access and use support. What became evident to me

thraughout my anaIysis was that the attunement that 1 observed was relatively new in the

Roger's household. It appeared that they were in the midst of repairing and reshaping

their family relationships. Matthew reported ta me that when he was younger he had a

very difficult and abusive relationship with his older brother, Greg. 1 am not certain how

much of the abuse Mrs. Roger's is aware of, as she reported in an interview sorne of

Greg's illegal activity, however, she did not mention sibling rivalry. Matthew described

how he feared for his life at times. Angela, a member of the professional staff at

Vanguard, confrrmed Matthew's very difficult life experiences. 1 began to realize that

perhaps, as the other students in this group, Matthew had nat felt supported when he was

younger, as bis family was focused on his oider brother.

The difference for Matthew now, as compared ta the other students in this group, is

that he and bis mother are weIl on their way to repairing sorne of the early damage which

was done. By this 1 mean that the older brother is no longer in the home and Mrs. Rogers
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and her husband (Matthew's step-father) have been able to retlect on the experience of

having a difficuit child in the home.

The focus was on Greg, perhaps Matthew did notfeel supported

Tara: What about things with his older brother. It seems to me he kept things

inside and then he let them out.
Mrs. Rogers: Who, Matthew? He did get veryfrustrated when his brother was

here, Frustrated with his brother, frustrated with me because when his brother

was here, weil you know about Greg?
Tara: WeIl only a Little bit through Matthew, Like whatever he told me.

Mrs. Rogers: He was getting into a lot ofproblems, a lot. He was on drugs.

stealing, doing a lot ofstupid things and when he was here 1 was focused on

Greg. (Greg has been in and out ofthe home due to these areas ofdifficulty. He
is currently out ofthe country and has beenfor several years).

Tara: Because you were worried about him.

Mrs. Rogers: But it was like 1 was 100% focused on Greg. 1 know it is not

logical but Matthew is not trouble. He can take care ofhimself. 1 think maybe

that's why Matthew is so logical and easy going, through everything with his

brother and seeing everything that's happened and how it affects the family and

his brother and sister (1 know very Little about the sister, she is no longer within

the home). It wasn't nice but he leamed a lotfrom it. And he would come and tell

me, 'Mom, you know, don't let him back into the house. He's ruining ourfamily

life' and when 1 would he would get upset with me. So again, he was always very

comfortable (expressing himselfJ. ... he would come and say, 'Look, you want to

go through this again?' 'Why are you doing this?' (Parent Interview: Mrs.

Rogers, June, 1998).

Mrs. Rogers did not discuss the events which Led to Greg's leaving the home. She

mentioned drugs and steaIing; however, she did not mention anything which may have

involved Greg and Matthew. Matthew reported that he has not disclosed aIL of the

experiences he endured with bis brother, as he does not want to upset his mother. Mrs.

Rogers recognized that when her oidest son returned ta the home she focused ail of her

attention on him. She added that she felt that Matthew could take care of himself. Based
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on the experiences which Matthew disclosed during his interview, it wouId appear that he

had required the support of his mother at one time in bis life. However, he was not able

to access the support he needed. Mrs. Rogers added that perhaps Matthew was easy

going and logical because of the experiences that he had had with his brother, "[t wasll't

nice but he leamed a lotfrom it." When Greg returned to the home, Matthew did go

directly to his mother for support. However, he did so in such a way that it appeared that

he was providing bis mother with support by asking her, "Look, you want to go through

this again?" "Why are you doing this?" Was Matthew supporting bis mUID, or was he

seeking support (protection) from ber? Maybe both. It seems that Matthew continues to

have difficulty seeking support for himself. However, it would appear that bis mother

has spent a lot of time thinking about her own raIe in her son Greg's difficult life and she

takes responsibility for ber roI~. She is now able to talk about parenting differently and it

seems tbat she is now parenting Matthew differently as the next excerpt will illustrate.

Changing the way you perceive your role as a parent

Mrs. Rogers: ...so muchfor Dr. Spock. [really think kids should be aware of

what's going on and you should be open with them and they slzould he allowed to

express themselves. They have to leam by their mistakes. You can't expect them

to he perfect and [ think that's a really big mistake a lot ofparents make.

Tara: and as a society we are told to follow rules and do things in such and such

a way so we stop thinking aimost. [t's like we do things automatically rather than

Mrs. Rogers: Exactly, My other son (Greg), [did everythingfor him because [

aiways figured [ had to he right there so he never leamed how to be independent.

Matthew is so independent. [mean, Greg. is someone who won't go look for a job

uniess someone is with him. He aiways needs someone and that is why he always

gets in trouble. He always needs friends andfriends aren't always good. He is

easily influenced. Matthew is not, he has a mind ofhis own.

Tara: You know what, infaimess, every kid is so different that maybe that is

really what Greg. needs (constant support), whereas Matthew as an individual is
more independent. Or maybe it is probably a combination.
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Mrs. Rogers: No [ think when yau do that you are lacking respect for hème [t's

like saying yau 're tao stupid to make a decision. [ think [ failed there.

Tara: Mayhe youjustfollowed the societal norm and you didn't trust yourself. 1

heard somehody say the other day that as humans we have instinct but have

leamed ta repress it. Mayhe we ail need ta work on trusting yaur instinct.

Mrs. Rogers: Yau are totaily right (Parent Interview: Mrs. Rogers. June, 1998).

In this excerpt, Mrs. Rogers expiains that she has learned that as a parent, "you can't

expect them (your children) to be perfec!." She added that by trying to be everything ta

her son Greg, she in fact taught him the opposite of what she had intended. She

explained that she was always, "right there, so he never leamed how to be independent."

She recognizes now that "kids shauld he aware ofwhat's going on and yau should he

open with them and they should be ailowed ta express themselves. They have to leam by

their mistakes. You can't expect them to be perfect ... " She disclosed that she herself

made that mistake with Greg. l agree with Mrs. Rogers, there is a balance which must be

found between protecting a child and allowing a child ta leam from their mistakes. In

trying to fulfill a child's every need we in fact do not teach our children how ta trust

themselves, how seek or use support, we do not teach them that it is human to make

mistakes, and we do not teach them how ta cape when they do make a mistake. l believe

that attunement and emotionalliteracy are the key components. It would seem that Mrs.

Roger's has reconceptualized her role as a parent. Perhaps, her new parenting methods

will help Matthew Iearn how ta better access and use social support.

In the following excerpt, Mrs. Rogers explains how insightful Matthew can be at

times. She describes a situation in which she was experiencing sorne difficulties in her

life and how Matthew was able ta support her.



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

235

"Infive yearsfrom now is this going to he really important to you?"

Mrs. Rogers: l was having some problems and getting really discouraged a

couple ofmonths ago, and he says ro me, Mom, calm down. You have to think if
this is really important. ln five years from now is this going to be really

important to you and if it's not then don 't get so upset about it.

Tara: Wow.

Mrs. Rogers: And l though that was pretty neat.

Tara: How did he get that inner sense ofimportance?

Mrs. Rogers: l don 't know. Even when he was young he would come out with

these logical explanations, like "Mom, doesn't this make more sense" and 1 would

say yes it does. And making me feel stupid, it does. What can l say.

Tara: He is very bright.

Mrs. Rogers: Yeah, ...f think maybe that's why he is the way he is tao because he

doesn 't keep anything inside. l mean, the only thing he keeps to himselfnow is

what is between him and his girlfriend because, you know, private things, and

thar's normal too. l've never said 'now don't ***', it's important to talk about it.

He might make me look stupid sometimes but hey, that's important.

(Parent Interview: Mrs. Rogers, June, 1998).

Mrs. Rogers shared with me that she was cornfortable and encouraged her son to speak

bis rnind. She was pleased when he was able to provide sorne insight that she had fiot

seen herself. Mrs. Rogers reported that sorne times she felt "stupid". but that she felt that

ifs important for her son to feel free to express himself. She acknowledged that she did

not have to have all the answers. She recognizes that as Winnicott (1986) suggests, she

was a "good enough rnother" by aIlowing her son to speak freely and have his own

opinions. It would appear that Mrs. Rogers shifted her parenting style and is now better

able to support her son by being a "good enough mother", not a mother who feels that she

needs to have ail of the answers. She is able to model for him that she has made mistakes

and she has been able ta grow from them. This shift in conceptual framework of

parenting may aIso create a shift in Matthew. By tms l mean as Mrs. Rogers reshapes her

working model of relationships, particularly parenting, so might Matthew. He may be
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able to take sorne of the healthy experiences he has had more recently in his life (e.g' 7

seeking support from his mum when he and his girlfriend broke up) and start trusting that

people within bis social network are available ta him when he needs them for support.

The next excerpt illustrates that Mrs. Rogers has often been a good model for her

children in terms of how to access and use support. It is important ta keep in mind that

although Mrs. Rogers may have been a good model, it may be that because Matthew did

not feel supported himself, he could not risk accessing support for himself.

A mother models how to access support

Tara: So how did youfind Vanguard?

Mrs. Rogers: ...Greg was having problems. He was getting very diseouraged.

wasn't getting anywhere, [was trying to find answers and kept going to the

sehools and trying to explain to them. 'beeause ofthe disability, ... '. They didn't

even know what leaming disabilities are. 'Dyslexia? What's that?' 1 would gef so

upset. At one point 1 was sitting at home and Greg was so upset about sehool. he

was doing so lousy. 1 was crying and 1 went through the yellow pages and 1 came

across the Leaming Associates. Any place [ could call to get information and 1

would. 1 can't remember who 1 was speaking to but they said they could tell me

where to go or what to do but they mentioned a couple ofschools and they sort of

put the emphasis on Vanguard. Ifyou could get him in there and telling me how

to do it. You know the proeess you have ta go through. And they also said that

they themselves went through it and they were dyslexie, they had a leaming

disabiLity and that ifonly their parents had known at the time. ... then I started

looking into Vanguard and that's how he came. 1 was beside myself, aImost a

breakdown. What do you do? Your kid is getling no where. unhappy, and you are

thinking, What kind ofa life does he have? And you can't do anything. Just

powerless. See them going down the drain and nobody wants to listen and nobody

known anything about it, nobody is there to help. So, that's how we got to

Vanguard.
Tara: That's great. That's a niee story (Parent Interview: Mrs. Rogers, June,

1998).
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In this excerpt, Mrs. Rogers demonstrated for her children how to access and use support,

even in the face of adversity. She had tried to approach the school to discuss why her son

was having such difficulty. She felt that the schooI was not able to provide the help that

her child needed, as they themselves were not familiar with Iearning disabilities. In

desperation, Mrs. Rogers went through the yellow pages and found the Learning

Associates of Montreal, a non-profit organizatian that works with people who have Lds.

It would seem that the persan on the other end of the telephone at the Learning

Assaciates heard the anxiety in Mrs. Rogers voice and disclosed that they themselves had

a Ld, thereby validating aIl of the emotions that Mrs. Rogers was experiencing. The

person that she spoke to at the Learning Associates suggested a few school possibilities,

one of which was Vanguard. Mrs. Rogers was then able to use the information that had

been given to her, thereby demonstrating to her children how to use support once it is

provided.

Providing Support To Others

A relevant question concerns student's abilities to provide support to others. If

they are able to support others, this would suggest that they are able to process social

information and have developed a degree of social competence. However, if they are

able to provide support to others, why is it so difficult for sorne to seek support or use it

themselves when it is provided?

Michael was not able to access support nor was he able ta use it when support was

provided to him. Therefore, it is expected that he would not be able to provide support to

others. There was no indication in the interview with him or in my field notes that he

could provide support to others. However, each of the other case study participants

regardless of which group they were in could provide support to others. l examine the
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instances which presented themselves and ask: Are these students able to provide

support in areas where they cannot ask for it themselves.

Stephen

Stephen was able to provide emotional support to his peers. The following

vignette highlights rus intuition and ability to quietly move in and support a peer within

their zone of proximal development.

Providing respectful support within a peer's zone ofproximal development

The students were throwing around a dodge bail as Antonio and Rebecca put up

the volleyball net. Rebecca says, "If1 get hit, l'Il kill who ever it is" Stephen

couldn't resist. He took the baIl and hit her on purpose very gently. Everyone

laughed. Nancy was holding Rebecca's camera at the edge ofthe gym. Cameron

tossed the baIl, which hit the camera that Nancy was holding. The camera fell to

the floor and broke into pieces.

Derek and Anderson get into a fight. 1 think Anderson got hit in the face

with the bail. Rebecca leaves to talk to them.

Stephen crouches in the corner and tries to fix the camera. "It's broken ".

Stephen tells Nancy that he will tell Rebecca after class. Nancy is sitting on the

bench, not playing with the others. l'm not sure if she's upset about the camera. I

ask. she says "No" Then she added, "[ was just holding it". [try to reassure her,

but she does not engage me in conversation.

Everyone is practicing weIl. Rebecca retums with Derek and Anderson.

Rebecca realizes that her camera is dead. She turns offthe radio and Tyler said

something cheeky. Rebecca tells the cLass that she is about to explode, "no! a

word, not a joke, everyone be si/ent". They were. The students are broken into

teams.

Rebecca tells Nancy to get up and play. She doesn't move, everyone gels

into position. Stephen goes up to Nancy. who is still sitting beside me on the

bench and speaks with her softly, "What's the matter?", no answer. "Do youfeeL

bad?". no answer. Stephen put his hand on her shouLder and says, "don't worry.

it was just an accident. Come play." She gets up, they go and take their positions

(Field Notes: Rebecca's Phys.Ed. Class, March 17,1998).
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In this vignette Nancy, is upset perhaps because she feels responsible that she was

holding Rebecca's camera when it fell and broke. Stephen was able to provide her with

the emotional support she needed. Nancy did not have to say a word. Stephen was able

to move in quietly and provide her with support by empathizing with her and validating

her feelings. This is yet another example of what Vygotsky calls, other regulation.

Stephen was then able to get Nancy involved in the game.

This vignette is particularly interesting because in an interview with Stephen he

said that he did not seek support when he is upset. Yet, this vignette illustrates how adept

he is at providing emotional support when someone else is upset. In general, in the area

of emotional support, Stephen will seek support when he is happy and wants to share

information with others. He stated that he sometimes seeks support when he is mad (after

he punches a wall). However, he said that he does not seek support when he is upset or

when he feels badly about something. Perhaps in the way that he was supporting Nancy

he was rnirroring how he himself would like to he supported by others.

Stephen also demonstrated an ahility to provide informationallinstrumental

support to his peers in many different ways and in two particular classes, physical

education and information and technology (IIT). The following vignette demonstrates

Stephen's skill in moving in within a classmates zone of proximal development in order

to provide support. He is skilled at breaking down a task into parts allowing for a cIear

explanation.

"Good, but a bit more like this"

The students were leaming sorne martial an moves in class today...After the

students had practiced on their own. punching in the air, Rebecca divided the

students into two groups and asked Stephen to Lead one group while she Led the
other. Stephen and Rebecca put their hands in the air and the students used them
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as targets. Stephen spent the lime to ensure that each student was puncJzing

correctly. He was quickly able to zone in on where the students punch was

problematic and provide them with suggestions on how to improve it. He

generally showed the student what they were doing wrong and then showed them

the correct way to punch, highlighting the spot that was difficult for them. Then

he would ask the student to try again. As the student punched he wouldfine tune

it. By that 1 mean after the student had punched Stephen would say, "good, but a
Little more Like this" and he would model. Stephen was really helpful, supportlve

and an excellent model. Stephen really spent time with each group member

ensuring that they improved. Rebecca then joined his groups as she hadfin ished

with hers and took over.

The students then were taught and practiced kicks. The students were

practicing independently. However, Stephen noticed that Donald was having

difficulty so they started working together. Stephen showed him that it was

important not to Lean forward or backwards when he kicks and Stephen

demonstrated why. He kicked and leanedforward and he explained that your

kicked doesn't have as much power and you can faU because you're offbalance.

Then Stephen showed DonaLd what happens ifyou Lean back while you kick.
Again no power and you can be easily pushed offbalance by who ever you are

fighting with. Then Stephen showed him the correct way to kick and he and

Donald practiced side by side, with Stephen providing tips after each kick.

Meanwhile Donald had a big smile on his face and listened carefully and tried to

make the adjustments Stephen was recommending (Field Notes: Rebecca's Phys.

Ed. Class, March 2,1998).

In tbis excerpt Stephen was able ta highlight for each student where their particular area

of difficulty in their punching technique. As the students began to practice. Stephen

validated their progress and was then able to help them fine tune their punch. He made

comments such as, "good, but a Little more like this." There were many examples of

Stephen's ability ta move into his peers zone of proximal development in arder to provide

appropriate support. It was expected that he would be able ta provide this type of

procedural support as he is able ta access it for himself when he requires it. It was not

surprising that Stephen was not able to provide support ta his peers in the area of core
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academic subjects. This finding is expected in that Stephen was not able to ask for

support in academics areas nor was he successful at using support when it is provided to

him in an academic realm.

In terms of companionship, ail of the students in this inquiry have people in their

social network with whom they spend time. Stephen has companions to spend time with

and provides companionship ta others (e.g., Pierre and Jill).

The [mal type of support which was considered is conflict. There is no evidence

in my field notes of Stephen supporting bis peers in a conflictual situation, as none arose

when Stephen was present. In the interviews with Stephen, he described dealing with

conflict independently and not seeking support.

Matthew

There is no evidence that Matthew provides emotional support to others.

However, Matthew does himself access and use people in his social network for

emotional support. There is. however, evidence in my field notes of Matthew providing

informationallinstrumental support to Michael during Information and Technology class

(ITT), as the following vignette illustrates.

Using a personal strength to support a peer

1 chatted with Michael and 1 noticed that he had a center piece on his clock. (The

previous class he was having difficulty drawing something and he and 1 had gone

to the library together to try to find a picture to trace, but without success). 1
admired it, he toId me that Matthew had drawn if. Matthew is a really talented

anist!!

1 approached Matthew and toid him how impressed 1 was with what he
had drawn for Michael. He smiled. Then 1 looked at what he was daing and he

toId me about it, this was his second clock. He toId me that hisfirst clock was at

home, but his first try at cutting it out was here, he would show me. 1followed
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him into the /TT office and Matthew showed me the design, very nice, it looked a

bit like the Batman symbol, it was a band symbol (as was what he drew for
Michael) (aIl different bands). As we walked back to where he was working he

toid me about the bird house he had made. He Looked at me and said proudly, "1
didn't use any naiLs". "ReaIly" 1 replied, "did you glue il?" "No" Matthew replied

and he put his fingers together to show me how he hcul done it, interiocking. He
explained how he cut notches so the wood wouldfit together. Then he added that

as a final touch he used glue. This discussion reminded me ofthe intricate wood

work my friend does when he builds a guitar, so 1 shared that infonnatioll with

Matthew. He seemed really impressed and asked me what kind ofguitars he

builds... (1 have never seen Matthew so animated before, he was into our

conversation. ln class 1feel as ifhe is always trying r-o cover up for not Iazowing
or doing something. il was nice to begin to· meet the 'rea!' Matthew) (Field Notes:
John's lIT cfass, February, 18, 1998).

An area of strength for Matthew is his artistic talent. Therefore~ it is not surprising that

he would support Michael in this area~ by designing a center piece for Michael's clock as

this vignette illustrates. There is aIso sorne evidence in my field notes of Matthew

providing inforrnationallinstrumental support to a peer during English class.

A collaborative approach to poetry writing

Matthew doing his own thing at his desk. (l'm sitting hehind him, it !ooks as if
he's doodling or something) 1 Later discover that he was working on his own

poem, nice job.

Kevin is sleeping on his desk... Kevin pulls his chair over to Matthew's

desk. Matthew reads his poem to Kevin (he worked on during the

discussion/creation ofthe c!ass poem). Then Brendan reads it. They both like ft.

John asks Kevin to move back to his own seat. Kevin says "no. l'mjust not
good at poetry, Matthew and Brendan are good. they'll help me". Then Matthew

asks John ta read his poem. He reads it and commenrs on how heavy it is. John
says ta Kevin, "/'m going to let you stay as foolish as rhat might be, but.... " tells
him that he wants him ta try.

(Several minutes Later) ...Kevin asks John a question. "What's the date?"

1 have never heard Kevin ask a content question. John approaches Kevin and
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Matthew. Kevin has not written anything. He explains that he doesn't like any of

the ideas that Matthew is giving him. They aIL brainstorm together. Matthew just

runs with an idea, he got excited about it, Kevin didn't like it. It appears that
Kevin is in that leamed helpless mode, re: poetry. Scott wants John to read his
poem. He's says in a minute he's trying to help Kevin get started. "Kevin we're

ail trying to help you... " Johnforgets to go and read Scott's poem (Field Notes:
John's English Class, April 15, 1998).

Matthew was trying ta support Kevin by brainstorming with mm but it appears that Kevin

was not ready to be supported. Matthew became very excited about one idea and he tried

to get Kevin enthusiastic but ta no avail. It is not surprising, based on what Matthew

reported during his interview, that Matthew is able to provide this type of

informationallinstrumental support ta others. He indicated that he does seek support

from his teachers and peers when he requires it.

With regards to companionsmp, Matthew does have people in ms social network

with whom he spends time. He has companions to spend time with and provides

companionship to others Ce.g." Roger and his girifriend, swimming, La Ronde). Confliet

is the final type of support that was examined and l was not present at the time of a

confliet in order to observe how Matthew may or may not have provided support to

others. In the interviews held with Matthew he describes supporting himself not seeking

support when he is in conflict with someone.

Students who USW. providin~support

There were sorne interesting findings regarding students who use support weIl. 1

will describe how Patrick provides each type of support ta others, followed by Karen and

then Nancy.

Patrick
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Patrick was able to provide emotional support to others. In chapter two 1

described a situation in which 1 was feeling uncomfortable about reading out loud in

English class. Patrick was able to reassure me that 1 need not read perfectly and

explained that most of the students in the class had difficulty in the area. He was able to

put me at ease by validating my concem and identifying with me. He was empathetic

and insightfuL It is not surprising that Patrick was able to provide me with emotional

support, given that he is able to access and use emotional support when he needs it.

A second type of support being investigated was that of

informationallinstrumental. There is evidence that Patrick provides bis peers with this

type of support as the following excerpt demonstrates.

Peers working collaboratively

Luke was worried about an upcoming Geography test. He asked Patrick ifhe

could help him out. Patrick said sure. They made plans to meet at lunch. They

sat together at a desk and started to go through Patrick's geography binder. Luke

would read the page out Loud and then Patrick would put the teX! just read in his

own words and they would talk about ir. Patrick had a natural ability ta link what

was just read to a movie or some experience to which they could both relate to

(Field Notes: April, 2, 1998).

In this vignette Patrick provided informationallinstrumental support to bis friend Luke.

They quickly found a comfortable rhythm working together. As reading is an area of

weakness for Patrick it appeared natura! that Luke would assume the role of the reader.

Patrick began to explain the different concepts and terms to Luke and used his own

background information to help Luke understand. There are many examples within the

data collected of Patrick's ability to seek and use tbis type of informationallinstrumental

support himself.
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As l mentioned earlier in this chapter all of the students who participated in the

case stuilles were able to provide companionship to others. Patrick does have people in

ms social network with whom he spends time. He has companions to spend time with

and provides companionship to others Ce.g." "hangs out", plays hacky sack, and goes to

parties with friends). No evidence was collected regarding how Patrick copes in

conflictual situations.

Karen:

There is evidence of Karen providing emotional support to others, as the

following excerpt illustrates.

Attunement with between a granddaughter and grandfather

Karen: Like, my grandmother would go to Florida every year. So like my

grandfather is like in a wheel chair and he can't eat, he has like a tube in his

mouth so he can't eat, he has ail the food injected, like liquids. He has like

hearing aids and everything, so he's like handicapped. So when my grandmother

usuaily goes away in the winter, 1 usually go over and 1feed him like. 1 always

like, push him around in his wheel chair. 1 was always there for him. 1 thought

he'd be like lonely so 1 would go over. 1 was there for him. 1 liked working with

my grandfather (Case Interview: Karen. June, 1998).

In this excerpt Karen demonstrated her insight and intuition that ber grandfather was

lonely. She was able to move into bis zone of proximal development and provide him

witb emotional support. Karen, herself, is able to seek and use emotional support when

sbe needs it, therefore, her ability to provide tms same type of support to others is not

surprising.

Within my field notes there are a myriad of examples of Karen providing

informationaIlinsrrumental support to her classmates. She was often observed providing
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support in areas such as decoding. As decoding is an area of weakness for many of her

peers and yet it is a strength for her~ it may be that Karen chose ta support peers with

their decoding as it is beneficial ta her self-esteem. In the following vignette the students

have been assigned different characters in the play Romeo and Juliet. They are each

taking tums reading out loud.

Supporting a peer in ones' area ofstrength

...Kathy reads first. Karen helps her with the words she finds difficult (e.g."
Fetch). Karen also helps Allen, who seems to have difficulty pronouncing his r's

and w's... Lara asks Karen a word in her upcoming speech. Karen leans over
and sounds out the tricky word with her (Field Notes: John's English Class,
February 18, 1998).

Karen, in the above vignette, was able ta provide her peers with support by helping them

in the area of decoding. Evidence from the data suggest that Karen is able to access and

use informationallinstrumental support as she requires it. Therefore, it was not surprising

that she could provide others with the same type of support.

Karen does have people in her social network with whom she spends time. She

has companions ta spend time with and provides companionship ta others Ce.g., talks with

friends, they stay at each others houses, talk on the phone, and go for coffee). There was

evidence of Karen supporting Nancy and Lindsay when they were in conflict. Nancy had

described a conflict which she had with Lindsay. Nancy acknowledged that she had

upset Lindsay, but Lindsay would not talle ta her to discuss it. Nancy found Karen,

informed her what had happened and told Karen that Lindsay was in the bathroom

crying. Karen reported the following.



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

247

Mediating a fight between two friends

Karen: Like. 1just went in and asked her why she was crying. She like told me.
Tara: what happened next?

Karen: um, 1 think 1just explained to her that Nancy didn't mean to he mean.

Lindsay toid me that she had been. even ifshe hadn't meant to. Like, she (Nancy)

was mean but she didn 't mean to be. We just taiked and Lindsay stopped crying.

She didn't want to talk to Nancy. 1 think she hung up on her that night. Then they

like taiked and it was okay after that. (Case Interview: Karen, June, 1998).

It was expected that Karen would he able to be supportive in a conflictual situation, as

she is able to seek support when she is involved in conflict. Karen was able to interact

and work collaboratively with her friends.

Nancy

There is a great deal of evidence indicating that Nancy seeks and uses emotional

support and infonnationallinstrumental support as she needs il. However, there is little

evidence of her providing this type of support to others. As Nancy is so adept at seeking

and using support, 1 nad expected her to be able to provide support in these areas to

others. However, this was not the case. It could be that she has not yet developed the

necessary skills in order to provide support. To provide support one requires a degree of

proficiency in social information processing and emotionalliteracy. As she does not

report attunement with her mother, it is possible that this misattunement has effected her

ability to provide emotional and informational/instrumental support to athers. Or perhaps

Nancy is less knowledgeable about scaffolding and moving into someone's zone of

proximal develapment as it has not been demonstrated to her.

Like all of the other students who participated in the case studies, Nancy has

people in her social network with whom she spends tîme. She has companions and
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provides eompanionship to others. She described going to movies~ walking around~

looking at clothes y and talking with her friends. She described her father as a new

companiony now that she can see him without third party presence.

Nancy indicated that when she is in conflict with someone generally she relies on

herself. For instance when she was in confliet with Lindsay y as indicated above, she

acknowledged that she was nasty and swore at ber. She tried to talle to Lindsay but

Lindsay was not ready to talle Nancy realized that Lindsay was very upset, therefore, she

provided Lindsay with support by asking Karen to become involved.

During an interview with Nancy y she indicated that she is able to provide support

to others when she deems it necessary. The following excerpt illustrates that Nancy will

go to great lengths to proteet someone she considers to be a friend. l would suggest that

Nancy learned this behavior from her mother~ as her own mother went to great lengths to

proteet her from an abusive father.

Supporting a friend despite the personal cost

Nancy: And then there was anotlzerfight 1 don 't think 1 ever resolved if. 1 did

resolve it in a way but 1 had to do it in a hard way. There was this kid he was in
grade 8 1 think.

Tara: Is the kid still at Vanguard?

Nancy: No he left. No there was two kids, Dwayne, he left (grade 8) and then

there was Charles you know... what happen was they were invited by a grade 10

and Il to go to some country place during the week-end and have a party, smoke
up and do drugs.

Tara: These two guys were invited?

Nancy: These two guys were invited. 1 didn't really care so much because they

could do what they want, it was like 1 don't know them basically that well. Like 1

knew them but it was nothing. Then they (Dwayne and Charles) went to this

grade 7,first year in high school Tony and 1 knew him because in elementary 1

dated him but nothing ever happen. We were really goodfriends and Tony had a
brother named Antonio, you know....
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Tara: ([ clarify)
Nancy: Yeso [found out by myfriend Jane (that Tony was invited). So [was

thinking, should [ get involved or not [ can't do this because [ know him very weIl.

1 can not let this happen. [can't let him go because ifhe goes who knows what

will happen to him and if1 know something happens...

Tara: You would feel awful.

Nancy: Yeso And l'm gonna have to live with it. So 1 marched to his classroom, it

was lunch rime and [said, 'Tony so are going to a party?' and he looked at me

because he knew and he goes, '[t's my life and [ am gonna do what [ want' and [

go 'ReaIly, well l'm not ieaving' and [said 'You're not going', and [said 'lfyou go

and 1find out, [ am gonna tell your brother'. [marched out and then [ was

thinking, wait a minute, what good is it gonna do if this kid goes and [ tell his

brother, it's gonna do absolutely no good. So then [go, OK, the bell rang we had

a ciass to go to. My teacher, she is a good teacher too. [have gone to the

ciassroom and 1 toid Tony's brother, 1go 'Antonio... ' and then 1 start talking to

Dwayne and Charles and Dwayne goes, 'Listen [ never invited this kid' 1 am

going, 'Charles invited him, Charles wanted him to come'. Dwayne was the

coolest. Charles, he is someone that tries to make trouble so 1go to him and 1

said 'You are not taking Tony with you, 1 hope you are not' and he is like he is not

gonna do anything, you know we will go offand we are gonna do our drugs. And

1 am like excuse me, 'How do you know that. What ifhe wants to try you're gonna

tell him no', 1 said, 'What are the other kids gonna tell him'. We took most of the

class to talk about it and the teacher was there, 1 didn't care 1 was just like let

everybody know, 1 don't care and 1 didn't care what the grade 10 and Il said. ...1

think everybody should know whatever, they should know what is happening

whether Charles was embarrassed or not maybe he will think twice about inviting

people or even doing stuff like that. 1know this year he is a real...that's another

story. After that period was done and we were still ta/king about il and the bell

rings and the cIassroom got separated at that point so after that the second cIass

came and we did our work whatever so 1 am thinking, where is his cIassroom 1

have to talk to this kid because 1 don't think he really got the message he just like
stormed out.

Tara: Tony or Charles?

Nancy: Charles, ... after the last class 1 went and [ was talking to Charles. And 1

raised my voice at him and he stormed downstairs to his locker. So [ go

downstairs and 1 say 'Charles Usten, 1am sorry if1 yeLIed at you but 1 would Iike

to sit down and talk about this, it is very important to me. And he was downstairs
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and it was more like where that macho guy came over 1 got show YOU. '1 am not

scared o/you'. Even though 1 was and he wanted to show me where to stand and

that does not work with me. And so he starts screaming at me but he came like

this like close ta my face (she shows me) and his chest out and pushing me and

that is when 1 Lost my temper. It was... 1 don't remember, 1 did not hit him but 1

took him where he couLd not push me and 1 'S'Nam' him and 1 toLd him listen,

'You're trying ta malce yourself look Iike a big macho guy but it is not working'.

And 1 said 'Ifyou cannat handle something and you are putting yourface up my
face, it is not gonna work'. And after he said, 'You think 1 am scared ofyou?' 1

go 'It has nothing ta do about that, 1 don 't care ifyou are scared ofme or not' 1

go This is my friend's life you are fucking with and 1 am not gonna let you do it'.

Then he said something, 1 start screaming and 1 had been like this the whoLe time

and this kid cornes in and he is like 'OK OK Nancy come on stop'. Everybody is

freaking out because they never saw me like this and 1 said 'Listen get out ofthe

way, 1 am dealing with this ldd' and he was a grade 10 or Il he is one ofthe boy

that invited him and he knew 1 was deaIing with that by the sound of it. So he

tried ta get in on it and this kid is bigger than 1 am sa 1just gave him a Little shot

and 1 said, 'Get out ofhere' and then after that 1 started seeing black in hisface

and then after 1 knew if1 stayed with him that 1 was gone lose it, sa 1 let go

whatever, and he went. 1 tumed around and 1 tried ta calm down, my friends

were calming me down.

Tara: Because you were sa angry?

Nancy: .... then the next day everybody was Eike they could not believe what

happened, some people asked me what happen and 1 told them what happen and

after the next day, 1 got offthe bus and Charles cornes up ta me and he said

something and 1 go, 'How can you even talk to me, 1 don't want talk ta you'. 1

said, 'Don't get near me'. 1 don't know he had this nerve ta come up to me and [

said don't come up ta me because you are asking for anotherfight and 1 don't

want be near you.

Tara: Pretty smart ofyou, teLling him what you needed

Nancy: And then 1 told him, 'You think you are a big shot, you don't even do

drugs, you 're willing ta go and do drugs just ta make yourself look cool' and 1

said '1 don 't hang around people like you, 1 don't want talk ta you, nothing get out

ofmyface'. He starts going around the school because he thought he was aIl big

for standing up to me but he was note Everybody saw, everybody knew and sa he

goes up ta people saying, you know 1 can beat her up but 1 don't beat up girls and

they tumed around and they are like, shut up man she can kick your ass, leave it
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aLane. Andftnally Tony come up ta me and he gaes, 'Nancy 1 didn'r knaw yau

were sa upset and you know 1 won't go... ' and 1 said 'Thank YOZl Tony'. 1 had ro do

ail thatjust ta prave a point but 1 mean he didn't go (Case Interview: Nancy, JuLy,

1998).
In this excerpt~ it appears that Nancy protected Tony without regard for herself. She was

concerned that Tony was going to go to a weekend party where there wOllld be drugs.

Although out of concem and protection for Tony, she approached him in a very

confrontational manner. This was not surprising as Nancy's mother often approached

Nancy in the same confrontational way. It is possible that Nancy learned this approach

from her mother and now uses it herself (although it is also possible that Nancy's mother

learned to be confrontational from her daughter). Despite the fact that the approach has

little effect with Nancy it would seem to be a learned behavior. Tony left the

conversation angry and Nancy felt that she has not been effective in convincing bim not

to go to the party. Thus, Nancy went to her next class and confronted the two boys who

had invited Tony in the first place. Nancy seemed to have no fear of the costs of her

becoming involved and stating her opinion. At the end of the class she was concerned

that she had not delivered her message clearly enough to Charles (one of the boys who

invited Tony to the party), so she went to talk to birn in the Iocker room. Nancy reported

that they became involved in a shouting match which included sorne pushing and shoving

and intimidation on both sides. The next day Tony approached Nancy and toid her that

he would not go to the party. Nancy was relieved.

Nancy reported during an interview that she has no recollection of being abused

nor any recollection of her rnother sllpporting and protecting her against her abuser. In

fact, Nancy believes that there was no such abuse and that her mother invented the story

out of anger toward her ex-hllsband. However, it would appear that Nancy has learned to

support and protect others. It could be that Nancy had early childhood experiences of



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

252

being supported and protected which she does not recall. On the other hand, maybe

Nancy in her own persona! struggle with her mother and social services has learned how

to advocate and protect herself in conflictua! situations. She described how when she

was younger she was passive and would simply listen to her mother and the social

worker. She explained how her mother would exaggerate a situation and eventually

Nancy would become angry and began protecting herself by providing her side of the

story. Perhaps, as Nancy's life has been so conflictual she has learned how to protect

herself and therefore is able to provide the same support to others.

1 retum now to the question posed at the beginning of this section: Are the

students in this inquiry able te provide support to others in areas where they can not ask

for it themselves? The answer is complex. The analysis suggests that Stephen is able to

provide emotional support to his peers when they are upset. However, he himself does

not access support when he is upset. It may be inlportant to examine the way in which he

provides support to others Ce.g., breaking down a task into smaller more manageable

steps, demonstrating how to do something). Perhaps, Stephen is mirroring for us

(teachers, parents, professionals, and friends) how he needs to be supported. It made

sense that he does do not provide others with support in content subjects nor does he seek

support himself when he requires it. Matthew on the other hand reported seeking

emotional support when he required it, however, he himselfwas not able to provide

emotional support to others. It could be that Matthew does not have the skills in areas

such as empathy and insight which would enable him to be aware of the needs of others.

Among the students who USW, Patrick and Karen were able to provide support to others

in areas where they were able to seek support themselves. Naney on the other hand,

much like Matthew, was able to seek emotional and informationallinstrumental support,

however, there was no evidence of Nancy providing these types of support to others.



•

•

Adolescent Perceptions of Social Support

253

CHAPTER5

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

Michael describes that he often needs support when he starts a school project.

Michael: ...once 1 start it (a project), then 1 could do it but if1 need help to get

started 1 won't start...lt's like a car without gas, you have to have gas to star! it

(Case Interview: Michael, June 24, 1998).

Understanding the Phenomenon of Support

In this inquiry, 1 use a Vygotskian theoretical framework for understanding how

adolescents with Lds access and use people for social support and how they provide

others with social support. Vygotsky's work is infonned by socio-cultural theories of

learning that consider development and social context as inextricable. Two central tenets

of Vygotsky's theory relevant to my inquiry are: Ca) that language and thinking are socio­

culturally mediated interactions of knowledge and negotiations of meanings; and (b) that

learning occurs through social interaction. Three concepts, the zone of proximal

development, self-regulation and intemalization are particularly important to my inquiry.

Recall as 1discussed Vygotsky's theory in chapter two, the zone of proximal

development refers to the range of tasks students cannot yet accomplish without guidance

from an adult or more competent peer. The zone of proximal development can be

described as the difference between a students' actual development (independent

problem-solving abilities) and bis or her development level with support. Self-regulation

can be conceptualized as cbildren's ability to plan, guide and monitor their own behavior

from within and to be flexible about changing their behavior based on changing

circumstances (Diaz, Neal, & Amaya-Williams, 1990). In other words, when an

individual is capable of independent strategie functioning, they have accomplished self-
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regulation. Self-regulation is established when a child has internally organized a way to

respond and relate to the environment. By internalization, Vygotsky refers not simply to

a mental image or representation of external relations, but to a new level of organization

which was once only possible with the help of external signs and mediators. With respect

to the two themes that drive my inquiry, students' abilities to access and use social

support and students' abilities to provide social support to others, appear to be separate

concepts that also overlap with each other. In other words, their ability to provide

support to others appears to have a direct but complex relationship with their ability to

access and use social support in particular contexts of situation.

In the previous chapters, l have reported how adolescents with Lds perceive their

own use of social support frOID a social constructivist theoreticai perspective and

emphasizing a qualitative methodology. I have presented an emic perspective ofthese

adolescents' use of social support - that is their perspective of the phenornenon.

Implications for Theory, Research and Learning

In exploring adolescents with Lds and their perceptions of social support I used a

qualitative methodology. This inquiry contributes to research on adolescents with Lds in

several ways. First, few studies have examined social networks and social support using

secondary students with disabilities. There are no studies to date which present the

perspectives of the students themselves. An emic perspective allowed me to see new

issues that connect ta adolescents' social construction of identity. The majority of studies

which have investigated social networks and social support have used a more traditional

quantitative methodology.

Of particular value is the fact that this inquiry is one of the first studies to explore

social support from the perspective of adolescents with leaming disabilities, a population

that is usually considered unable to speak for themselves. Each student confirms in
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different ways that adopting a contextualized perspective can help educators understand

adolescents strategic expressions of identity in their interactions with self and others.

Such a perspective also confinns that the adolescent is not an historical, faceless linear

subject but rather a complex human being. These students, each in their own ways,

provide different windows of insight into their complex social worlds. Including the

perspectives of the students, parents and teachers contributes to more robust

understanding of how adolescents use people in their social networks for social support

and their contexts of situation.

1 believe that as a tool of inquiry, interviews are one of the most important

methodological ways of understanding people's lives through their own eyes and voices.

Vygotsky (1987) said that every word that people use in telling stories is a "microcosm of

their consciousness." Examining an individual's consciousness allows researchers and

educators to gain access into very complex social and educational issues. As social and

educational issues are abstractions based on concrete experiences of people, interviews

are crucial to understanding the people and their daily realities. The purpose of in-depth

interviewing according to Kavale (1996) is an interest in understanding the experiences

of other people and the meanings they give those experiences.

The use of a qualitative methodology allowed me to start with one general and

focused question: how adolescents with learning disabilities use people in there social

networks for social support. It also allowed new questions and patterns to emerge. One

such question that emerged from my data was the following: Can students provide social

support ta each other? These questions led me ta interesting findings which relate ta a

student's ability to access and use social support. For example, another interesting

finding which emerged was that all of the students in this inquiry were able to describe

their very difficult schaol experiences before they attended Vanguard High School.

Again the flexibility of a qualitative paradigm allowed me ta investigate both the
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students' and their parents' perceptions of their difficult early school experiences. Neither

of the above questions could have been pursued within the context of my original

question had l chosen a quantitative paradigm. This inquiry has aIso led me to ask new

questions which could be pursued in future research. How do adolescents from different

cultural and language backgrounds develop self-regulation. What social cues do they

pick up on? How do they cope? What do students who come from cultures in which

self-disclosure is not acceptable do about problems accessing social support? This

inquiry has reveaIed how difficult it is for sorne adolescents with Lds to access and use

social support. l can only imagine how complex accessing social support would be for a

second language learner if they cannot express themselves in their second language. This

would be an interesting and fascinating question to pursue. Another question worthy of

investigation relates to the ability of students from different cultural backgrounds to

access and use social support and their perceptions of what is or is not appropriate. In the

remainder of this chapter l explore the implications of the study for theory, research and

learning.

General Findings

In the discussion that follows l reflect on the two groups of students l

investigated, those who use support weIl and those who do not. One particular

explanation for why adolescents in this inquiry use or do not use support weIl may be

based on what they have learned through previous experiences and social interactions.

Let's look at the four students who use support weIl.

Patrick. Karen. Albert and Nancy: Using Support WeIl

Patrick, Karen, Albert and Nancy all use support weIl. This may be due ta family

members and other individuals within their social networks who have the ability ta move
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into their zones of proximal developmeot and provide support to them as they require it.

Whether these students ask for support directly or iodirectly, my analysis iodicates that

these four adolescents were usually provided with the necessary support in a tirnely

manner. The individuals in their environments who were providing support were able to

scaffold, break a task down into more manageable parts and demonstrate far them how to

approach and manage a task. For example, in chapter four recall how Mrs. Gagnan

described a situation in which she thought she had broken a task down into more

manageable parts for Patrick by driving past the building where Patrick had to go to

register for driver's education. When Mrs. Gagnon asked Patrick if he had gone ta

register the next day, he said that he had oot. Patrick was not able to expIain why he had

not gone. Mrs. Gagnon did not get angry or become judgmental. It would appear that

she had an intuitive sense of what she had to do in arder to support her son. For example,

she added strategies by going with him to the driver's education school, parking the car,

going up the stairs with him and supporting him in the registration process. She was then

able to withdraw her support and Patrick was able to move on to obtain his driver's

license independently. While sorne many consider this as being over protective, her

response seemed to work for Patrick. Another interpretation might be that this type of

scaffolding in a supportive and respectful manner helps begin the process of

intemalization and self regulation. In other words, through this passive type of social

interaction in which Mrs. Gagnan was able ta move inta Patrick's zone of proximal

development, she was providing the necessary steps in developing mutual understanding

between her son and herself and facilitated bis cognitive development through

apprenticeship. A consrructivist perspective would suggest that Patrick was able to begin

to develop the skills and understanding relevant to develaping higher mental functions in

this particular context. This type of social interaction in which a parent scaffolds and

demanstrates breaking down a task was similarly described by Karen and Albert and
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members of their social networks. These types of social interactions encourage a student

to begin ta intemally organize a way to respond and relate to the environment and thus

promotes intemalization and self-regulation.

Nancy's case is intriguing. She also uses support weIl. However, her family

dynamics are quite different from the other adolescents in this group. She was not

provided with the same type of scaffolding and positive demonstrations from her family

members. On the other hand, it appears that Nancy's mother does demonstrate seeking

support when she requires it for herself. For example, when Nancy's mother becomes

overwhelmed with life or her raIe as a mother, she reaches out to social services and

accesses support through them. In this way she is demonstrating for Nancy how to access

and use social support. On the other hand, Nancy's mother's demonstration of how to

access and use social support also conveys another meaning; her abdication of her role as

mother. It is possible that Nancy has learned to access and use social support through

observation and participation in these types of social interactions with her mother or

through more positive social interactions with other members within her social network.

AlI of this may have added to Nancy's resilience in accessing support. It rnay also be that

Nancy is the type of individual who has a strong inner resilience. It would appear that

Nancy picks up on the positive rather than the negative aspects of this rnother-daughter

relationship. It is important to recognize that all of these subtle meanings such as 1

describe here in Nancy's case and that emerge in these adolescents' social worlds and

networks could not be uncovered using a quantitative methodology. Let us now look at

the difficulties of Michael, Stephen and Matthew who do not use support weIl.
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Michael. Stephen. and Matthew: Difficulties in the area of accessing and using social

support

Michael was not able to access nor use social support when it was provided to

him. Nor was he able to provide social support to others. This was not surprising as

there was evidence in the data to indicate that it was equally difficult for Michael's

mother to access and use social support as weil as provide social support to others. 1

would suggest that Michael has not learned through positive social interactions in the

home situation about how to obtain support. When other individuals within bis social

network provide him with scaffolding and demonstrations, as 1 suggest is necessary for

the students who use support weil, Michael continues to have difficulty using the support

provided. These difficulties were especially evident when Michael was asked directly

about bis needs Ce.g., "WeIl why didn't you..." Michael would often respond, "1 don't

know" or "1 forgot"). However, one interesting finding that emerges from the evidence

Michael provides is that when he was approached in a way in which he felt he was being

heard and validated, he was able to describe what he thought the problem was and what

could possibly be helpful to bim. The data analysis indicate that the Michael was able to

risk talking about difficult situations with a member of bis social network when he felt

that his words were being listened to, validated and respected. In other words, the way in

which Michael is approached and offered support is a crucial factor in bis ability to

access and receive support. In these particular situations Michael couId discuss a

problem and could often brainstorm possible solutions to it. However, more often when

someone asked him directly why something was not working, or why something had not

been done he would respond with a passive defeatist response such as, "1 don't know" or

"r forgot." Thus, in order for a students like Michael to risk-take he needed to feel safe,

in a trusting relationship. The data seems ta indicate that if Michael felt as if he was

being judged or confronted he would withdraw from the interaction or the situation.
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The data analysis indicated that Stephen, like Michaet has not learned through

positive social interactions at home and in his irnmediate network how to access and use

social support. In areas that Stephen experiences difficuity, such as reading and writing, l

observed many situations in which people took bis claims that he could not read or write

at face value and therefore provided him with too much support, such as acting as a

reader or a scribe when he could have accomplished such tasks himself. These

demonstrations of support might be appropriate supports for an exam situation, however,

during a typical geography or history class Stephen could have done sorne of the reading

independently or with sorne level support. In class, often he did not request support

although it was provided to him. For exampIe, l observed situations in which dassmates

automatically joined Stephen at bis desk to support him with a reading task. Although

sorne of this support might have been necessary, it was often provided at stages when he

could have been successful independently. By providing him with support within bis

actual development level and not within his zone of proximal development, members of

Stephen's social network are perpetuating his learned helplessness and bis inability to

access appropriate support. The questions that arise are: Is he being lazy? Is he being

manipulative?

Vygotsky posits that learning occurs in the potential. In other words, the distance

between a student's actual development and their potential development depends on an

aduIt or more competent peer probIem solving through guidance and collaboration.

Learning is a creative process that requires a students to socially construct knowledge for

themselves. As Stephen's peers are supporting him within bis actual development level

and not within bis zone of proximal developrnent he is not learning to self-reguIate.

Stephen's daims that he often knows when he does not need the support provided but is

afraid to tum it down in case support is not available when he perceives he does need Ït.

Like Michael, Stephen is often aware of what he needs and in fact is able to provide
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appropriate support ta others in areas of strength for himself, such as physical education

and information technology class. Recall when, Stephen was able to move into Donald's

zone of proximal development during a physical education class. Stephen was able to

successfully scaffold and demonstrate for Donald how to serve a volleyball over the net.

Matthew is aIso unable to use social support weIl. However, it will be interesting

ta observe Matthew's development, as mnch is changing in his life. Like Michael and

Stephen, accessing and using social support was not modeled in his home situation.

Matthew and his mother both describe having had a difficult home environment. RecaIl

how Matthew's mother felt that she needed to do everything for her children in order ta

be a good parent. In talking about her son Greg she said that she was aIways, Ilright

there, so he never leamed to he independent." She also used this parenting style with

Matthew. Parents who are over protective and hence controUing, as Mrs. Rogers

describes herself, can prevent a child from being able ta self-regulate. In other \Vords, by

not providing Matthew with opportunities to problem solve with guidance and in

collaborative situations, he does not appear ta be able ta socially construct knowledge for

himself.

However, changes in the family have prompted Matthew's mother ta re-evaluate

her parenting strategies and she feels that she is now better able to encourage

independence in Matthew. This has resulted in a greater emphasis on providing Matthew

\Vith appropriate support. She has allowed him to make his own mistakes with bis

knowledge that she is there to support him. She explained her change in parenting style,

"kids should be aware ofwhat's going on and you should be open with them and they

should be allowed to express themselves. They have to leam by their mistakes. You can't

expect them to he perfect... " Changes in Matthew's behavior have already been observed

within the Rogers' home. Mrs. Rogers described Matthew's increasing ability to access

support from family members. Recall in chapter four when Matthew was able to seek
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support from his mother when he and his girlfriend broke-up. It will be interesting to see

if this ability to use support will be traosferred to the school environment. How do

students who do not use support welllearn to transfer social support from one context to

another?

Interpretation and Implications

There are adolescents with Lds who use support weIl and there are those who do

not use support weIl. This also in and of itself is not surprising. However, understanding

why tbis is so is interesting. The major difference between these two groups appears to

be embedded within their family dynamics. Using a Vygotskian theoretical framework, l

have observed that the use or non-use of social support was learned through social

interactions within the students' families. The students who use support weIl appeared to

have social support demonstrated for them at home and support was provided to them

within their zones of proximal development. This enabled them to internalize and self­

regulate how to access and use social support independently. The students who do not

use support well were not provided with this modeling in their home situations and were

not provided support within their zone of proximal development. Thus, they seem ta

experience more difficulty accessing appropriate support. The good news for teachers,

parents, professions in social services and friends is that it is never tao late ta begin the

process of scaffolding and demonstrating as we observed in the case of Matthew.

Adolescents cao learn to self-regulate and begin to access and use social support when

adults or more competent peers are able to listen and validate the students concerns and

by moving ioto their zone of proximal development.

A second interesting finding in this study was that among the students who do not

use support weIl, all of these students were able to appropriately express their needs

under particular situations, such as when they felt that they were being heard, validated
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and respected. In fact two of the students in this group, Stephen and Matthew, were able

to provide excellent support to others. This is an important finding because it shows that

these students know what they need and what others need, even if they can not act on it

for themselves. One reason they may not be able to appropriately ask for support maybe

due to a fear of dependence on others. In order to seek social support individuals have to

accept their own vulnerability and neediness. In other words, they have to allow

themselves to be dependent on others in sorne situations. The students who use support

weil appear to be able to accept this dependency and neediness and trust that they will be

supported in a respectful manner. Those students who do not use support weIl appear to

have a fear of dependency. Understanding how students may ioterpret social support

differently would be an important consideration for any program that was developed to

help adolescents with or without Lds use social support more appropriately. Any

program that aims to address these needs would have to consider the type of evidence

offered by Michael and Stephen's case studies, such as suggesting appropriate ways of

encouraging these adolescents to express their needs. There must also be a consideration

with regards to an adolescent's possible fear of dependence. Alleviating such a fear may

be accomplished in a mentoring environment where individuals, mentors and students,

learn skills such as active listening and are taught about dependence and risk-taking.

Students' perceptions of perceived support

One difference between the two groups of students appears to be that those who

USW perceive people in their social networks as accessible and responsive to their needs.

Students who DUSW often do not seem to expect ta be understood, nor do they perceive

people within their social networks to be as available or supportive. It appears that they

often expect to fail even if they try ta soHcit support from others or try to support

themselyeso
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The data reveals considerable variation with respect to the availability and

responsiveness of individuals within the social networks of these two groups of students.

l return here to my earlier point that the parents of the students who USW seem to have

the ability to move into their children's zone of proximal development and provide them

with support in such a way that the adolescents do not feel victimized and judged. The

parents of the students who DUSW were not able to move into their ehildren's zone of

proximal development in the same way. The question beeomes why not? Both groups of

students did have people within their social networks who did try to move into their zone

of proximal development. Oeeasionally, the students who DUSW were able to use the

support provided by individuals other than their parents. At other times, l observed that

they were not able to do this. Could it be that by not experiencing the support they

needed at home, it was diffieult for them to accept the support of others within their

social networks outside the home situation. However, we must keep in mind that Nancy,

who USW, does not perceive ta have the social support at home that she feels that she

requires yet, as discussed earlier she is able to access and use social support weIl.

Another possibility is that the students in the group who DUSW may have more difficulty

expressing themselves and hence it is extremely difficult for the parents of these students

ta know exactly where their childs' zone of proximal development lies.

Funnan (1989) examined the differences between elementary aged students and

adolescents in the area of perceived support. He reported that adolescents rely on

specific people for specifie kinds of support. His findings were not confirmed by data in

this inquiry. My findings suggest that within the group of students who USW, all three of

them have a variety of people whom they deliberately chose to rely on for support for a

variety of complex reasons. For example, in terms of emotional support, Patrick reported

relying on his mother, parents, friends, and cousins. Within the group of student who

DUSW, Matthew and Stephen appeared to have a variety of individuals to rely on,
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whereas Michael seems to rely solely on his father for emotional support, or suppressed

bis feelings and did not seek support from anyone. One of the themes that emerges from

this study was the notion of proximity. Not only did the students have a variety of people

with whom they could rely on for support, all of them, with one exception, Michael,

talked about seeking support from a member of their social network who was closest ta

them physically, meaning geagraphic proximity. Hence whoever was in close praximity

and was a member of their social network was accessed for support when the individual

student deemed il necessary. Thus, my findings are in contrast to those of Furman

(1989).

Within Funnan's (1989) study he reported that grade seven students in rus study

perceived higher parental conflict and punishment than elementary school children. He

aIso reported grade seven and grade ten students identified having less power during

social interactions with their parents than grade four students. These particular findings

from Furman's (1989) study reflect sorne of the patterns l observed among the students

who DUSW in this inquiry. For example, Michael described a high degree of parental

conflict with his rnother. He aIso described feeling powerIess that bis mother did not

understand him. Furman's (1989) findings also connect to Matthew's situation in that he

did not expect ta be understood by the adults in bis social network. Stephen described a

degree of conflict with bis father concerning academic matters. Two of the students who

USW, Patrick and Karen, described their parents as an important part of their social

network and providing them necessary and useful support. It was interesting to note that

these two students did not describe a high degree of parental conflict or punishrnent.

They presented their parent relationships as open, trusting, and respectful. Nancy, on the

other hand, viewed her mother as being unable to cope with life and unable to support or

take responsibility for her as a daughter. Yet, what provides Nancy with the inner

strength to access and use support weIl? As l suggested earIier in this chapter perhaps
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Nancy's positive and negative social interactions with her mother have added to her

resilience. It would be interesting to follow a case like Nancy or others ta see how they

develop such inner resilience.

In research canducted in the area ofperceived support~ Robinson (1996) and Ryan

and Lynch (1989) suggest that the level of closeness to and support from parents remains

high throughout adolescence. These researchers added that perceiving parents as

supportive continues to be important to adolescents. Perceiving parents as supportive

appears to be true to sorne degree with all of the students in this inquiry. They ail had at

least one parent or significant other whorn they perceived as supportive. Within the

group of students who DUSW, Michael was the one who perceived a close relationship

with his father. On the other hand, Matthew reported having a close relationship with his

mother and relied on her more often for social support. Stephen reported that bis

girlfriend's mother provided him with a level of closeness and support. Within the group

of students who USW, Patrick and Karen describe close relationships with their parents.

Nancy, described a closeness with her foster mother. It would seem that each student in

this inquiry has experienced sorne level of bonding with a parent or surrogate individual

who nurtured them. These findings suggest that students find surrogate parents, if for

whatever reason they do not feel comfortable relying on their own parents. Identification

with a significant other may relate more ta empathetic relationships than gender. In other

words, students identified with significant others who were able ta understand their

feelings and concems.

EnactedIReceived support

Cauce, Reid, Landsman, and Gonzales (1990) study reported that all types of

support from mothers was consistently high across ages. These researchers added that

fathers were seen as sources of support as children became older. The aIder participants
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in their study (12 year olds) reported siblings as sources of support more than elementary

school students. Although age was not a factor in my inquiry, l can compare their results

with the older participants to my findings. In my inquiry, siblings were reported as

possible sources of emotional and informationallinstrumental support. For example,

Karen described her sister as very helpful to her wben she is having difficulty with her

homework. In the Cauce, Reid, Landsman, and GonzaIes (1990) study, teachers were

consistently reported as providers of infonnational support across ages. This was the

case for all of the students in this inquiry. Although Michael, Stephen, and Matthew may

not access this support, they each mentioned teachers as providers of infonnationall

instrumental support.

Cauce, Reid, Landsman, and Gonzales (1990) aIso reported that teachers were

named as companions only with the elementary students. In my inquiry, although

teachers were not mentioned as companions, they were reported to be sources of

emotional support for Karen, Nancy, and Albert who USW and for Stephen and Matthew

who DUSW. These students reported feeling comfortable accessing emotionaI support

when they required it from particular teachers. l would suggest that the teachers at

Vanguard act not only as the students' teachers but aIso as their mentors. By tbat l mean

that the students are each assigned a teacher who they can rely on throughout the year for

all of the types of support described in tbis study. The students are encouraged to talk

with their teachers and mentors when they are experiencing difficulty, academic or

otherwise. l would further suggest that the non-competitive nature of the school allows

the students to see not only the teachers but also their peers as collaborators in all types of

learning situations and social interactions. Vanguard school bas developed a mentoring

school culture and ethos.

Cance, Reid, Landsrnan, and Gonzales (1990) daim that friends were sources of

informationallinstrumental support consistently across ages. These are consistent
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findings as compared ta my findings. AlI of the students in my inquiry reported friends

or classmates as sources of infonnationaIlinstrumental support. Cauce, Reid, Landsman,

and Gonzales (1990) also reported that aIder children cansidered friends sources of

companionship and emotional support more often than young children. AlI of the

students in this inquiry reported friends as sources of companionship and all but Michael

reported friends as sources of emotional support. Michael seems ta have difficulty in

areas such as self-disclosure and the communication of his feelings. This might be why it

is difficult for him ta have friends as sources of emotional support. As was discussed in

chapter one, friendships are of particular importance for all children but for adolescents in

particular. Michaers difficulty in relying on friends for emotional support may have

serious repercussions as he matures. According to Hanup (1989) social competence

emerges mainly from the experience of close relationships, particularly with peers. He

daims that the quality of these relationships affect the individual in enduring ways.

Socio-linguists agree that language and social contexts are intertwined. With respect to

Michael perhaps bis difficulty verbalizing his feelings and his language based learning

disability which affects rus ability to clearly express himself contribute to bis inability to

use friends for emotional support.

Newman (1990) and Newman and Goldin (1990) collected data from children at

varying ages and reported that differences appear to be in the type of support sought from

parents and other adults. For example, they found that grade seven students sought

support depending on how they weighed the costs and benefits of asking for support Ce.g.,

fear of embarrassment, awareness of peer acceptance and conformity). Weighing the

costs and benefits of seeking support are major considerations for students like Michael

and Stephen who do not want to upset individuals within their social networks. These

types of students are inhibited about seeking support when they perceive greater costs

may be incurred as compared to the possible benefits. Perhaps, if these students were
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more self aware and more confident in themselves then they would not be quite as quick

to withdraw from particular situations that are precarious or that trigger past experiences

that have not led to receiving the support they require. These students may have fears

which involve the lose of affection or losing face. However, this appeared less evident in

the patterns which emerged with Patrick, Nancy, and Matthew each ofwhom described

experiences in which they took risks despite the costs of losing friendships and fear of

embarrassment. Recall for example, an excerpt presented in chapter four in which

Nancy was worried about her friend Tony going to a party wbere there would be drugs.

Despite the possible costs involved, sucb as the risk of losing a friend, she pursued the

issue ofTony not going to the party. She confronted Tony himself and the two boys who

invited him to the party in order to convince him not to go. It would appear that Nancy

created a conflict with her friend and the two other boys without fear of embarrassment.

She reported that her goal was to protect and provide her friend with support although he

had not asked for it.

Thus, the results from my inquiry indicate two things: Ca) Students who USW

expect to be supported and tend to receive support that is within their zone of proximal

development; (b) The parents and families of students who DUSW are less able to

provide the necessary scaffolding and support within their adolescents' zone of proximal

development. The question remains why not? The challenge for people working in

social services is how to change this situation.

Empathy and accessing support

The ability to perspective take and empathize with others appears ta be related ta

being more skilled in making and keeping friends and positively interacting with onels

self and others. Dodge (1985) connects social information processing with social

competence, which he suggests can relate to peer rejection. isolation and popularity. He
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posits that social information processing may he important in obtaining social support

from one's social network. In other words, perceiving social cues and interpreting them

appropriately could he important as to whether or not another person may be willing to

provide a particular type of support. Therefore, identifying potential support and getting

it rnay depend on one's ability to verbalize and assess whether the support provided is

useful or not given a particular context.

Ali of the students in this inquiry have sorne degree of social information

processing abilities that enabled them to obtain various types of social support. This was

even the case for those who do not use support weIl. For example, there was no evidence

that Michael seeks informational/instrumental support in the domain of academics.

However, l believe that Michael does have the ability to interpret social situations. By

interpret, l mean that l observed occasions when he was aware when something was not

working for mm, such as the situation when he was working on bis Biology project with

his tutor. He was aware that he was having difficulty but bis reaction to that difficulty, as

l observed it, was to withdraw and take on a defeatist stance. However, l occasionally

observed when he was provided with sorne time, privacy and bis feelings were validated,

he could expIain what he saw as the area of difficulty and he could come up with a

solution. For example, in the project situation Michael could explain that he had tried his

tutor's method of working on a project and it had not worked for bim. This time he

wanted to read the material independently and have his tutor type bis ideas for bim.

Thus, when provided with appropriate support, Michael could assess whether the support

being provided was useful or not. He could verbalize his feelings and ideas about what

wouid work better.

The findings in my inquiry suggest that the students who DUSW often are aware

of whether or not the support being provided is useful, as Michael and Stephen

specifically reported. The difficulty appears to be in the students' ability to verbalize
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their needs to the provider of support. Central to Vygotsky's theoretical framework is the

importance of language in the learning process. Language is a psychological tool that is

considered to be central to the understanding of higher mental processes or cultural

functions (Vygotsky. 1978). Vygotsky further argues that language is the central

mediator of learning. Thus, if it is difficult for students like Michael and Stephen to

verbalize their needs it is not surprising that it is difficult for them to access social

support. As l discussed earlier in this chapter the findings suggest that Michael needed to

feel as if bis concerns were being heard. validated and respected in order for him to risk

identifying potential support. Stephen was aIso aware of whether the support being

provided was usefui or not. He reported that his fear was that if he communicated that a

particular support was not necessary he was worried that support may not be available if

he needed it in the future. Social information processing may be important in order to

seek social support, as Dodge (1985) suggests. However, the findings in my inquiry go

beyond social information processing and address the fears and concerns of particular

students. Students in my inquiry were weIl aware of their own needs and the type of

support that they perceived would be useful for them. Each student had their own

persona! reasons that affected whether or not they could access the social support they

required. These subtle differences among the students that emerged help me to better

understand these adolescents' social worlds that l could not have uncovered using a

quantitative methodology.

In summary, all of the students who partieipated in the case studies were able to

obtain social support in particular situations. This suggests that each student in tbis

inquiry had sorne degree of ability at perceiving social cues and interpreting them

appropriately. Questions that arise for further study are: (a) How do adolescents interpret

these social eues?; (b) How do their individual interpretations relate to their own
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interpretive processes and sense of themselves?; and Cc) How do adolescents from

different cultural backgrounds interpret social cues?

The claims ofTyler and Vanna (1988) and Newman (1990) are similar to those of

Dodge (1985). Tyler and Vanna (1988) and Newman (1990) suggest that the more

socially competent one is the more likely one will be able to seek support when needed.

As 1 discussed above, in my inquiry having social competence did not necessarily mean

that a student was more likely to seek support when needed, especially those students

who DUSW.

The research findings of Dodge (1985), Newman (1990), and Tyler and Vanna

(1988) are fascinating and relevant to my inquiry in that they help me to understand and

interpret the meaning of sorne of the differences between the two groups of students in

terms of their ability to perceive and receive support, perspective-take and empathize.

However, these researchers do not address the question of why there are such differences

among students in their abilities to access and use social support. 1 agree with Dodge

(1985) that the process of obtaining social support is related to onels ability to process

social information. 1further posit that social information processing is learned through

positive and negative social interactions. 1 believe that by using Vygotsky's principal of

working within a student's zone of proximal development a student can learn the

necessary skills in order to be able to process social information and thus, access social

support. 1 would add that as a student begins to internalize the processes they are

experiencing, in time they will learn to self-regulate. Thus, they will no longer require an

individuai to provide support within their zone of proximal development. However, in

order to support a student successfully one must listen to the student. One can only move

into a student1s zone of proximal development by listening and understanding an

individual's perspective. Parents, teachers, professionals and friends can not presume to

know what another is thinking or feeling. The case studies of Michael and Stephen have
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helped to illuminated the fact that each student had very different fears and concerns

which affected their ability to access and use social support. It seems that by listening ta

the adolescents, validating their perspectives and by being respectful of how they

perceive particular situations that we can move inta their individual zones of proximal

development.

Perspective takinf: and empathy: Proviclin~ support ta others

Perspective taking relates to perceived support and being attuned ta another

persan. Perceiving support requires an individual ta have the ability ta pracess social

information frOID experiences and interactions with others. Selman (1980) claims that

between the ages ten and fûteen children exhibit mutual roIe taking once they understand

the recursiveness of reciprocal perspectives. In other words, children by the ages of ten

and fifteen tend to have the ability ta empathize, to understand the feelings and concems

of others and ta take their perspectives. By the age of tweIve, one is expected to be able

to understand the thaughts and feeling of others without experiencing them themselves,

Le., empathize. In this inquiry, all of the students seemed very attuned to one anather.

Regardless of which group they were in, they were each able to support their peers with

sorne particular type of support. This was particularIy noticeable among the students who

do not use support weIl. 1 am not sure if this is characteristic of all adolescents,

adolescents with Lds, or only the students in this inquiry. Perhaps, the non-competitive

nature of the school encourages students ta support one another. Perhaps, the students

have a shared tacit understanding of each other's leaming difficulties as they all reported

having difficult school experiences prior to starting at Vanguard. Regardless of the

reason, all of the students in this inquiry were able to support their peers. For exampIe,

Matthew used bis artistic talent ta support Michael in Information Technology class.

Matthew was also able to provide his mother support and verbally help her ta see the big
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picture Ce.g., "(mum) will this be important to you five years from now?"). Stephen

provided support to Donald in physical education cIass by breaking down a task into

manageable steps and demonstrating each step for him. Although, Michael was not able

to provide emotional or infonnationallinstrumental support to his peers, he was observed

providing companionsmp ta others. Among those who USW, all ofthem were able to

provide different types of support to their peers, suggesting that they have a weIl

internalized repertoire of support strategies.

This ability to perspective take and empathize connects to Vygotsky's concepts of

self-regulation and intemalization. In order to be able to self regulate, an individual must

~e able to intemally organize a way to respond to and relate to the environment. Ali of

the students in this inquiry were able to self-regulate ta sorne degree with respect ta

providing support to others. The fact that they were able ta provide support in a way that

another persan could use it, demonstrates their intuitive sense of what type of support

was necessary, their ability ta empathize, and their ability ta provide it within a students'

zone of proximal development. For example, Matthew demonstrated bis ability ta

provide ms peers with informationallinstrumental support in situations in which he could

use his artistic talents or bis strength in poetry. In information technology class Matthew

was able to empathize with Michael and support him in finding an ernblem for the cIock

Michael was building. In poetry c1ass, Matthew demonstrated his perspective taking

abilities by observing that Kevin required support and he tried to provide it ta mm. Bath

of these examples illustrate Matthew's ability ta internally organize a way to respond ta

bis peers in a particular context. In other words, he demonstrated an ability ta self­

regulate bis behaviors with reference to others. However, Matthew does not seem to be

able to provide emotional support ta others. It could be that Matthew is not able ta

perspective-take or empathize in situations that require him ta express his own emotions,

such as caring, affection, intimacy and self-disclosure ta another. He was able to seek
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emotional support for himself as he needed it; however he could not provide it ta others.

An interesting finding to highlight was the student's ability to provide support to others

but not ask for the same type of support themselves as they required it.

Like Matthew, Stephen demonstrated his ability ta provide bis peers with

informationallinstrumental and emotional support in situations in wbich he could

capitalize on his persona! strength; thus he demonstrates hîs ability ta perspective-take

and empathize in particular contexts. What was unusual with respect to Stephen, was that

he was able ta provide emotional support when someone was upset. However, when he

was upset he could not access or use support provided to hîm. It would seem that despite

his ability to self-regulate in particular contexts and provide support to others, this daes

not necessarily mean that he is able to access or use the support provided ta him.

Regardless of the reasans why one may or may not be able to use support, the ability to

perspective-take and empathize, to be attuned to another and provide support, does not

necessarily mean that one will be able ta access and use support in the sarne areas. In

other words, it is not a linear process, but highly context specific.

Social infonnation processing and providing support

In my inquiry, ail the students, with the exception of Michael, were able to

provide support to others. In the previous section, l described how social information

processing may be important in order to obtain support. l now posit that it may aiso be

very important in order to provide support ta others. Perceiving social eues and

interpreting them correctly is necessary in arder to determine how ta best provide support

to another person in a gÏven context. AlI of the students who USW were able to obtain

and provide support to others in given contexts. The findings were more complex among

the students who DUSW and raise sorne interesting questions. Michael reported that he

could access emotional support from bis father at times. However, there was no evidence
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that he could provide any type of support to others. Stephen was able to provide support

ta bis peers in very socially competent ways. For example y in physical education class

Stephen observed that Donald was having difficulty serving the volleyball over the net.

Stephen moved into Donald's zone of proximal development and was able ta break the

task down into smaller parts and demonstrate for him how to serve the ball. This type of

dynamic is yet an other example of what Vygotsky would caUy other regulation.

Other regulation refers to a dialogic pair such as an expert and novice interacting

and working collaboratively. Stephen appears to be able to self-regulate with respect to

providing social support to others. Yetyhe appeared to have difficulty accessing support

when he required it. Matthew provided particular types of support to bis peers and bis

mother. His ability to provide support in specific social contexts would seem to

demonstrate a skill in social infonnation processing. Howevery like Stephen, Matthew

had difficulty accessing support at times when he appeared to require it. Stephen and

Matthew seem to have social infonnation processing skills which they cao use in order to

provide support in a socially competent manner to others in particular social contexts.

Yet they themselves have difficulty accessing and using support provided to them.

In chapter two, 1discussed the fact that social context influences a child's ability

to plan, guide, and self-regulate hislher behavior. Perhaps, understanding the contextual

factors that enhance or inhibit students abilities to self-regulate or not will shed light on a

student's ability to provide support to others. These students may not be able to access

and use social support in sorne situations as it would require them to self-disclose. This

might also be a critical factor for students from different cultural backgrounds. Perhaps

students like Michael, Stephen and Matthew have not learned the value of being open and

building trusting relationships. It could be that they do not know when it is safe to risk

talking about their feelings and concems. It is particularly difficult for adolescents to

open themselves up and becorne vulnerable. As was mentioned in chapter one,
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adolescence is a period in one's life when one becomes very self-conscious. This self­

consciousness can lead to feelings of inferiority, withdrawal and depression (e.g., Heath,

1992, 1993; Kavale & Forness, 1996; Lemer, 1995).

Educational Implications and Program Development

A parent or teacher may believe that they exemplify the characteristics that

demonstrate support of adolescents such as, allowing them to take risks and being

accessible when there is a problem. However, it is crucial to understand how adolescents

are experiencing the parent, teacher, or particular situation. Does the adolescent see the

parentlteacher as supportive and available, allowing them to make mistakes and helping

them when things fall apart? Does the adolescent feel that their feelings are being

validated and heard? Availability and validation seem to be crucial in order for students

to use support weil. Despite the traumas that the students may have experienced or the

type of Ld that they may have, it appears that availability and validation are key

characteristics which contribute to students who USW.

1 believe that, understanding how an adolescent perceives and interprets situations

and how parents and individuals within each person's social network tries to understand a

student's perceptions is what makes the critical difference between whether students use

support well or not. Once students feel validated, rnaybe then they can be more open to

social interactions that promote self-regulation. By this 1 mean that the student may feel

like a collaborator in the process of self-regulatory functioning. Three characteristics

which were highlighted in chapter two as key characteristics of adult (or more capable

peer)-student interactions which promote self-regulatory functioning are: Ca) the use of

reasoning and verbal rationales; (b) the graduai relinquishing of adult support; and (c)

both of these in combination with a sense of affective nurturing and emotional warrnth.
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Next 1 discuss a program that 1believe would teach students, parents, teachers and

education students how to promote seeking, using, and providing social support.

Theory to Practice

1 would suggest that a tutor-mentoring program that provides relevant contextual

background information to the theoretical constructs being discussed would be an ideal

way to teach students, teachers, education students and parents how to learn to access,

use, and provide social support. A program such as the one 1 am considering could be set

up as an in-school or after-school program which would train teachers, education students

and parents how to work one-to-one and collaboratively in groups with adolescents with

Lds. Using a Vygotskian framework, this mentoring program would provide the

participants with an opportunity to learn about one's zone of proximal development and

achieving self-regulation.

The program would be designed to help adolescents with Lds be more competent in

and out of school, more strategie and skilled both cognitively and socially. The resource

model used would be a collaborative one, in that the director, team-leaders, mentors and

students would work collaboratively. In this prograrn there would be a six-week

orientation course before mentors and students begin working together. When the

program begins, mentors would spend the frrst hour and a half of each session working

with an adolescent or a small group of students under the supervision of the director and

team-Ieaders who would share backgrounds and experiences such as teachers,

psychologists and special education consultants. The mentors and students would work

collaboratively one to one or in small groups. The dyads or groups would be set-up in

meaningful authentic situations for positive social interactions and promote goal directed

behaviors. The final hour each day would be spent in a supervisory group meeting where
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the mentors would discuss their sessions and together the team would brainstorm and

plan for the next session.

Mentors and students would be provided with the opportunity to learn the value and

importance of listening and probing in positive and supportive ways. These listening and

questioning skills would encourage dialogue between individuals. Findings in this

inquiry suggest that open communication in which the parties involved feel heard,

validated, and respected is critica! in order for there to be mutuaI understanding and in

order for the individual providing support to be able to move into the students' zone of

proximal development. Questioning can be done in a non-direct way, which would

enhance a students meta-cognitive skills and would ensure that the student felt heard,

validated, and respected. For example a mentor or more competent peer might say, "It

looks like this is hard for you. Have you noticed this too?" "What do you think is

happening?" "What do you think might help?" The answers will enable an individual to

more appropriately move into the students' zone of proximal development.

This notion of listening, questioning and open communication is likely to help the

building of trusting relationships. The experience of this type of trusting relationship

may promote a comfort level with components such as self awareness, self disclosure and

self acceptance. Self awareness is the ability to recognize feelings, build a vocabulary for

them and understand the relationships between thoughts, feelings, and reactions. This

concept alSO involves a recognition of one's own strengths and weaknesses. Self

disclosure is the ability to value open-ness and build trusting relationships. As 1

mentioned earlier in this chapter, it is the ability to know when it is safe to risk talking

about one's feelings. Self acceptance promotes feelings of pride in oneself and seeing

oneself in a positive light. Other key components which may be involved in accessing

social support and could be included in a mentoring program are empathy, assertiveness,

personal responsibility and conflict resolution. Each of these components would enhance
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an adolescents sense of self which is often so precarious at during this developmental

periode

Within the program l am proposing mentors and more competent peers would be

encouraged to demonstrate how a task can be broken down into more rnanageable parts.

Through demonstration, mentors and students would have the opportunity to learn how to

break a task down into manageable parts and gradually relinquish support as the student

is ready. The students and mentors would also be encouraged ta provide positive and

constructive feedhack to each other. Recall when Stephen was supporting ms classrnates

in a physical education class when they were learning a variety of martial arts kicks.

Stephen was able to provide feedhack to his peers and explanations, within their

individual zones of proximal development, while fine tuning their technique, "Good, but

a Little more like this" and he would demonstrate for the person. Positive responses can

he used in order to provide the student with information on their performance as it relates

to a standard. This comparison allows the student to self-correct.

Students and mentors would aIso be provided with relevant theoretical and

applied information with respect to the differences between what Vygotsky calls tasks

and activities. Tasks can be conceptualized as the "blueprint" of action (Coughlan &

Duff, 1994-). For instance a task could be what a teacher asks a student to do. Whereas

an activity is what a participant individually constructs. In other words, the activity is the

students' perception of what was asked of them and what they actually do.

Understanding and talking about these differences would allow students and mentors to

appreciate and be aware of how individual perceptions and interpretations can effect

learning and production. It is important to recognize that regardless of what we teach,

students are going to learn what they are ready ta learn. We each construct our own

knowledge therefore it is important that mentors keep checking with students in order ta

ensure that they are communicating, thinking and hearing things in the same way. With

o
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the knowledge of the differences between tasIes and activities perhaps students and

mentors could structure tasks together. Task structuring can be conceptualized as

chunking, sequencing and breaking a task down into more manageable parts. Task

structuring may help to ensure that learning is occurring in the potentiaL Strategies such

as breaking a task down into parts can be used to help the student to see a task as more

manageable and hence fits the leamers zone of proximal development when the entire

structured task is beyond their zone of proximal development.

Future Research

Drawing frOID ethnographic studies, researchers interested in adolescents' social

worIds and use of social support might consider the following different types of studies.

It would be interesting to conduct a similar study to the one described in this dissertation

comparing adolescents with Lds who attend schools within an inclusive setting as

compared to a segregated setting. This type of study may have implications for

segregated and inclusive settings and shed additionallight on adolescents' use of social

support. A second area of interest may be a comparative study 100king across different

schools and family contexts in multicultural settings. Perhaps, a study such as this one

would also help further understand adolescents' ability to access and use social support as

multiculturalism would add an interesting dynamic. In each of these studies researchers

should examine adolescents within their social peer groups, networks and understand

them as individuals. Schools and families are complex socialization institutions that

shape student's construction of identity. It is fascinating to listen to the perspectives of

the adolescents and their families and begin to understand the complexity of their

contextual worlds and how this relates to their abilities to access and use social support.

In this chapter l described a tutor-mentoring program which l suggest would

provide mentors (parents, teachers, education students) and adolescents with
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opportunities to learn how to move into a students zone of proximal development and

enable them to better access and use social support. Perhaps, studies exploring the

effectiveness of such a program would add to the existing theories in adolescents, social

support and self-regulated learning. 1 would be interested in knowing not only if these

programs lead students ta becoming more adept in the domain of social-emotionaI

competence but aIso if the students are better able to access and use social support. A

study exploring collaborative approaches of teachers and parents working together as

partners would also be another interesting direction to pursue. The results of which

would likely have major implications for teacher education.

Perhaps an interesting study using siblings or matched pairs with and without Lds

and their use of social support would add to the current findings by distinguishing

between the contribution of Lds, family structures, personality, etc. Future research may

weIl reveal that students with Lds face the same social issues as students without Lds.

Another interesting study involving a similar methodology ta this inquiry, would be a

comparative study between home and school in urban and suburban settings. This would

allow for more robust data and would provide a window iota the ecological niches of

families from different socio-cultural backgrounds.

Implications for Theory and Conclusions

My study lends support to Vygotsky's daims that: (a) Learning is primarily social

and is enhanced through social interactions with significant others; and Ch) Leaming is a

culturally and socially mediated process. Evidence from this inquiry demonstrates that

adolescents construct their own meanings from the social interactions in which they are

involved. It is through active Iistening, probing and validating that members of an

adolescents' social network can gain insight into their social world and be able to support

them within their zone of proximal development. By mediating learning within an
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individual's zone of proximal development learners are able to socially construct

knowledge from themselves. When knowledge becomes intemalized one cao say that the

student is able to self-regulate in a particular area. We know very little about the process

involved in the successful transfer of task responsibility from adult or more competent

peer to adolescent. l would suggest that the present inquiry has shed sorne light on this

from the perspectives of students themselves. Evidence from this inquiry would suggest

that creating an open and trllsting environment in which students feel comfortable to risk­

take and self-disclose is crucial in the process of accessing social support.

The adolescents in my inquiry would benefit from a mentoring program in which

each individual involved is encouraged to learn within a collaborative environment how

to listen, probe, reflect and validate and thus create a trusting relationship. This would

enable mentors to move into a student's zone of proximal development and provide the

necessary scaffolding to support a student. Mentors and students would have

opportunities to learn how to gradually relinquish support at a rate comfortable for the

student. This would enable students to access and use social support and function better

in their day-to-day life. Take for example a student like MichaeL When he felt that he

was given time and privacy and he felt that he was being listened to and his feelings were

being validated, he was quite competent at assessing situations and problem solving with

someone. However, Michael was not able to access that type person. If someone from

his social network had been able to demonstrate to him that they were listening, then

Michael might have occasionally taken the risk of using the social support being

provided. Perhaps in learning strategies such as communication, self-awareness, self

disclosure, self acceptance and persona! responsibility within a mentoring program

adolescents such as Michael could better access the social support needed.

With a mentoring program. such as the one l am suggesting, perhaps one rnight

find more accepting c1assrooms, with improved collaboration among students, teachers
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and parents. This might help students and teachers bridge gap between student

differences. If we began this type of programming in kindergarten and grade one perhaps

by adolescence students would feel included in inclusive settings as opposed to feeling

isolated and rejected. 1 am not suggesting that this is a miracle cure to inclusive

education. However, I believe that dialogue and understanding are fundamental

principles which will promote learning and acceptance in inclusive settings.

It is crucial that teachers, parents, professionals and friends pay attention and

listen to the way adolescents experience the world. Adolescent perceptions are very

accessible and extremely valuable and yet, they are rarely used. The perceptions of the

students is an excellent source of data for those who wish to facilitate change in the lives

of adolescents, especially those with Lds. Listen, validate, question, and be respectful.

"What do you think is happening here?" Rhodes and Dudley-Marling (1988) remind us

that "students are our most important collaborators" (p. 273). We must remember to

include students and invest in their perceptions.

Patrick, "...they (people at Vanguard) listen differently so ifs easier (to succeed)"
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APPENDIXA

DEFINITION OF LEARNING DIFFICULTIES FROM THE

MINIsTÈRE DE L'ÉDUCATION DU QUÉBEC

Definitions: Students with handicaps or learning or adjustment difficulties

Although the specifie needs or characteristics of students difficulties or handicaps calI for

individualized planning of the services to offer, the faet that aIl students with the same

disability or difficuIty share common charaeteristics has permitted to Ministère to define

sorne major categories for the purposes of planning the general education services offered

by the school boards. These categories are also used for financing sehool boards. The

definition of Serious Leaming Diffieulties selected by the Ministère and used in this inquiry

is as follows:

Students with Difficulties

Students with Learning Difficulties

111Ïs category includes students with. learning diffieulties that are apparent!y quite

different The students, however, all share the following characteristics:

-they do not exhibit pennanent and signifieant mental, sensory or physical handicaps.

-they experience difficulties in learning at sehool or in presehool.

Students who require special educational services because of serious leaming difficulties

are identified as the following:
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Definition

Serious Learning Difficulties

A student is deemed to have serious learning difficulties:

-when the summative evaluation of the language of instruction or mathematics program

shows that he or she is two or more years behind in either of these subjects in terms of

what is expected ofhim or her, given bis or her abilities and the frame of reference

constituted by the majority of students of the same age in the sehool boards (severe

academie deIay);

-or when the assessment earried out by qualified personnel primarily through long-term

observation shows that he or she has specifie leaming diffieulties manifested by a

developmental delay (especially in the area ofcommunication skilIs) that is severe enough

to cause hirn. or her to fall behind in sehool without the help ofappropriate suppon

measures.

Intexpretation\Comments

The student may he elassified as having serious leaming diffieulties either because of a

significant aeademie delay or because of specifie learning difficulties..

Significant academic delav

For the purpose of classifying a student as having serious leaming difficulties,

summative evaluation must show or he or she is two or more years behind in either the

language of instruction are mathematies. The student's acadernic delay and the services to

he provided to him or her must be taken into aecount

Thus, a student who attended elementary sehool for seven years and whose summative

evaluation bas shown that he or she barely aehieved Grade 5 objectives will he eonsidered

as having serious leaming diffieulties.

(Corresponding code: 02)
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Specifie learning difficulties

For the purpose of cIassifying the student with specifie leaming difficulties, the

quaIi:fied personnel include a remedial teaeher, a psyehologist, neurologist and a speech

therapist. An analysis of the student's global situation (i.e., academic, psychological and

mental histories as weIl as any of their relevant informatipn) must he taken into account

when diagnosing specific leaming difficulties.

The term "specific difficulties" refers to a heterogeneous set ofpersistent difficulties.

Specific diffieulties are manifested as difficulties in one or more of the processes that are

essential to the development, use or comprehension oflanguage. The following

manifestations are observable with respect to leaming in bath the language of instruction

and mathematics:

-difficulty in the area ofreading skills;

-difficulty in the area ofwriting skills;

-difficulty in the area oforal communication skills;

-difficulty in the areas on conceptualization or reasoning.

These difficulties may he considered impairmentS, which are often associated with

various fonns of neurological dysfunction that cause major attention deficits, certain

disorders such as dyslexia, dysorthographia, severe language problems and central

auditory disorders.

Both are diagnostic and the services to be provided to the student must be taken into

account in classifying him or her as having sPecific leaming difficulties.

(Corresponding Code: 02)
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APPENDIXB

SOCIAL NETWORKS

The following information was collected frOID the students throughout the interview

process:

Ca) Whom do you feel close ta?

Ch) Whom do you care about?

Cc) Who supports you at home?

Cd) What does support mean to you?

Ce) Give me sorne examples ofhow someone can support you?

(t) Who supports you at school?

(g) Who supports you in your neighborhood?

Ch) Who supports you with school stuff?

Ci) Are there any relatives who support you, who live near or far?

G) Do you have friends that support you?

- the persons fIfSt name and initial of their last name,

- students were also be asked sorne demographic information about the people they narned.

Questions asked included gender and age of the person (when appropriate), where they

met, how long they have known them, would they consider the person a friend, if sa how

long they have been friends, where they currently interact, how often do they get together

with the person outside of school, and how often do they telephone each other.

- the parents and teachers were asked similar questions about the people named in the

students' network and asked to answer them as best as they cano
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APPENDIXC•
SOCIAL SUPPORT SCENARIOS

The following are the social support scenarios in the order that they were asked to the

panicipants. At the end oftbis document one will find f<?llow-up questions that were asked

throughout as a way to probe and prompt the students. As this is a qualitative inquiry the

conversations with the students went in many different directions, however, the following

scenarios were used as a starting point. The additional questions in parenthesis were asked

only to the students involved in the case study interviews.

1. InformationallInstrumental:

When someone in your cIass is having trouble, maybe in math or reading

something in class? What do they do?

If the response involves another person they were asked: What do they expect of the

person helping them? What would that person expect of them? (i.e., tell them the answer,

explain..)

(Case study only: What would you do in the same situation?)

2. Companionship

When you want ta "hang out" or do really fun things, what do you do?

If the response involves another person they were asked: Who would you do them with?

What would you expect from....

3. EmotionaI: Happy

If someone in your class won a contest on the radio, you know they could narne the

right song and they won concert tickets or a shopping spree at there favorite store. What

do you think is the fust thing they do?, And Then?

• Do you think theyrd want to share there news with anyone? Who?
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What would they expect ofthat person? How would they want that person to react?

What if you had won the contest, what would yon do?

(If student says they would never enter a contest, answer, What ifevery student in your

school had there named entered automatically, and your name was picked..)

4. Contlict

Everyone copes with fights differently. What ar~ sorne of the things your

cIassmates do, when they get into a fight?

Who do your friends fight with? (i.e., other friends, parents, siblings~ teachers)

5. Informational/InstrumenW:

When your brother/sister needs help doing something around the house4 such as

making or fixing something, or finding something they lost, or moving something, what

do they do?

(Case study only: Think ofa time when you needed help doing something around the

house, What did you do?)

If someone, what did you expect of that person?

What do you think that person expected of you?

6. Companionship

When you want to be with someone who makes you feel happy, just because you

are together. Who would that be?

7. Conflict

When a classmate gets upset or angry, even if they don't show it to the other

person, what do they do with the angry feeling?

(Case study ooly: When you get upset or angry, even ifyou don't show it to the other

person, what do you do? )
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8. InfonnationaI1InstrumentaI:

When there is something that (you or) your classmates don't know too much about

or when they need more information about something a~ school, what do they do? Like a

school project or if they don't know when something is due.

Do they ask someone? Who?

What do they expect of the person they asked for help frçJm?

Do you think that person will expect something in return'?

(Case Studyonly: What do you do when you don't understand something in school?)

9. Conflict

What ifone of your classmates is angry, what would they do?

10. InfonuationallInstrumental:

What are sorne of the things your friends do when theYTe working on a homework

assignment and it's really challenging and they get stuck What do they do?

What do they expect of the persan helping them?

What would tbat person expect ofthem? (i.e., tell them the answer, explain..)

(Case study ooly: What would you do in the same situation'?)

10. InforroationalLInstrumental:

What's your hardest subject? What do you do when you need help?

Il. Emotional:

If someone in your cIass did something that they fee! real1y badly about, what do

you think they would do? For example, if they did something they were not supposed to

do and they felt bad about il, what would they do? (Case study only: If you did something

that you fee! really bad about? What would you do?)

Would you tell anyone? Who? Ifno one why? Who could you tell ifyou wanted to?

Ifyou told someone what would YOll expect of them?

What do you think they would expect ofyou?
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12. InfonnationallInstrumentaI:

When someone in your class needs help with their schoolwork (homework) What

do they do?

What do theyexpect of the person helping them?

What would that person expect ofthem? (i.e., tell them the answer, explain..)

(Case study only: What would you do in the same situati~n?)

13. Emotional: Sad

l know this guy/girl whofs your age who was getting ready to go on this amazing

trip, they were so excited about. The day before they were supposed to leave they broke

their leg and couldnft go. They were so sad.

What is the tirst thing they would do when they realized they couldnft go on the trip? And

then?

Do you think they would tell anyone? Who? ...

What would they expect of that person?

(If student answers there mum, l would as~ what if your mUID wasn't home, go through

the family members,...

What if that person was you? What would you do?

14. InfonnationallInstrumental:

When a person needs help with reading, What do they do?

Ifa person who and what is the expectation ofboth involved?

(Case study ooly: is reading hard for you? What would you do.....?)

14. InfonnationaIlInstrumental:

If a frlend ofyours needs help with projects, What do they do?

Ifa PerS0n who and what is the expectation ofboth involved?

(Case study ooly: Are projects bard for you? What would you do.....?)



•

•

C-s

15. Conflict

When your classmates get upset or angry at someone, what do they do?

(Case study only: What do YOll do when YOll get upset or angry?)

(Case study only: Can YOll think of the last time YOll were angry or llpset? What did you

do?)

16. ErnotionaI:

How do YOll know when someone else understands YOll or knows YOll very weil?

Who do you think understands YOll weil?

17. Infoonatiooa1!InstrumentaI:

When someone YOll know needs help with spelling, What do they do?

If a person who and what is the expectation ofboth involved?

(Case study only: is spelling hard for you? What would you do.....?)

17. InfonuationallIostrumental:

When a cIassmate needs help with math assignments, What do they do?

Ifa person who and what is the expectation ofboth involved?

(Case study only: is math hard for you? What would you do.....?)

18. Emotional: Mad

Think of something that makes someone in your class really mad Can you think of

anything?

What if someone was kicking the back of your friends chair and wouldn't stop?

What if someone takes something that belongs to you?

What ifyou see someone being treated badIy?

(the idea is to have the students come up with their own scenarios ofwhat makes them

mad, if nothing makes them mad try (a) or (b))

(a) What ifeveryday you look forward to lunch because you really want to buy fuis one

special thing at the caf. and every day the staff tells YOll that it will he there the next day and
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it never ÏS. 1 know people who would he really mad about that What do you think they1d

do first?

(c) What ifyou were running to catch the bus and you were sure that the bus driver saw

you, but just before you got to the door, the light changed and the bus drove away?

l know sorne kids who wouId tell someone and others who would not tell anyone. What

would you do?

Everyone capes differently when they get mad. What are sorne of the things you

do ta make yourself feel better? Then probe, sorne people go to others, sorne keep it

inside. What would you do?

Ifyou go to someone who?

What doe you expect of that persan?

What do you think they expect out of you?

19. InformatiQuaIlInstrurnentaI:

When there is something that your friends don't know too much about or when

your friends need more infonnation about sornething at home, what do they do?

Do they ask sorneone? Who?

What do they expect ofthe persan they asked for help from?

Do you think that person will expect something in retum?

(Case Study ooly: What do you do when you need don't understand something when

you're at home?)

20. EmotiQnal:

Think of the last time you felt really good about yourself, what was happening?

How do you know when someone else does or says things that help rnake you feel good

about yourself?
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Follow-yp questions:

(a) How does that person.... (e.g. help you to feel better)

(b) Why did you chose X to .

(c) Tell me about the last time you asked X for support, what was happening?

(cl) How did the person help during that particular situation?

If the participant does not answer the above questions us~g a particular person~ the foIlow­

up questions would be slightly different

(a) Tell me the last time you .....(feIl., or accomplished X.....)

(b) How did you cope on your own (in X situation! with X feelings)

or How did you get the information YOll needed?
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APPENDIXD

SAMPLE OF A TRANSCRIPT FROM A

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW

Middle ofthe transcript

Tara:
Yeah, perfeet, aIl wonderful definitions. OK, so what l'm gonna do is l'm going ta ask
you sorne questions and just, you can feel free to answer them or not answer them, itls up
to you. So, when someone in your class is having trouble, maybe in math or in reading,
uro, juS! anything in school, what do they do':? Anybody.
Patrick:
If someone's having trouble?
Tara:
Uh huh.
Patrick:
Weil UID, ifthere's someone who's doing good in your class, they'll get helped by
someone. That's what l do if, ifI'm doing good and l understand, l'Il help someone who
doesn' t understand.
Tara:
Thanks, sounds good.
Lindsav:
Ifl don'i understand something, l'li either go to my best friend and, like, who does
understand most of it, or, like, l'li ask my teacher or...
Tara:
Who's your best friend?
Lindsav:
Nancy W

Patrick.
****
Tara:
Right So your best friend and the teacher, those are good answers.
Luke:
l, l'm, l'm agreeing with Patrick.
Tara:
You 're agreeing with Patrick? So you'd either, like, if you were good at it, you'd tell the
persan. What if it was you that was having trouble? What wauld you do?
Patrick:
l would go ask the teacher and tell them l don't understand this and, and, or l'li ask
another, a person who does understand it
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SAN1PLES OF TRANSCRIPTS FROM

CASE STUDY INTERVIEW

Case Study Interview: Karen

June 15, 1998

Middle of the interview .

Karen: Lindsay understands me. Cause like when l'm mad she knows to leave me alone

and l'Il come to her when l'm ready. Like. someone like Nancy and Tanya. they're aIso

good friends, but they don't know me as weil.

Tara: How does Lindsay support you?

Karen: She like, comforts me and she'll know what to do basically Nancy. is a good

problem solver

Case Study Interview: Matthew

June 30, 1998

Tara: When you are asked to do a project. but you don't really understand it, what do you

do?

Matthew: 1 ask the teacher in class. Then she tells me to ask after class, cause usually I

take a chance to see if she will tell me in class and if not then I have to go after class and

ask her. They're like, 'ask me after the period' .

Later in the interview .

Tara: Everyone capes differently when they get mad. What are sorne things YOU do

when you're mad? Cao you think of the last time you were mad?
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Matthew: 1juS! kicked things and punched walls and stuff and just kind of like got all my

anger out and then just chilled..

Tara: Where were you?

Matthew: Outside.

Tara: What did you do next?

Matthew: l talked to one friend about it because l trust~d this friend and my friend didn't

tell her. Because he clidn't like her either.

Tara: What did you expect from your friend?

Matthew: WeIl he did what he should have did. He just sat back and just listened.

Tara: 1s that what you usually expect from people?

l\'latthew: Ta understand and ta listen. because that's usually \vhat r do when someone i5

mad.
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SAMPLE OF FIELD NOTES

Peter's Class:

April 22~ 1998

MRE

Summary:

-kids talking about speech ideas

-discuss article:Natural Born Killers, George and Stephen,

interesting contributions

-Peter asked all the students what they were going to do their speeches on (Ion!y VJrote a

few down); Luke: drugs; Jill: date violence; Lindsay: Farnily relationships; Stephen:

teenage violence

-Newspaper article titled: Natural Born Killers

-Why is it called "nbk"?

-George explains that the movie was about, "2 people on a killing spree and the media was

feasting on it"

-George says "the title means natural urge"

-
I1They know they're killing someone, but don't know consequences" Stephen. Articles

confinn kids don't what they're doing.

-violence in movies and sports

-kids think they can't get caught

-rnovies: you don't see the consequences (never meet familles of victims)

:often don't get caught

-Patrick does a skit ofLittle Billy 6, getting bis fust gun and dad says "There you go Billy,

now you can kick ass" he never said kill someone, never taught not to either.
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A SANIPLE FROM MY RESEARCHER'S JOURNAL

Researcher's Journal

lVIay 1998

Today Michael shared with me how angry he was at his murnjust recendy. He explained

that she is unreasonable and that he's almost 18. saon he can do whatever he pleases. He

talked about wanting to go and live with his father. He called his dad to talk about the idea.

He said his dad said he could. but it wasn't a very good time right no\v. as he anà his

girlfriend were fighting a lot.




