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Abstract

Peer-to-peer sexual harassment is pervasive in secondary schools and is 

responsible for a number of health effects such as sleeplessness, loss of self-esteem and 

depression, as well as other negative educational and social effects (AAUW, 1993; 

Morrisey, 1995; PCSW, 1995; vanRoosmalen & McDaniel, 1998). As a behavior that is 

learned, the incidence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment may be reduced through 

interventions that assist both the harasser and the victim. The purpose of this study was 

to describe and explain the basic social psychological process that induces and 

perpetuates peer-to-peer sexual harassment in adolescents from the perspective of 

individuals who were experiencing the phenomenon.

In order to achieve this goal, it was necessary to study adolescent group life and 

conduct in a way that would provide information about how adolescents define 

situations in their environment and how those definitions influence actions and the 

consequences of those actions. The discovery model or grounded theory approach was 

used to guide this study, based on the work of Glaser and Strauss (Glaser, 1978, Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Data were gathered over the course of one 

academic semester in a small urban high school through observations in the study 

setting, focus groups and interviews. Adolescents who were enrolled in the school and 

who were between the ages of 14 through 18 were identified as the primary participants 

in this study.
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Analysis of the data revealed that adolescents encountered the basic social 

psychological problem of "mistaking one's social identity". Adolescents solved the 

problem, in part, by exchanging sexually related verbal and non-verbal messages with 

other adolescents whom they encountered in the environment. These patterns of 

communication and their outcome formed a four stage basic social psychological 

process: encountering another, assessing the relationship, sending/receiving a 

message/response, and clarifying the social identity. The basic social process of 

building a social identity is the substantive theory. This theory provides a basis for 

nursing assessment and the development and evaluation of interventions to assist 

adolescents in the formation of positive social patterns.
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CHAPTER 1 

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

Introduction

First o f all, let me say that being sexually harassed since 5rh grade has gone 

beyond the damage o f  affecting the way I f e e l ... Now, at age 15 and a 

sophomore in high school, I  have no pride, no self-confidence and still no way 

out o f the hell I am put through in my school... I  have been depressingly 

desperate for something to make me feel like I actually am not a slutty bitchy 

whore.

Private school student, Alabama (Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993, p.8)

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibits discrimination on the basis of 

race, sex, religion, and national origin. In 1986, in the case of Meritor Savings Bank v. 

Vinson, the Supreme Court ruled unanimously that sexual harassment is a form of sex 

discrimination in that it creates a hostile environment directed against a person or 

persons on the basis of their gender (Meritor Savings Bank, 1986). Yet, every school 

day in America, young adults seek to exercise their right to an education in surroundings 

that they perceive as hostile and threatening (Herbert, 1989; Kopels & Dupper, 1999; 

Larkin, 1994; Stein, 1995; Strauss, 1993). Middle and high school students endure a 

spectrum of harassing behaviors that range from intimidating looks to unwanted 

physical contact (AAUW Educational Foundation, 1993; Permanent Commission on the
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Status of Women. 1995; Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993; Trigg & Wittenstrom, 1996). 

As a profession that is concerned with the biopsychosocial health of individuals, 

families, and communities, nurses can facilitate caring processes that may provide 

solutions to the problem of peer-to-peer sexual harassment in secondary schools. Dr. 

Jean Watson, a leading nursing theorist, believes that "to find solutions it is necessary to 

find meanings" (Watson, 1985, p.51).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to describe and explain the social psychological 

process that induces and perpetuates peer-to-peer sexual harassment among adolescent 

males and females. Explanation of this behavior is a subject appropriately analyzed 

from a qualitative perspective, specifically grounded theory (Charon, 1998). While 

there have been a number of descriptive studies conducted, research that seeks to 

understand the phenomenon as adolescents comprehend it is lacking. Attempts to 

understand the behavior should be based on adolescents' meanings and interpretations of 

their own social behavior rather than on those of adults.

Chapter One is organized into four sections. The first presents an overview of 

the problem of sexual harassment, its prevalence in our schools, and the consequences 

associated with its occurrence. The next section identifies the central research question 

and the definition of sexual harassment as it was used in this study. A description of the 

theoretical framework for the study and assumptions related to the theory is provided. 

The chapter concludes with the significance of the study to nursing.
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Overview of the Problem

The issue of sexual harassment as it occurs among adolescents within the 

confines of middle and secondary schools has been documented as to prevalence, 

setting, participants, and consequences (AAUW, 1993; PCSW, 1995; Stein, Marshall, & 

Tropp, 1993; Trigg & Wittenstrom, 1996). Lee and associates observe that "over half of 

all students (in the AAUW survey), equivalent by sex, have experienced harassment 

both as victim and perpetrator" (Lee et al. 1996, p. 400). There has been little research 

done, however, in the area of what motivates youth to engage in this type of behavior.

Prevalence of Sexual Harassment in Schools

Several landmark quantitative studies on the prevalence and incidence of peer 

sexual harassment among students in middle and secondary schools have been published 

in the last decade (AAUW, 1993; PCSW, 1995; Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993; Trigg 

& Wittenstrom, 1996). These studies demonstrate that sexual harassment is widespread 

in middle and secondary schools, occurs most frequently in public places with both 

students and adults present, and affects victims' lives in significant ways. These studies 

also dispel the stereotype of girls as victims and boys as perpetrators: the rate at which 

boys experience sexual harassment is nearly equal to that of girls and girls carry out 

these behaviors against boys as well.

The American Academy of University Women (AAUW, 1993) commissioned a 

study to find out how widespread was sexual harassment in the schools, who was doing 

it and to whom, what forms it took, where it was happening, and how it affected the
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students who were the targets of the harassment. A total of 1,632 surveys were 

completed by public school students in grades eight through eleven, drawn from 79 

schools across the United States. The sample included boys and girls and was racially 

and ethnically diverse. Sexual harassment was defined for the participants as 

"unwanted and unwelcome sexual behavior which interferes with your life. Sexual 

harassment is not behaviors that you like or want (for example; wanted kissing, 

touching, or flirting)" (p. 6). Fourteen examples of harassing behaviors were provided 

for the students. The prevalence of sexual harassment was astounding: 4 out of 5 

students responding to the survey reported having experienced some form of sexual 

harassment while in school that interfered with their lives, 58% responding that they 

experienced this kind of situation "often" or "occasionally".

Equally astonishing was the revelation that the majority of the incidents took 

place in the classroom and hallways with other students and/or adults present. Types of 

behavior ranged from sexual comments and looks to forced sexual physical contact. The 

two most common experiences reported were non-contact behaviors, such as sexual 

comments, jokes, gestures, or looks (76% of girls and 56% of boys), and those that 

involved physical contact such as being touched, grabbed or pinched in a sexual way 

(65% of girls and 42% of boys). Forty-seven percent (47%) of the respondents stated 

that their first experience of sexual harassment occurred in the 6th through the 9th grades 

(AAUW, 1993). In this survey, peer-to-peer sexual harassment was more than four 

times as common as adult-to-student harassment. Among girls who had been harassed, 

81% reported having been victimized by males acting alone; among boys, 57% reported
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that it was a female acting alone who did the harassing. Finally, in this study girls 

reported greater emotional, educational, and behavioral effects than those reported by 

boys (AAUP, 1993).

Trigg and Wittenstrom (1996) conducted a second study using a modified 

version of the instrument developed for the AAUW survey. The researchers were 

interested in documenting the prevalence of sexual harassment in New Jersey public 

secondary schools, the students' reactions to being harassed, and the students' 

understanding of law and policy related to sexual harassment. The definition of sexual 

harassment was identical to that used in the AAUW study and listed eleven harassing 

behaviors. While the sample size (707 students) and number of schools participating 

(seven high schools and two middle schools) was significantly smaller than in the 

AAUW study, the results were similar in terms of prevalence, types of harassment most 

often encountered, and where it took place. The academic level in which the first 

episode of sexual harassment occurred was in grades six through eight, again duplicating 

the findings of the AAUW study (Trigg & Wittenstrom, 1996). The researchers did not 

report data on who were identified as the perpetrators.

The Connecticut Permanent Commission on the Status of Women (PCSW, 1995) 

also found sexual harassment pervasive among high schools in that state. No definition 

of sexual harassment was provided for the participants. In their questionnaire, the words 

"sexual harassment" were not used as the authors felt that using that term would 

introduce bias. Instead the phrase "unwanted sexual behaviors" (p.9) was used 

throughout the instrument. In a survey conducted in seven randomly selected schools
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with 547 participants, 78% reported at least one experience of unwanted sexual 

behavior. However, while the proportion of unwanted sexual behavior reported by the 

AAUW (1993) and by Trigg and Wittenstrom (1996) was equally high between sexes, in 

the PCSW study, females' experiences (92%) were significantly higher than those of 

males (57%). In addition, females reported a higher number of incidents (4.5) compared 

to males (1.6). Boys were overwhelmingly identified as the perpetrators: students 

reported 75% (260) of the people responsible for unwanted behavior were male and 25% 

(85) were female. The most common forms of behavior were sexual comments and 

unwanted touching, as were reported in both the AAUW and the Trigg and Wittenstrom 

studies.

The final study that was reviewed was the result of a collaborative effort by the 

Wellesley College Center for Research on Women and the NOW Legal Defense and 

Education Fund (Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993). Over 4200 girls completed and 

returned surveys published in Seventeen Magazine in September, 1992. No definition of 

the term sexual harassment was provided, although the terms "harassment" and "sexual 

harassment" appeared in the questions in the survey (Stein, et al., p.27). Again, the most 

common forms of sexual harassment were sexual comments and being touched, pinched, 

or grabbed. As in the PCSW study, the frequency of incidents was high, with thirty -nine 

percent of the girls reporting being harassed at school on a daily basis over the previous 

year. Harassers made no attempt to conceal their behavior, as two-thirds of the incidents 

occurred with other students or adults present. The survey respondents reported that 

97% of the harassers were male; however, only girls were surveyed (Stein et al., 1993).
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Consequences of Sexual Harassment for Students

The AAUW study also addressed the social and psychological consequences of 

being harassed in terms of educational, emotional, and behavioral impact. While both 

sexes experienced a high incidence of sexual harassment in school, how the effects were 

felt was markedly different. For instance, regarding educational impact, 33% of girls 

surveyed reported not wanting to go to school as compared to only 12% of boys. A 

similar difference was found in the level of class participation: 32% of the girls and 13% 

of boys reported not wanting to talk as much in class. "Feeling embarrassed" was the 

emotional indicator most frequently cited by all respondents (50%), yet 64% of the girls 

reported feeling this way compared with only 36% of boys. There was a very wide 

gender gap among the students who reported feeling less sure of themselves (43% of 

girls, 14% of boys) and feeling afraid (39% of girls and 8% of boys). Girls also differed 

greatly from boys in performance of avoidance behaviors: avoiding the person who 

harassed them was reported by 69% of the girls and 27% of the boys (AAUW, 1993).

Lee and associates (1996) published a secondary analysis of the AAUW (1993) 

study data in which they identified three sets of consequences of peer-to-peer sexual 

harassment: academic problems, psychological problems, and avoidance behaviors. In 

all three of the outcome categories, the more severely the students were harassed, the 

greater the likelihood that they would report experiencing one or more of these problems 

or behaviors. The analysis of the data showed that 46% of all the students who were 

harassed reported one or more of the five academic problems queried in the survey. 

Psychological problems such as loss of appetite and sleep disturbances were
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acknowledged by 28% of all harassed students irrespective of gender. In the area of 

avoidance behaviors, 73% of all harassed students reported considering or attempting 

one of the 10 behaviors included in the survey (Lee et al., 1996).

The results of these studies suggest that rather than "harmless" adolescent 

behavior, sexual harassment has serious social and psychological consequences for those 

who are the recipients. In addition, Stein (1995) suggested that the fact that the conduct 

occurs in public places with little or no attempt to protect victims or sanction the 

perpetrators sends a strong message of acceptance or at least tolerance of sexual 

harassment. Thus, harassers receive tacit permission to continue the behavior when their 

actions go unrestrained and ignored. The recipients learn that the behavior is 

"something they have to put up with" when no one comes to their aid or, when they ask 

for help, they meet with reluctance on the part of authority figures to take action. 

Witnesses to these incidents learn the same lessons (Herbert, 1989; Larkin, 1994; 

Levesque, 1998; Orenstein, 1994; Stein et al., 1993; Stein, 1995; Strouse et al., 1994 ).

While a number of possible explanations have been offered for the existence of 

the phenomenon of sexual harassment, there is none that seems to provide a satisfactory 

reason for the presence of this behavior in adolescents. The rationales that are proposed 

were developed from data obtained in studies with adult participants or through surveys. 

Those studies that did use naturalistic inquiry to study peer to peer sexual harassment 

with adolescent participants (Herbert, 1989; Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993) did not use 

methods that would allow for the development of explanatory theory. Furthermore, the 

results of these efforts suggest that it is difficult to investigate complex cultural
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phenomena using methods that limit participants' response choices to what the 

investigator has identified as relevant information about the issue.

Research Question 

The research focused on the following question:

What are the basic social psychological processes that induce and perpetuate 

peer-to-peer sexual harassment in adolescents?

Definition of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following definidons applied:

Adolescent

An adolescent is a male or female person whose chronological age is at least 13 

years and less than 18 years.

Student

A student is a male or female person who is enrolled full time in a secondary 

school in the United States, and in any of the following grades: 9 through 11.

Sexual Harassment

Sexual harassment encompasses verbal and nonverbal unwanted sexual attention 

of a persistent nature that conveys insulting, hostile, and degrading attitudes about a 

person based on gender, made by a person who knows or ought to know that such 

attention is unwanted. It includes repeated, non-reciprocal requests for dates, intrusive
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letters and phone calls; sexual graffiti; touching and cornering; unwanted, repeated 

sexual comments, jokes, gestures, and looks; and gross sexual imposition (Aggarwal, 

1985; Fitzgerald, 1996).

Theoretical Framework

The purpose of this study was to generate substantive theory from qualitative 

data obtained through the research process. The research process used is referred to as 

the discovery model or grounded theory. The theoretical orientation for grounded 

theory is symbolic interactionism (Chenitz & Swanson, 1986). Symbolic interactionism 

is a school of thought within the discipline of social psychology. Social psychology 

focuses on interpersonal influence and how society affects human action (Charon,

1998). Symbolic interactionism is traced to George H. Mead (1934). His model of 

human psychosocial development was influenced by the work of Charles Darwin and 

the branches of philosophy known as pragmatism and behaviorism (Charon, 1998). As 

Darwin studied and tried to understand the world as it occurred naturally, so Mead 

believed that our understanding regarding humans also should be grounded in how they 

behave as part of and in relation to their own environment. Mead observed that humans 

are able to use symbols as a result of a combination of several uniquely human qualities. 

These qualities are a) a superior intellect relative to animals, b) an extended period of 

dependency in childhood, and c ) anatomic differences such as complex vocal cords and 

facial muscles that enable humans to form a wide variety of sounds. The ability to 

create and use symbols (such as language) to communicate meaningfully with other
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humans and the capacity to reason and reflect on self sets humans apart from other 

animals. Through reasoned behavior and the sharing of ideas and experiences, humans 

are able to adjust and alter their environment and even their heredity, rather than being 

completely subject to natural law and evolution. In this way, they have been able to 

actively influence the evolutionary process (Charon, 1998).

There are several ideas central to the perspective of symbolic interactionism. 

First, the social exchanges that occur between humans are the focus of symbolic 

interactionism. Society is made up of interacting individuals, not passive beings who 

simply react to their environments. Humans influence each other, they do not merely 

respond to others in the environment. Second, in addition to the social interaction, 

behavior is also influenced by the dialogue that is going on within the person. The 

ability to reflect on self and take the role of "other" plays a significant part in 

determining one's actions. The third idea is that a person's definitions of what is going 

on or of objects in the environment are the result of interactions with others and self at 

that moment. Likewise, the past and how it applies to one's current situation is defined 

by the person herself or himself. Humans then act on the basis of this definition of the 

situation which is derived from the symbolic meanings cued by the current environment 

and by the past. In summary, symbolic interactionism "describes the actor as a being 

who thinks, defines, applies his or her past, imagines the future, and selects objects in 

the environment for his or her own use" (Charon, 1998, p.28).
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Impetus for Selection of Topic

The impetus for the selection of this topic for study came from an awareness of 

the need for nursing research in this area on the part of the researcher. The subject was 

bought to my attention by a member of the faculty of Widener University in the form of 

a conceptual article published in a nursing journal (Dahinten, 1999). In the article, the 

author made a statement that the issue of sexual harassment among adolescents was 

largely ignored by nurses and other health care professionals. After performing my 

own review of the health literature, I discovered to my surprise that her observation was 

accurate. Further reading about the subject opened my eyes to the harm and injustice to 

which both boys and girls are exposed in secondary schools. It is my personal belief 

that being active in the formation and support of caring environments is an essential part 

of the nursing profession. I resolved to undertake this study in attempt to increase 

understanding of the phenomenon and to use this information to design effective ways to 

break the cycle of cruelty.

Sexual harassment is a significant problem in our society that exists in many 

forms. Stein (1995) has hypothesized that sexual harassment is only one point in a 

continuum that begins with bullying and ends with domestic abuse. Attitudes and 

behaviors that are learned, practiced, and experienced in youth have consequences that 

continue through adulthood (Jaffe, 1998; Smith, 1997). Research that produces data 

describing the explanations of the observed phenomenon from the perspective of the 

individual who is experiencing the phenomenon may lead to richer and more accurate
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descriptive and/or explanatory theories. These theories, in turn, could provide the 

framework for the development and testing of nursing interventions to change behavior 

and reduce the incidence of the negative emotional, social, and educational 

consequences of peer-to peer sexual harassment in adolescents.

Research that focuses on the issue of sexual harassment breaks the silence that 

perpetuates its existence. Giving voice to the experiences of those who have suffered 

and who are suffering allows for validation of those experiences and opens the door to 

the recognition of sexual harassment as a complex phenomenon that has adverse effects 

on society.

Findings indicate that sexual harassment is positively correlated with health 

effects such as sleeplessness, loss of self-esteem, feelings of helplessness, and 

depression (AAUW, 1993; Morrisey, 1995; PCSW, 1995; vanRoosmalen & McDaniel, 

1998). Studies of the phenomenon of sexual harassment are exclusively found in the 

behavioral sciences, education, and legal literature. A search of CINAHL yielded only 

one conceptual article in the nursing literature that addressed this issue (Dahinten, 1999). 

Yet, nursing is a profession that is concerned with the biopsychosocial health of 

individuals, families, and communities. Sexual harassment represents a barrier to the 

creation of a caring society. As a behavior that has been shown to have a negative 

impact on the well being of adolescents who have received this unwanted attention, 

sexual harassment is a phenomenon that is worthy of study within the domain of nursing 

science.
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In schools and social settings, where young people should feel safe, supported, 

and accepted, the existence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment creates a hostile 

environment. Sexual harassment is widespread in society, perpetuated by males and 

females, and occurs in public places in the presence of children and adults. The effects 

of sexual harassment are manifested in adverse physical, psychosocial, and educational 

outcomes. Rather than being behavior that is biologically determined or "natural", 

sexual harassment is learned conduct; as such, it is possible that the behavior can be "un

learned". Before interventions to change the behavior can be designed and tested, 

however, the processes that support the existence of sexual harassment in adolescents 

must be discovered.

In summary, this chapter has presented an overview of the problem of sexual 

harassment, its prevalence in our schools, and the consequences associated with its 

occurrence. The central research question and the definition of sexual harassment as it 

was used in this study have been identified. An description of the theoretical framework 

for the study and assumptions related to the theory are introduced. The potential 

contribution of the study to knowledge and theory development in nursing practice is 

described.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Peer-to-peer sexual harassment is a phenomenon that exists within secondary 

schools and is experienced by a large number of high school students (AAUW, 1993; 

PCSW, 1995; Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993; Trigg & Wittenstrom, 1996). A high 

percentage of students who have been harassed report negative emotional, social, and 

educational effects. According to symbolic interaction theory, human behavior is the 

function of an individual's peculiar definition of what is going on or of objects in the 

environment. The purpose of this study was to understand how these definitions are 

produced by adolescents and how variations in definitions produce variations in action 

and consequences.

Purpose of the Literature Review

A search of the literature was performed to determine a) how sexual harassment 

is defined, b) what is known about the phenomenon of peer-to-peer sexual harassment 

among adolescents and c) how adolescents learn what is appropriate and inappropriate 

behavior. Using the term "sexual harassment and adolescents" several electronic 

databases were searched. Only three titles were obtained from the Cumulative Index of 

Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL): two research articles and one 

conceptual article were published between 1997 and February, 2000. No articles were 

identified using the same search term between the years 1982 and 1996 in CENHAL.
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The ERIC database for articles published in the education literature between 1982 and 

September 1999 yielded 52 citations. PsycINFO provided 20 abstracts in the behavioral 

sciences from the years 1989 through March 2000. A search of Social Work Abstracts 

resulted in two citations that were identical to those found in PsycINFO. A number of 

additional resources were acquired from the reference lists of books and articles cited by 

the authors in the sources that were retrieved. References for this study were then 

chosen based on the quality of the research or conceptual article and the goodness of fit 

between the subject of the work and that of this study. Both quantitative and qualitative 

studies were included in the literature reviewed. Sources were chosen that specifically 

examined the incidence of peer to peer sexual harassment among adolescents, and the 

consequences of the behavior. Research or conceptual articles that provided 

information related to how the phenomenon is defined in a variety of disciplines were 

also examined. In addition, the review included articles in which explanations for the 

existence of the phenomenon were offered. Finally, sources that provided information 

about the cognitive/moral development of adolescents were reviewed to provide insight 

about what influences adolescent behavior.

Definitions of Sexual Harassment in the Literature

There are a variety of definitions for the concept "sexual harassment", all of 

which have evolved since the late 1970's when the issue was first brought to light in 

relation to workplace behavior. Lin Farley, a recognized expert in the field of workplace 

sexual harassment, is credited with first using the term in her book, Sexual Shakedown.
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The Sexual Harassment o f Women on the Job (1978). Farley characterized sexual 

harassment as an expression of the abuse of power. Behaviors that would constitute 

sexual harassment, according to Farley, ranged from "staring at, commenting upon or 

touching a woman's body, requests for acquiescence in sexual behavior, repeated non

reciprocal propositions for dates, demands for sexual intercourse, (and) rape" (Farley, 

1978, p. 33).

In contrast, Catherine MacKinnon in her work. Sexual Harassment o f Working 

Women (1979), proposed that sexual gain, not power, was the desired outcome. She 

defined sexual harassment as "the unwanted imposition of sexual requirements levied on 

another person in a relationship of unequal power" (MacKinnon, 1979, p. 1). 

MacKinnon was also the first to articulate sexual harassment as a form of sex 

discrimination prohibited under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act (Fitzgerald, 1996). In 

her book, MacKinnon made the distinction between two types of sexual harassment; a) 

quid pro quo, meaning the promise of rewards or threats of punishment in an attempt to 

coerce an individual into sexual cooperation and b) conditions o f employment, where the 

work environment is permeated by gender-based behavior that is offensive or 

intimidating, but there is no expectation of sexual cooperation (Fitzgerald, 1996).

This distinction is reflected in the first formal legal definition of sexual 

harassment issued by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) in 1980. 

In the EEOC document, Interim Interpretive Guidelines on Sex Discrimination (1980), 

sexual harassment is defined as "unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, 

and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature ... when:
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1. "submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or 

condition of an individual's employment;

2. submission to or rejection of such conduct by an individual is used as the 

basis for employment decisions affecting such individual; or

3. such conduct has the purpose or effect of substantially interfering with an 

individual's work performance or creating an intimidating, hostile or 

offensive working environment" (EEOC, 1980, p. 74676).

The first two conditions describe quid pro quo behaviors while the third describes what 

would be considered conditions o f employment or hostile environment. The EEOC 

definition was reflected in the AAUW survey, where students were provided with the 

following definition: "Sexual harassment is unwanted and unwelcome sexual behavior 

which interferes with your life. Sexual harassment is not behaviors that you like or 

want" (AAUW, 1993, p. 6). The definition proposed by Stein (1995) extends this 

definition and adds the dimension of a civil rights violation when she describes sexual 

harassment that occurs in school as "unwanted and unwelcome behavior of a sexual 

nature that interferes w'ith the right to receive an equal educational opportunity" (p. 148).

The definition of sexual harassment has been further refined as a construct 

consisting of three distinct but related dimensions: gender harassment, unwanted sexual 

attention, and sexual coercion (Fitzgerald, 1996). This is likely a reflection of the 

emergence of a differentiation between "sex" and "gender" that began to appear in the 

literature in the late 1970’s. In a recent National Institutes of Health Report (NIH, 1996), 

participants noted that "...scholars distinguished between those qualities conventionally
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attributed to biologically based differences about a person's 'sex', male or female, and 

those qualities that were understood as the result of cultural and social processes that 

constitute a person as a man or a woman: one's 'gender' " (NTH, 1996, p.2). While 

retaining the term "sexual harassment" as an umbrella term for all forms of intimidating 

or aggressive behaviors of a sexual nature, Fitzgerald and associates (1995) proposed the 

following definitions for specific behaviors contained within that construct:

Gender harassment - encompasses a range of verbal and nonverbal behaviors not 

generally aimed at sexual cooperation; rather, they convey insulting, hostile, and 

degrading attitudes about women ... Examples include epithets, slurs, taunts, and 

gestures ... gender-based hazing; and threatening, intimidating, or hostile acts. 

Unwanted sexual attention - including both verbal and non-verbal behavior, 

ranges from repeated, non-reciprocal requests for dates, intrusive letters and 

phone calls; touching and cornering; gross sexual imposition and assault.

Sexual coercion - refers to bribes or threats, whether explicit or subtle, that 

condition some benefit or avoidance of punishment on sexual cooperation.

(p.168)

The EEOC issued a supplement to the original Sex Discrimination Guidelines that 

specifically prohibited the type of harassment described in the definition of gender 

harassment (EEOC, 1993).

It is the hostile environment definition that has been used most often in pleading 

cases of sexual harassment in education before the court and in the development of legal 

theory. In Franklin v. Gwinnett County Public Schools, the U.S. Supreme Court held
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the school district responsible for the actions of an employee. Furthermore, the school 

district's failure to stop a teacher's known sexual harassment of a student constituted 

intentional discrimination. Two legal theories have developed as an extension of the 

judicial interpretation rendered in Franklin. The first argument is that when peers 

sexually harass peers, it creates a hostile educational environment for the child who is 

subjected to the harassment. School officials who fail to take steps to prevent or arrest 

sexual harassment should be held liable for the creation of a hostile educational 

environment. A second theory involves the claim to a constitutional right to be free 

from abusive behavior, and that in as much as attendance at school is compulsory to age 

16 and children are assigned to their respective schools, schools have a duty to maintain 

a safe environment for students (Kopels & Dupper, 1999).

These definitions illustrate the dual nature of the problem of sexual harassment: 

one type carrying the expectation of some form of physical sexual encounter as an 

outcome while the other represents a form of insult and derision similar in its purpose to 

racial harassment. Adolescents report experiencing all three types of sexual harassment 

in the school environment. Gender harassment is considered a less serious form of 

sexual harassment, often dismissed as "kidding" or "normal" adolescent behavior. 

Indeed, it is the type that was reported most frequently by male and female middle and 

high school students (AAUW, 1993; Stein et al., 1993; PCSW, 1995; Trigg & 

Wittenstrom, 1996). However, gender harassment was also reported by students as 

having a significant impact on their emotional well-being, disrupting their activities of 

daily living, and potentially interfering with equal access to educational opportunity.
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Gender harassment should therefore not be dismissed as something that is so common 

that it does not warrant attention or intervention. To meet the definition of harassment, 

the experience must be unwanted. As such, it is worthy of efforts to determine its cause 

and its meaning in the lives of those who perpetuate the behavior, those who are the 

targets, and those who are the witnesses.

Explanations for Sexual Harassment

Explanations for the phenomenon of sexual harassment have been offered by 

authors in education (Lee, et al., 1996) and in psychology (McBride, 1998; Morrisey, 

1995; Tangri et al., 1982). Sources of support for these interpretations include data 

from research with adult and adolescent participants, court cases, and legal defenses. A 

review of each of these perspectives provides insight into the variety of positions on the 

issue of the etiology of sexual harassment.

Lee, Croninger, Linn, and Chen (1996) identified five categories of theoretical 

explanations for the existence of sexual harassment: biological, developmental, 

pathological, abuse of power, and cultural. The biological theory attributes the physical 

differences between the sexes as the root cause of sexual harassment. The authors cite 

instances of females harassing males and the ability to influence behavior through 

communication of expectations of "proper" behavior as evidence against this theory.

The existence of sexual harassment in higher education and the workforce undermines 

the developmental theory (that this type of behavior is "just part of growing up" or part 

of learning how to relate to members of the opposite sex). The pathology theory

R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



34

proposes that sexual harassment is the behavior of a small minority of social deviants. 

Studies that demonstrate the high prevalence of sexual harassment in schools, in the 

workplace, and in higher education refute this theory (Lee et al., 1996).

Lee and associates (1996) identified several models that represent variations of 

abuse of power as explanations for sexual harassment. Two of these, abuse of 

organizational power and abuse of societal power, are similar to those presented by 

Tangri et al. (1982). The authors noted that organizational power theory does not 

explain peer-to-peer sexual harassment. A third, exclusionary intimidation, describes 

harassing behavior that is intended to drive its target into giving up a position of 

privilege. It is initiated by perpetrators who feel that their position is threatened. The 

authors offered the fact that the incidence of sexual harassment in schools and industry 

was still high even after many years of improved gender integration as evidence to 

counter this theory.

Finally, Lee and associates (1996) proposed several culturally-related theories to 

explain the existence of sexual harassment in schools. One, the structural approach, 

focuses on school norms related to sexuality and aggression, the discipline code, how 

complaints are handled, and tolerance of rituals, heroes, and informal behavior. These 

factors make up the cultural structure of the school, which in turn determines the 

incidence of sexual harassment. A second cultural theory, based on ethics or morals, 

postulates that there is an inverse relationship between shared values, ethical coherence 

and integrity, and the occurrence of sexual harassment. In their secondary analysis of
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the data from the AAUW survey (1993), the authors found that the results of the study 

supported the structural approach theory and the ethical view theory (Lee et al., 1996).

Tangri, Burt, and Johnson (1982) reviewed a number of studies, court cases, and 

legal defenses to formulate a set of three explanatory models for the phenomenon of 

sexual harassment in adults in the workforce. The first model, which they labeled the 

Natural/Biological Model, proposes that sexual harassment is simply an expression of a 

natural sexual attraction between two individuals, with no intent to harass. This 

approach has the potential to trivialize sexual harassment (that is, it is normal or 

harmless) and to make efforts to change the behavior seem useless (because it is human 

nature).

The two points that weaken the validity of this model are that the attraction is not 

harmless, as evidenced by the desire on the part of recipients of this attention to file a 

complaint about the behavior, and the incidence of sexual harassment in the workplace 

varies by work characteristics and atmosphere (Tangri et al., 1982). The second model, 

the Organizational Model, explains the existence of sexual harassment as a function of 

organizational designs that tend to reinforce hierarchical relationships between superiors 

and subordinates. Materially dependent employees are vulnerable to unwanted sexual 

advances by superiors intent on using their position in that way. This model proposes, 

then, that it is the existence of a differential power structure that promotes the use of 

sexual harassment as a means of intimidation and control (Tangri). Finally, the socio

cultural model represents sexual harassment as a characteristic of a male-dominant 

society where women are expected to be passive and accommodating. Women are
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socialized to be sexually attractive and to measure their self-worth through the approval 

of others, especially men. Therefore, they are more inclined to interpret male attention, 

even if it is unwanted, as flattery rather than demeaning or insulting. According to this 

model, gender is a better predictor than organizational position of who are victims and 

who are harassers. This model hypothesizes that the function of sexual harassment is to 

keep women dependent and subordinate. It predicts that victims would report feelings 

that reflect powerlessness, self-doubt, and lowered self-esteem.

Tangri et al. (1982) then analyzed survey data from a stratified random sample of 

federal workers (N = 20,083) in relation to each of the models. They found that there 

was no single best explanation for the existence of workplace sexual harassment among 

their models, although there was more support in their analysis for models two and three 

than for model one.

Morrisey (1995) conducted a qualitative study to discover the significance of 

sexual harassment to adolescents. She collected her data from students in two schools, 

one rural, one urban. Morrisey recruited 24 participants (20 female, 4 male) from the 

urban school by attending an annual training retreat for peer counselors. Through the 

use of "loosely structured" (her words) group discussions, she gathered information 

about their perceptions of peer-to-peer sexual harassment. Data were collected through 

a combination of audiotaping and field notes. In the first of two group sessions, 

participants were provided with a definition of sexual harassment and examples of 

sexual harassment situations. In the second session, the group was asked to share their 

impressions of the discussion that occurred in the first session. The second session was
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shortened due to time constraints and several of the original participants were unable to 

attend due to participation in other extracurricular activities. In both sessions, the 

researcher participated actively in the discussion at times as well as functioning as a 

group process facilitator.

In the rural school, Morrisey solicited volunteers from the general student body, 

which yielded a total of 40 participants with a "roughly equal number" of males and 

females. She also provided this group with the same definition of sexual harassment and 

the examples of behaviors given to the urban group. This group, however, was broken 

into smaller groups of 5 participants each. Each group recorded themes and excerpts 

from their discussions related to the sexual harassment examples on large sheets of 

paper. There was no audiotaping used during this session. The researcher moved from 

group to group as an observer.

Following the urban and group sessions, Morrisey spoke with participants from 

the focus groups who volunteered to be individually interviewed. It was not clear from 

the report if the interviews were tape-recorded. A total of eight females were 

interviewed; 6 from the urban group and 2 from the rural. One main interview was 

conducted with each participant followed by one subsequent session to affirm 

information and clarify meanings.

While she did not place her findings within a theoretical context that would offer 

an explanation for the occurrence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment, Morrisey made 

several statements indicating that her data supported the developmental, biological and 

cultural structure explanations for peer-to-peer sexual harassment. Morrisey declared

R e p ro d u c e d  with p erm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r the r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



38

"both the need to belong and the building of meaningful social networks with peers 

preoccupy the interactions of adolescents" (p. 107); such statements support the 

developmental theory. She further stated that "students of both sexes report this kind of 

attention is so ingrained in student interaction that unwanted verbal and physical 

encounters have become 'normal' within the student experiences" (p. 107). On the other 

hand, Morrisey reported female students' acceptance of the "naturalness of harassment 

as typical male behavior" and a sense among male students that "the status quo is okay 

and that nothing can (or should) be done about it" (p. 108). These statements correlate 

with the biological theories previously described. Support for the cultural structure 

explanation is found in one student's story of how the school successfully intervened to 

address an incident of sexual harassment.

A qualitative study of adolescents' perspectives related to peer-to-peer sexual 

harassment was conducted by McBride (1998). She organized a series of 4 videotaped 

focus group sessions. There were a total of 18 participants, 6 males and 12 females. 

Two of the sessions took place during a regularly scheduled psychology clas and the 

students who agreed to participate received credit towards one course assignment. The 

remaining two sessions were held on a weekend with members of a local youth group. 

The group meetings each lasted one hour and fifteen minutes. Within each group, the 

participants knew each other. The groups were provided with the researcher's goals for 

the study at the beginning of the discussion. McBride then focused the dialogue on 

certain themes or topics by means of identifying a "brainstorming" topic to lead off the

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



39

discussion and furnishing the participants with a copy of the instrument used in the 

AAUW (1993) survey.

Eleven members of the original focus groups volunteered to be interviewed 

privately; 4 males and 7 females. These sessions were audiotaped and lasted 1 1/2 to 2 

hours. These meetings consisted of semi-structured interviews using questions 

developed based on the content of the videotapes from the focus groups.

McBride found support for her hypothesis that adolescent developmental theory 

provided explanation for sexual harassment in this population. She also suggested that 

enduring sexual harassment was part of the process of "acquiring and maintaining 

status" and that "a girl may not be willing to risk her own status— by engaging in such 

anti-feminine (therefore unattractive) behavior as confrontation" (McBride, p. 186). 

These statements are consistent with the Socio-Cultural Model proposed by Tangri et al. 

(1982).

Cognitive/Moral Development in Adolescents

There is no single theory of adolescent psychosocial development. Rather there 

are several models that each focus on a particular aspect of adolescent maturation. 

Piaget’s (1936) model of cognitive development and Erickson's (1956) psychosocial 

stages and developmental tasks are well known to professionals within both the 

behavioral and the health sciences. A third school of thought related to human 

development that has more recently begun to emerge in the literature is the intellectual- 

contextual model (Jaffe, 1998). In contrast to traditional stage theories, the intellectual-
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contextual model emphasizes the effects on human development of interpersonal 

relationships and the wide variety of environments in which these relationships exist. 

These three models will be briefly described and analyzed for their utility in explaining 

how adolescents learn what is appropriate and inappropriate social behavior.

Piaget proposed that four stages exist in human cognitive development, 

beginning in infancy and ending in the adolescent years (1959). At the fourth stage of 

cognitive development, Piaget observed that adolescent reasoning became more adult

like and he therefore maintained that upon achieving this stage, development was 

complete. He called this stage formal operational to emphasize the role of process 

knowledge in adolescent reasoning and that thinking at this level was distinguished more 

by form than content. Piaget identified the ability to think and reason logically about 

abstract ideas and hypothetical events as characteristic of this stage (Piaget, 1959).

Several potential weaknesses in Piaget's model have been identified (Jaffe,

1998). First, the fact that his hypotheses are based on investigations conducted solely 

with educationally advantaged young men limits their ability to be generalized. Second, 

there is evidence that formal operational reasoning does not always emerge in early 

adolescence; many college students and adults never display advanced reasoning skills 

and are able to function effectively using practical, informal thinking (Blasi & Hoeffel, 

1974; Keating & Clark, 1980). Finally, Piaget's model does not take into account the 

combined effects of instructional content, the social context in which learning takes 

place, and the teaching strategies employed on the development of reasoning ability. 

While Piaget maintained that higher reasoning skills appear first and then are applied in
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problem solving and planning, it may be rather that social situations and learning 

environments that present complex and varied concepts stimulate and enhance advanced 

cognitive development (Faubert, Locke, Sprinthall, & Howland, 1996).

Another well-known theory of human development was proposed by Erik 

Erikson (1968). His psychosocial development model suggests that the sequence and 

timing of critical life events and the attainment of specific skills at each of eight stages 

are of great importance if one is to achieve full human development. Erikson's fifth 

stage, identity development, occurs during adolescence. In his theoretical model of 

identity achievement, Erikson describes two dimensions of identity. The first, a 

personal dimension, includes "one’s ideology... vocational aspirations, sexuality, 

nationality, gender, and ethnicity" (Jaffe, 1998, p. 175). The second, the social identity, 

is a composite of all the roles one has in life, such as daughter, friend, athlete, student, 

employee, and so on. Erikson’s theory stresses the importance of separation and 

individuation in the development of ones identity.

Two major criticisms of Erikson’s model are that he did not include female 

subjects in his samples and that he did not consider social context as a variable. Erikson 

based his model on studies conducted exclusively with white male high school and 

college participants. While this makes it helpful in describing white male identity 

formation, its relevance in understanding the process in females or adolescents of 

different races is questioned (Archer, 1989; Gilligan, 1982; Josselson, 1987). Also, as in 

Piaget's model, the impact of social and other contextual influences on identity 

construction receive little, if any, attention in Erikson’s stage theory (Jaffe, 1998).
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Learner’s (1996, 1999) interactional-contextual theory of adolescent development 

proposes that each individual's development is embedded in a complex physical and 

social network of parents, siblings, peers, neighborhood, school system, community, and 

culture. Although advances in reasoning ability help adolescents understand the value 

of fairness and of expressing caring, socialization and education appear to be the keys to 

translating values and beliefs into actions. Prosocial behavior emerges neither from 

cognitive maturation nor directly from a parent’s level of moral reasoning, but from 

children's routine daily interactions with other people, especially their parents and peers 

(Jaffe, 1998). Adolescent and adult moral reasoning is social and situation-specific 

(Carpendale & Krebs, 1992; Hart & Fegley, 1995). Adolescents who have friends are 

more socially competent than those who do not. When adolescents have friends they use 

them as cognitive and social resources on a daily basis (Hartup, 1996). Adolescents and 

their friends who ascribe to conventional norms move further over time in the direction 

of normative behavior (Kandel & Andrews, 1986). Undesirable behavior increases 

amons adolescents who are at risk for antisocial behavior when these same vouth
C  •»

associate with antisocial friends (Dishion, Andrews, & Crosby, 1995).

While adolescents are increasingly influenced by the attitudes and opinions of 

their chosen peer group, there is evidence that parents do retain a substantial measure of 

influence over the viewpoints and activities of their teenage offspring. Parents can have 

a significant impact on adolescent behaviors such as school achievement patterns, drug 

use and deviance, and self-concept (Brown, Mounts, Lambom, & Steinberg, 1993; 

Whitbeck, Simons, Conger, & Lorenz, 1989).
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To the extent that pop culture is a source of cultural learning, it will exert an 

influence on values and attitudes. In a study that examined correlates of attitudes toward 

sexual harassment among adolescents, female involvement with popular music and 

music videos was strongly associated with accepting attitudes toward sexual harassment. 

Females who are relatively unexposed to the pop media had the most rejecting attitudes 

toward sexual harassment; females who were heavily exposed to pop media had 

attitudes that were very similar to those of comparable males (Strouse, Goodwin, & 

Roscoe, 1994).

Involvement in community service increases social responsibility and a sense of 

personal competence. In a study of the process of the development of moral 

transcendence in adolescents, Yates & Youniss (1996) did a content analysis on 

reflective essays written by 132 Black parochial high school juniors who worked at a 

soup kitchen for the homeless as part of a school-based community service program. 

They determined that service during youth helped to shape not only political-moral 

interest, but also a sense of identity in relation to political processes and moral values 

(Yates & Youniss, 1996).

Summary of the Literature

The concept of "sexual harassment" is well defined in feminist writings (Farley, 

1978; Fitzgerald, 1996; Herbert, 1989; MacKinnon, 1979), in behavioral health literature 

(McBride, 1998; Strouse et al., 1994; Tangri et al., 1982), and in the law (EEOC, 1980; 

EEOC, 1993). The focus of plaintiff attorneys in court cases that address peer-to-peer
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sexual harassment among adolescents is on the creation of a "hostile environment" 

within the school and in places where adolescents gather to socialize (Fineran &

Bennett, 1999). Peers/colleagues are acknowledged as being capable of creating such an 

environment (Roscoe, Strouse, & Goodwin, 1994). It is also recognized that our system 

of public and private education has increasingly taken on the responsibility of 

socializing young people. In addition to providing access to knowledge in a formal, 

systematic way, our schools are also expected to prepare our youth for their roles as 

citizens, facilitate social reform, teach ethics and moral decision making, and serve as 

treatment centers for those who exhibit learning disabilities and/or antisocial behavior 

(Jaffe, 1998). Yet, in a published review of 21 commercially-prepared sexuality 

education curricula used in school systems across the United States, the authors reported 

that none of the programs included content on sexual harassment (Beyer & Ogletree, 

1998). The attitude among some faculty, administration, parents, and students that peer- 

to-peer sexual harassment is an aspect of normal adolescent behavior ignores not only 

the criminal aspects of sexual harassment but the effects of such harassment on victims.

Attempts to explain the phenomenon of sexual harassment in the workplace as 

well as among adolescents as "natural" behavior have been rejected by the courts 

(Kopels & Dupper, 1999). While sexual harassment in the employment sector may be 

the result of a hierarchical organizational design, this explanation does not work in the 

case of peer-to-peer sexual harassment among adolescents (Lee et al., 1996). However, 

explanations for the existence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment that implicate the 

influence of socio-cultural mores on the incidence of the phenomenon have theoretical
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and empirical support (Lee et al., 1996; McBride, 1998; Morrisey, 1995; Tangri et al., 

1982).

Theories of human development that emphasize the influence of a diverse array 

of interpersonal relationships and environments on cognitive, psychological, social and 

moral development are beginning to replace those models that focused on only one of 

these aspects (Jaffe, 1998). The interactional-contextual theory of adolescent 

development acknowledges the effect of family and peers on learning what is 

appropriate and inappropriate behavior, as well as that of the school system, the 

community, and the culture at large (Brown et al., 1993; Carpendale & Krebs, 1992; 

Dishion et al., 1995; Hart & Fegley, 1995; Hartup, 1996; Jaffe, 1998; Kandle & 

Andrews, 1986; Strouse et al., 1994; Whitbeck et al., 1989; Yates & Youniss, 1996). As 

a behavior that is learned, the incidence of sexual harassment may be reduced through an 

intervention or interventions aimed at changing inappropriate, harmful behavior. Before 

effective interventions can be designed and tested, however, the basic social and 

psychological processes that induce and perpetuate peer-to-peer sexual harassment in 

adolescents must be identified.

This chapter has presented a review of the literature that has assisted me in 

determining a) how sexual harassment is defined, b) what is known about the 

phenomenon of peer-to-peer sexual harassment among adolescents, and c) how 

adolescents learn what is appropriate and inappropriate behavior. The review led me to 

the qualitative method of grounded theory as a way to discover the processes that lead to 

peer to peer sexual harassment in adolescents.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to describe and explain the basic social 

psychological process that induces and perpetuates peer-to-peer sexual harassment in 

adolescents. To achieve this goal, it was necessary to study adolescent group life and 

conduct in a way that would provide information about how adolescents define 

situations in their environment (in this case, a high school) and, in turn, how those 

definitions influence actions and the consequences of those actions. The discovery 

model or grounded theory approach was used to guide this study, based on the work of 

Glaser and Strauss (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and 

nurse researchers who have interpreted and used grounded theory technique (Chenitz & 

Swanson, 1986; Sandelowski, Davis, & Harris, 1989; Sandelowski, 1995a). As a 

method of naturalistic inquiry that is specifically designed to discover social and 

psychological processes, the grounded theory method of qualitative study provides a 

framework for the identification, description, and theoretical analysis of the processes 

which contribute to peer-to-peer sexual harassment in adolescents.

Overview of Grounded Theory

Grounded theory design is characterized by the simultaneous performance of 

data collection, data categorization, and data interpretation (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In contrast to other forms of research in which 

the investigator formulates a hypothesis about the phenomenon and then gathers data to
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test its soundness, grounded theory is an inductive research process in which the data 

give rise to the theory. In addition, as data are collected and analyzed, decisions 

regarding future sampling, observations, and interviews are modified based on the 

results of coding and categorization of data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This practice of 

making decisions of which data to collect and where to collect them next (theoretical 

sampling), based on the results of current analysis, is unique to the grounded theory 

method.

The purpose of theoretical sampling is to strengthen the likelihood that the 

categories identified are representative of the phenomenon as it actually exists. The 

ultimate outcome of the research procedure is the discovery of a core category or 

process consisting of two or more stages that describe a pattern of behavior in a 

particular social world. This outcome is specified as the basic social process (Glaser, 

1978). Therefore, the research strategy should be designed and executed in such a way 

that allows the investigator to develop and fill out as comprehensive and accurate a 

picture of the area of study as conditions allow.

Blumer (1969) maintains that this kind of theoretical accuracy can only be 

obtained through repeated exploration and inspection of a given phenomenon as it 

occurs in its natural context. He defines exploration as

1) "the formation of a close and comprehensive acquaintance with a sphere of 

social life that is unfamiliar and therefore unknown to him”, and

2) ”a means of developing and sharpening one's inquiry so that the problem, the 

direction of inquiry, data, analytical relations, and interpretations arise out
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of and remain grounded in the empirical life under study" (Blumer, p. 40). 

Such an exhaustive examination can involve direct observation, interviews, listening to 

conversations, group discussions, and the use of other first-person accounts. Exploration 

is then followed by inspection, in which the researcher examines information or data 

obtained through exploration from different perspectives, asks questions, and compares 

new data with that which has been previously obtained and scrutinized. By means of 

inspection, the researcher either finds support for established conceptualizations or may 

change her/his perception of what represents reality as more information and better 

understanding are acquired. Through this iterative process of repeated exploration and 

inspection, properties and dimensions of a phenomenon are uncovered to allow more 

complete knowledge of the categories of which the phenomenon is composed and the 

relationships between them (Blumer, 1969).

Essential Components of the Grounded Theory Approach

While the steps involved in conducting research in the grounded theory approach 

occur simultaneously and the direction of inquiry is dictated by the data, several 

essential components of the process can be identified. These are: the need to maintain a 

level of theoretical sensitivity, data collection through theoretical sampling, systematic 

coding and analysis of data, and a plan for insuring trustworthiness of data generated 

and control of methodologic error (Sandelowski, Davis, & Harris, 1989). Each step will 

be discussed in detail.
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Theoretical Sensitivity

Theoretical sensitivity refers to the degree of familiarity that the researcher has 

with the phenomenon under study (Glaser, 1978). While recognizing the need to avoid 

allowing a priori knowledge to prejudice the direction of the research, a certain amount 

of insight about a phenomenon is required in order to have a starting point for the 

investigation and to assure that critical issues will be addressed (Glaser, 1978; 

Sandelowski, et al., 1989). One way of maintaining theoretical sensitivity is through 

specification of the theoretical context (Glaser, 1978; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This was 

done in Chapter Two. Ongoing review of the relevant literature during data collection 

and analysis is another means of maintaining theoretical sensitivity (Glaser. 1978). 

While the initial literature review outlined in Chapter Two focused on the general area 

of sexual harassment and its characteristics (definition, incidence, demographics, and 

context), further reading was directed by the data that were generated and by the 

emerging theory. These readings were also considered sources of data, since they 

contributed to the development of a more comprehensive explanation of the social 

psychological process of peer-to-peer sexual harassment among adolescents. The 

secondary literature review is discussed in Chapter 5 under Discussion of Findings.

Theoretical Sampling

In qualitative inquiry, informants are invited to participate in the study based on 

their first hand experience with the phenomenon in question, their willingness to share 

information, and their ability to be articulate and reflective (Coyne, 1997; Streubert & 

Carpenter, 1995). Manipulation and control of the environment and or participants is
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not sought in naturalistic research, since the intent of grounded theory is to further the 

understanding of human conduct with all its variations. Purposeful sampling of 

"information-rich cases" (Sandelowski, 1995b, p. 180) provides a starting point from 

which to progress to theoretical sampling, a form of purposeful sampling (Coyne, 1997). 

Using purposeful sampling, data is gathered in a wide variety of areas that will yield as 

many categories of data as possible. As categories emerge from information provided 

by the initial sources, theoretical sampling is carried out to obtain information that builds 

from and adds to those categories. The data collection in theoretical sampling is 

directed by the theory emerging from the analysis of data from previous sampling 

episodes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

The Setting: An Urban High School

Gaining Access

In this study, students who engaged in the sexual harassment of their peers were 

sought. The steps that led to data collection were initiated in Fall 2000 by First seeking 

a high school with a minimum enrollment of 1000 male and female students that was 

located in a geographic area with 30 miles of my home where I could obtain permission 

to do field observations and interview students. I avoided making inquiries in my own 

community because, having lived and practiced nursing there all my life, I believed that 

this might create a barrier to participant recruitment. I first contacted friends who 

worked in several school districts in New Jersey south of Camden, who put me in 

contact with several high school administrators. I also contacted a social worker whom I
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learned had done research in high schools on the subject of peer-to-peer sexual 

harassment. I asked her if she could help me gain access to a high school to do my 

research. The social worker expressed interest in assisting me and I sent her several 

abstracts of my research proposal at her request, so that she could make some initial 

inquiries at various schools. She did not respond to my repeated attempts to contact her 

once she had the abstracts in her possession.

As a result of the aforementioned referrals from friends, high school 

administrators from two different school districts were approached for permission to 

conduct research and recruit students. They each expressed interest and enthusiasm in 

the project, but the school boards of the districts rejected the proposal, one citing 

concern that parents would think there was a "problem" at the school if they knew this 

subject was being studied at their school. A third superintendent also wanted to petition 

his school board to allow the study to be done in his district, but thought that the timing 

was not good, since a reorganization of the school administration and district was to take 

place soon. He wanted me to wait until that process was completed before discussing it 

with the school board, which meant maybe starting data collection sometime in Fall 

2001 .

Following these setbacks, a conversation took place in December 2000 about my 

inability to secure a site for data collection with David Giannascoli (my brother) who 

was a school psychologist in a school district in New York State for two decades. He 

offered to approach the high school principal and the district superintendent of schools 

about my study and ask if I might do my data collection in the high school. They were
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interested and I made appointments with both administrators in January 2001 to discuss 

how I would proceed. In this particular school district, the school administration 

functioned autonomously and had full jurisdiction over day to day operations at the 

school. The principal had already been involved in formulating and implementing a 

sexual harassment policy in the high school and was interested in the findings of a study 

that would take the perpetrator’s point of view. The superintendent was a doctoral 

candidate and, in addition to being interested in the results of the study, expressed 

empathy for me. Both the principal and the superintendent felt comfortable with my 

proposal and gave permission for the project to proceed. I agreed that I would keep the 

principal appraised of my progress and to present my findings to interested staff and 

faculty when the study was completed.

Description of the Study Setting

The setting for the study was a small urban center in the mid-Hudson region of 

New York State. The city and surrounding county were first settled in the late 1600's, 

purchased from a local Native American tribe by two Englishmen. As in so many other 

areas in the United States that were settled during the colonial era, it began as a farming 

community. Because of the proximity to a main waterway, and a location midway 

between two major metropolitan areas, the city had become an important commercial 

center in its own right. The city's commercial district had been undergoing a period of 

urban revival, with many of the old majestic Victorian style homes and commercial 

buildings being rescued and renovated. This had generated some tension between those
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who wanted to preserve and profit from the historical buildings of the locale and those 

who were (or were in danger of) being displaced by rising property values and rents.

The city and a nearby village together constituted the total population of the 

town, which was 42,777 according to the 2000 US Census. The town measured 28.76 

square miles and the population density for the town was 1,487 people per square mile; 

for the city alone (the area that the high school serves) the population density was 5,811 

persons per square mile. Age and race percentages for the city were not available; the 

following data were based on the population data for the town. The number of residents 

aged 10 to 14 years was 2,919, representing 6.8% of the population. Residents aged 15 

to 19 years numbered 4,598, which was 10.7% of the total population. Of the major 

races included in the census report, 35,511 (83%) identifie d themselves as white, 3,453 

(8.1%) identified themselves as black or African American and 2,254 (5.3%) identified 

themselves as Hispanic or Latino. Households of married-couple families living with 

their own children under age 18 represented 25.7% (3,754) of the total population. The 

percentage of female headed households with their own children under age 18 was 

reported as 768 households or 5.3% of the total number of households. The average 

household size was 2.57 persons; the average family size was 3.10 persons. Owner 

occupied housing units numbered 10,195 representing 69.8% of the total occupied 

housing units. Per capita income data was available for the seven-county mid-Hudson 

region, which was $33,758 per year. While this figure was representative of the area as 

a whole, it may have been somewhat higher than that of the population of the city 

residents served by the local high school.
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New York State had criteria for grouping schools with similar characteristics. 

The schools were assigned to groups based on the grade range of the students served by 

the school, the school district capabilities, and the needs of the student population. 

School district capabilities was expressed as a ratio of need to resource-capacity 

(N/RC). These two variables had been found to account for much of the variability in 

school performance. Need referred to educational need, which was determined through 

estimates of school district student poverty (counts of students eligible for the federal 

free lunch program) and the proportion of students with limited English proficiency. 

Resource-capacity was a measurement that was derived from a combination of the 

financial resources of the school district, district enrollment and district land area. The 

high school where the study took place was designated as N/RC category 3, which was 

an urban or suburban school district with high student needs in relation to district 

resource capacity, and Similar School Group 44. The schools in Group 44 were in the 

middle range of student needs for secondary level schools in these districts.

Fall enrollment for the school had been increasing gradually from a total of 963 

students in the 1997-98 school year to 1006 students in the 1999-2000 school year; 507 

(50.4%) were boys and 499 (49.6%) were girls. Increases in the ninth and tenth grade 

levels had been sufficiently high to offset declining enrollment in the eleventh and 

twelfth grades. The percentage of black students enrolled had remained stable at around 

67%. Latino student representation had increased from 5.8% in 1997-98 to 8.5% in 

1999-00. White student enrollment had declined from 26.4% to 24.1% in the same time 

period. The annual attendance rate rose from 80.7% in 1996-97 to 83% in 1998-99. In
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this same time period, student drop-outs declined from 2.5% to 1.1%. In the graduating 

class for the year 2000, 83% of the graduates were accepted at a 2-year, 4-year or other 

post-secondary educational programs. In 1998-99, the district-wide expenditure per 

pupil was $11,542.

The building was located in a residential section of the city; the middle school 

was nearby, located across the street and on the opposite side of a small open field. 

There was no busing provided for the students; all the students either walked to school 

or arrived by car. The parking areas adjacent to the school were small, filled mainly 

with cars belonging to faculty or staff.

There was only one entrance to the school that was accessible from outside the 

building; it was located at the front of the school adjacent to the main office. Although 

there were six glass doors at the main entrance, only one could be entered by someone 

outside the building. In the small foyer just inside the doorway, several security 

personnel in plainclothes were seated or standing at an 8'x 4' folding table. Visitors or 

other persons not known to security were immediately greeted by one of the personnel 

and asked what business they had at the school. The "stranger" would be asked to sign 

in before being directed to the appropriate area of the school. Portals located throughout 

the rest of the school could only be opened by someone already inside the building. 

Those doors were not alarmed during the day and students were discouraged from 

opening them to allow someone from the outside to enter. However, during my stay at 

the school I observed many instances when the students did open the doors to let 

someone in, sometimes while faculty or security looked on, without reprimand.
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The school opened in 1956 and showed signs of age and wear, but it was clean 

and looks as though it had been freshly painted. The walls were cinder block 

construction, painted blue and the classroom corridors were lined with student lockers.

In some areas on the first floor there were murals painted on the walls that appeared to 

be the work of students. The murals contained messages about stopping violence, the 

AIDS epidemic, and other modem themes. One mural made of small ceramic tiles 

depicted students participating in various activities and in academic attire.

The corridors were very long with classrooms on either side. The total number 

of rooms in a section of hallway averaged around ten, plus or minus two depending on 

the size of the rooms. For instance, the rooms for home economics, shop classes, and 

some art classes were double sized. Most rooms could accommodate 20-25 students, 

but class size was kept at or below 20. There were two rooms set aside for the music 

program, a classroom and a rehearsal room. The school had several banks of computers, 

some located in rooms where classes were held that taught computer skills, others were 

in rooms designated as research labs to supplement the computers that were available in 

the library for that purpose. There was also a full service library. The cafeteria 

consisted of two large rooms with tables and chairs; the food service area was situated 

between the two rooms. There was a gymnasium with a capacity for 500 spectators and 

a large auditorium with a stage and elevated seating. Several small faculty lounges were 

situated throughout the school. The guidance office and administrative offices occupied 

an entire corridor of rooms immediately to the left of the main entrance.
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The corridors were for the most part well lit. There were a few places where it 

looked like there were some light bulbs that needed replacement and those areas were a 

little darker. However, few areas would have allowed someone to loiter and not be 

observed. In those areas that were out of direct view, there were chairs and student 

desks where security personnel and faculty could position themselves and observe what 

was going on in the area.c  c

The feel of the school was business-friendly. Most students and faculty 

acknowledged each other and projected a positive image. The students had a fairly 

relaxed dress code; wearing hats or hair coverings known as "do-rags" was prohibited. 

Head coverings could be worn for religious observances. Also, clothing with scenes or 

language that depicted or promoted sex, violence or illegal drug use or "offensive" 

content were banned. The students were generally dressed in sport clothes (jeans, t- 

shirts, athletic wear). Faculty and staff dressed business casual, no jeans or sneakers, but 

no suits.

In the classroom, the students' behavior ranged from quiet and reserved with 

students remaining in their seats until the period ended to a more relaxed atmosphere 

with students carrying on conversations and moving about the room, in some instances, 

even as the instructor was presenting a le sson. In certain classes, faculty either explicitly 

(through verbal direction or reprimand) or implicitly (through the use of posters on the 

classroom wall) enforced a code of conduct that prohibited inappropriate language or 

behaviors. I did not observe any instances of peer-to-peer sexual harassment in these 

classes. In contrast, there were classes where I observed behaviors that fit the definition
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of sexual harassment. In these classes the faculty ignored the behavior and made no 

attempt to reprimand the students.

The security personnel knew all the students by name and approached the 

students in a friendly, firm way. The principal also made a habit of "making rounds" 

through the school in the morning and other times during the day. Faculty were 

assigned to hall duty and each period a few faculty could be seen seated at desks that 

were placed in various junctures to monitor the hallways during and between classes. In 

the morning, before the first period began, many students arrived early to meet with 

friends outside their lockers. Small groups of three to four students socialized along all 

the corridors. There was little if any loitering in the hallways during the school day, as 

the students had four (4) minutes to get from one class to another. The students moved 

from place to place during classes in a fairly orderly fashion, with some firm 

encouragement from the staff when necessary. They traveled through the building 

mainly in groups of two or three. I observed frequent physical contact between the 

students, in the form of handshakes, hugs, and occasionally a gentle punch to the arm.

In the lunchroom, the students were free to eat, do some homework, and interact 

with peers, as long as they did not engage in rough behavior. Most of what went on 

during the three lunch periods consisted of conversation or playing cards. The students 

were allowed off campus to get lunch and many went home or to a local comer deli.

The examination of the context revealed a well-established community with a 

history that extended back to the 1600's. Economically, it could have been described as 

lower to middle class, based on per capita income and home-ownership data. Although
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African Americans represented a relatively small percentage of the total population of 

the area containing the city, this same group made up a large percentage of the student 

population in this school.

Data Collection Procedures

The data collection and analysis took place over the course of the Spring 2001 

academic semester, which ended June 2001; analysis of the data continued until the final 

draft of the study was submitted for defense. Once permission was obtained from the 

school authorities, I spent time observing patterns in the school setting, speaking 

informally with students and staff, and attending various student activities. I did this in 

order to become familiar with the physical and social milieu and to allow the regular 

inhabitants of the school to get used to the my presence. The recommended sample size 

for grounded theory has been estimated to be about 30-50 interviews and/or observations 

(Morse, 1994). I spent a total of 10 full school days (approximately 8am until 2pm) in 

the field for the sole purpose of making field observations. There were a total of 

nineteen focus groups; seventeen groups were conducted for initial data collection and 

two additional groups were convened following data analysis for confirmation of the 

findings. Each of the focus groups were held during one class period, which was 40 

minutes in length. The total number of participants in all focus groups was 135. Eleven 

students consented to a one-on-one interview. These interview sessions took place 

following the initial seventeen focus groups and before the two post-analysis focus 

groups.
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Focused observations began in February 2001 and took place in classrooms, 

hallways, cafeterias, and other sites on the school property where students gathered or 

had access and that provided opportunities to observe the phenomenon. During the 

observations for data collection, I generated notes of the observed behaviors, recording 

the time, place, and a description of the participants (perpetrators and victims). In this 

manner, I initially attempted to identify those students who would be good sources of 

information through field observations, positioning myself in the areas in the school 

previously listed where the students congregated, and were free to interact with one 

another with minimum restraint from school authority figures. While I was able to 

observe some examples of behavior that, at least by appearance, fit the definition of 

sexual harassment, learning the identity of the students observed engaging in the 

behavior proved difficult, if not impossible.

After some discussion with the social worker and guidance counselors, I decided 

to enlist the assistance of the faculty in approaching potential participants. I held a 

meeting with the physical education faculty (since they met with all of the students 

enrolled in the school in the course of a week) to explain the purpose of the research and 

discuss possible strategies that would enable students who could be rich sources of 

information about peer-to-peer sexual harassment from the perspective of the perpetrator 

to participate in the study. The physical education faculty volunteered to invite students 

in their classes whom they observed engaging in behavior that fit my study definition of 

peer-to-peer sexual harassment to participate in focus groups.
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The school already had a well established tradition of holding weekly group 

discussions called Principal's Lunch. Some sessions had pre-arranged topics chosen by 

the faculty or administration and for some sessions subjects were chosen by the students. 

The students knew that they could speak freely during these discussions. They also 

were aware that while notes were taken during the discussions for the purpose of 

addressing the issues raised, anonymity of the speakers would be maintained and there 

would be no consequences or repercussions for speaking out. Since the students were 

already familiar with this format, I decided to use this approach to facilitate the focus 

groups and obtain data. The questions that were used to facilitate the discussion were 

chosen from the General Domains of Inquiry prepared during the proposal phase of the 

study (Appendix A).

Written consent from guardians was obtained for the students to participate in 

various discussion groups throughout the school year by the school authorities at the 

beginning of the school year through a letter that was sent to every student’s home 

(Appendix B). Since the format for the focus groups was identical to what the school 

used to conduct discussion groups with the students on a variety of issues, the school 

authorities considered their form to be adequate for the purposes of guardian consent for 

students to participate in my research.

Sixteen of the nineteen focus groups were conducted during the gym period in 

which the students who wished to participate were scheduled. An average of eight 

students attended each focus group. Student participants received credit for gym 

attendance. The faculty's rationale for this action was that a health-related issue was
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being discussed that met the course objectives. As was the standard for other school 

sponsored discussion groups, refreshments were provided for the participants in the form 

of bagels, donuts, and juice for morning sessions, or pizza, fruit, granola bars and soda 

for afternoon or lunch sessions. For one of the focus groups, I took advantage of an 

opportunity to use one of the scheduled Principal’s Lunches. There were fifteen students 

in the group that was held during the Principal's Lunch. Two additional focus groups 

were conducted following data analysis to obtain feedback from adolescents about the 

categories generated, relationships between the categories, and the basic social 

psychological process that I believed had emerged from the data.

Of the 135 students who participated in the discussion groups, 45 (33.4%) were 

male and 90 (66.6%) were female. There were 94 African Americans (69.6%), 37 

Caucasians (27.5%), 3 (2.2%) Latinos and one (0.7%) Asian American. When 

compared to the demographics for the school as a whole, females and African 

Americans were over-represented.

Written notes were taken during the initial sessions on a large paper tablet that 

the students could see during the session. The sessions were also attended by the social 

worker and one or two social work interns who also took part in facilitating the 

discussions and who took notes. I reviewed all sets of notes for congruity and then 

transcribed all of the scribe notes to a floppy disk and printed a hard copy for analysis.

Two to four focus groups per day were conducted over the course of several 

weeks. Following the completion of a day of focus group sessions, I reviewed the data 

for content and the participant’s definitions of various terms and scenarios. As a result
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of these reviews, I was able to begin to recognize categories, and formulate new 

questions that would further refine terms and concepts and lead to the discovery of new 

ideas, social rules and definitions. I eventually arrived at a point in the data collection 

where no new information came to light and existing definitions remained unchanged. 

As a result, I made the decision to discontinue conducting the focus groups.

Following completion of the first seventeen focus groups, a total of eleven 

individual interviews were held with students who were recruited or volunteered for this 

activity. The purpose of these one-on-one sessions was to follow-up on students' 

thoughts and feelings related to peer-to-peer sexual harassment that emerged during the 

group sessions. Some were students who participated in the focus groups who wanted to 

speak to me privately; some were recommended by the social worker or guidance 

counselors and invited to participate. Some of the referrals were based on sexual 

harassment complaints that had been filed with the social worker by other students. A 

few of the students were referred because they were known to the staff as students who 

were articulate and could be expected to provide accurate and honest insights regarding 

the issue of peer-to-peer sexual harassment. A few of the interviewees were self- 

referred; they became aware of the opportunity to participate in the study and expressed 

a desire to be interviewed. Identification numbers were assigned to each interviewee 

and demographic data were obtained (Appendix C). Interviews were conducted with the 

individual students in a private place and time of the student's choosing. Table 1 (p. 64) 

summarizes the interviewees' characteristics.
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Table 1
Interview Participant Profile: Age. Gender. Grade Level. Ethnicity. Race, Academic 
Standing & Religion (N = 11)

ID# Age Gender Grade
Level

Ethnicity Race Academic
Standing

Religion

1 17 Male 12 Native American AA B Christian

2 16 Female 11 Italian Cauc B-C None

3 15 Female 9 Italian Cauc B-C Christian

4 17 Female 11 None Cauc A None

5 16 Female 10 Greek Cauc A Christian

6 15 Female 10 None Cauc A-B Christian

7 14 Male 9 None AA B Christian

8 16 Female 10 German Cauc B-C Christian

9 15 Female 10 None Cauc A Jewish

10 17 Male 11 None AA C Christian

11 16 Female 10 None Latino C Christian
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Prospective interview participants were recruited either immediately following 

their participation in a focus group or through a guidance counselor. An informal verbal 

explanation of the study was given to the students at the time of the initial contact. If 

they expressed an interest in participating, a letter explaining the study was given to 

them (Appendix D) along with a consent form for their parent or guardian to sign 

(Appendix E). An appointment was made to meet with the student at their convenience. 

Parental consent forms were collected at the time that the students presented for the 

interview. The students also were asked to sign a separate consent form for themselves 

at that time (Appendix F). The interviews each lasted from 30 to 40 minutes and were 

held in an office in the guidance department or administrative offices, depending on 

space availability. All of the interviews took place during school hours, either during 

the student's free period or lunch, depending on their choice. The interviews were 

audiotaped and transcribed for analysis in their entirety.

The audiotapes were transcribed by a professional transcriptionist and I reviewed 

the transcripts for accuracy, making corrections to the file and the hard copy as needed. 

For instance, there were some words or phrases that the transcriptionist was not able to 

understand on the audiotape. If I could remember what the student said, I made the 

correction. There were a few places where I could not be sure I recalled exactly the 

statement; in those instances, I left the notation made by the transcriptionist. All names 

used in the interview transcripts were changed to number codes to provide for 

participant confidentiality.
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Following the completion of the initial analysis of the data obtained from the 

original seventeen focus groups and eleven interviews, I held two more focus groups, 

which brought the total number of focus groups to nineteen. The purpose of these two 

additional meetings was to get students' reactions to the description of the categories and 

relationships between the categories in the diagram I had developed. The students who 

participated in these groups did not participate in the earlier groups or in the interviews.

I approached a faculty member who taught a research course at the high school. She 

agreed to allow me to meet with the students during their regular class time. Written 

explanation of the purpose of the meeting was provided to all the students in both 

classes (Appendix G). Students who expressed willingness to participate were given a 

consent form to be signed by their parent or guardian (Appendix H). An additional 

consent form was given to the students to sign themselves at the beginning of the session 

(Appendix I), as well as a demographic data form for them to fill out (Appendix C). 

Students who declined to participate were able to continue to meet for the class in an 

adjoining area. A total o f 13 students participated in the two post-analysis focus groups. 

These sessions were audiotaped in their entirety. I reviewed the tapes and made notes of 

the students' verbatim comments concerning the accuracy of the study results that they 

reviewed and critiqued.

The numbered demographic data forms, signed consent forms, interview and 

focus group audiotapes, interview transcription notes, field notes, and scribe notes from 

the focus groups, and floppy disks containing any data are being kept in a locked
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cabinet. After five (5) years have elapsed, the tapes and diskettes will be erased and 

hard copy notes and data will be destroyed (American Psychological Association, 1995).

Ethical Considerations

Approval to conduct the study was obtained from Widener University, School of 

Nursing Research Committee (Appendix J), and the school administration under whose 

jurisdiction the school operated (Appendix K). Informed consent is the primary means 

of protecting the autonomy and right to self-determination of research participants.

With a few exceptions, adolescents under the age of 18 are not considered autonomous, 

independent persons (Fisher, Hoagwood, & Jensen, 1996). Therefore, informed consent 

from the guardian and assent from the adolescent was obtained prior to any student’s 

participation (O'Sullivan & Fisher, 1997; Riesch, Tosi, & Thurston, 1999).

Participation in the study was completely voluntary. For the students who 

participated in the initial focus groups, the written consent from guardians obtained for 

the students to participate in various discussion groups throughout the school year by the 

school authorities at the beginning of the school year through a letter that was sent to 

every student's home (Appendix B) was applied to the focus group sessions. Since the 

format for the focus groups was identical to what the school used to conduct discussion 

groups with the students on a variety of issues, the school authorities considered their 

form to be adequate for the purposes of guardian consent. The study was also verbally 

explained to the students at the time of their recruitment by the physical education 

teachers and at the beginning of each focus group session, at which time the students 

were informed that they could return to class if they no longer wished to participate in
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the discussion. Only gender and racial/ethnic demographic data were available for these 

students. Their names, ages and grade level were not recorded.

For the students who were interviewed one-on-one, an informal verbal 

explanation of the study, as well as the benefits and risks of participating in the study 

were given to the students on the initial contact. If they expressed an interest in 

participating, a letter explaining the study was given to them (Appendix D) along with a 

consent form for their parent or guardian to sign (Appendix E). Parental consent forms 

were collected at the time that the students presented for the interview. The students 

also were asked to sign a separate consent form for themselves at that time (Appendix 

F). One student who initially volunteered to be interviewed and whose guardian gave 

written consent for the interview to take place subsequently declined to go through with 

the interview.

For the post-analysis focus groups, an informal written description of what they 

wrere being invited to do was provided, (Appendix G) as well as separate guardian 

(Appendix H) and student consent forms (Appendix I), similar to the forms and 

procedures that were followed for the recruitment of the interview participants. I felt 

this was necessary for the students in these two groups because they were going to be 

participating in a more focused discussion of the subject of peer-to-peer sexual 

harassment compared to students in the initial focus groups.

Since observation of student behaviors took place in public areas, many people 

were observed whose actions and responses did not become a part of this study. Packard 

(1981) suggested a method that could be used by researchers doing data collection in
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naturalistic settings to identify those participants from whom informed consent to 

participate in the study must be obtained. He described "levels" of participants as 

primary, secondary, or general public. Primary participants are those individuals who 

are most at risk of losing anonymity and privacy as a result of becoming informants. In 

this study, the primary participants were those students who agreed to participate in 

focus groups and individual face-to-face interviews; therefore, the consent procedures 

were designed and followed as described previously. Secondary participants were 

faculty, staff, security personnel and other students who witnessed peer-to-peer sexual 

harassment and its consequences. The input of secondary participants was sought in the 

study because their presence may have had an effect on the occurrence and variations of 

the phenomenon. Their perspectives may also add to the understanding of the basic 

social psychological process of peer to peer sexual harassment. However, they 

functioned as consultants to me in the research process and I did not use my discussions 

with them as data in the discovery of the grounded theory. Therefore, I did not obtain 

informed consent from these individuals. Likewise, I did not obtain consent from the 

general public, who were persons in the background who merely inhabited the general 

area where the observations took place and as such were not participants in the research.

All primary participants were informed that they could drop out or refuse to 

participate in the study at any time. Continuing consent was obtained as the data 

collection progressed; this was done during the discussions by occasionally asking the 

students in the focus groups and interviews if they wanted to continue. The participants' 

names were not used in the study. Each interview participant was assigned a code
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number and confidentiality was maintained. The names or other identifying data of 

student participants are being kept separate from the data and all data are kept locked.

Data Analysis

The goal of the analysis was to discover a model that represents most (if not all) 

of what is going on when adolescents sexually harass peers. First, I identified in the data 

the basic social psychological problem that the adolescents are trying to avoid or solve 

by engaging in sexual harassment of their peers. Second, once I identified the problem, 

the process whereby peer to peer sexual harassment is used to prevent or solve the 

problem was discovered. By the completion of these two tasks through data analysis, a 

substantive theory of the basic social psychological process of peer to peer sexual 

harassment that was grounded in the data emerged.

Analysis of the information obtained from various sources began immediately 

with the first collection of data and focused on the generation of terms and definitions 

student participants used to describe the phenomenon of peer-to-peer sexual harassment 

in adolescents. Following the completion of the data collection, analysis continued and 

focused on 1) the generation of concepts which described the phenomenon of peer-to- 

peer sexual harassment in adolescents and 2) the exploration of underlying relationships 

among the concepts. Constant comparative analysis was used to systematically compare 

and sort data, as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967). The outcomes of this process 

were categories and subcategories, and ultimately, generated theory. The procedure 

included open coding, axial coding, selective coding, memoing and diagramming.
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Coding of data was carried out according to the criteria recommended by Strauss and 

Corbin (1998). Coding procedures were used to sort, analyze, and synthesize the data 

obtained through observations, focus group sessions and interviews. Dr. Margaret 

Kearney from Boston College assisted me with the coding procedures. Dr. Kearney is a 

nationally recognized qualitative researcher and has conducted and published many 

grounded theory studies.

Open Coding

Transcripts of the initial focus groups and interviews were typed in columns, 

double spaced. Each set of initial focus group data was assigned a number and chapter 

(ie. FG1 Cl).  The interviews were assigned numbers (ie. IV 1, IV 2). Then each line 

within each transcript was numbered to facilitate retrieval and identification of the 

source of the data as it was coded. The written text of initial focus group discussions 

and interviews were examined line by line for patterns of behavior, behavioral 

occurrences, definitions, social rules and key words. Statements were split into smaller 

parts of phrases or even single words, inspected, and compared for similarities and 

differences. As patterns and key words were identified, they were assigned a code. 

These codes consisted of descriptive labels that I created such as "respecting 

boundaries" and "not deliberate" and in vivo codes, where the students' own words were 

used. Some examples of in vivo codes were "trust", "associates" and "teasing". The 

statements of the participants were coded in as many ways as possible. When new codes 

emerged in subsequent focus group or interview data, the previously coded data were 

examined for the new code. Using this method, the data were reviewed many times.
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Axial Coding

Categories and their properties were identified from groups of codes that were 

found to be conceptually similar in nature or related in meaning. The second level of 

coding began as categories were identified. Axial coding is the process of relating 

categories to their subcategories and each other to form more exact and comprehensive 

descriptions of phenomena. An expected outcome of axial coding is that as data that 

were fractured during open coding are reassembled, relationships among the various 

categories will emerge. Axial coding is a complex operation that includes several basic 

tasks: laying out the properties of a category and their respective dimensions, identifying 

the variations in context, actions, and consequences associated with a phenomenon, 

linking a category to its subcategories through statements that describe how they are 

related to each other, and looking for support in the data to explain how major categories 

might relate to each other (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). For example, an early code was 

"getting attention". Other early codes that were similar to this code were 

"entertainment", "showing off' and "making yourself look bigger". I decided to group 

all these codes under one broad major category, using one of the labels that had been 

assigned to one of the smaller categories, "showing off'.

Selective Coding

Data were assessed carefully with respect to the general question "What are the 

causes, context, contingencies, consequences and conditions represented in the data?" 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Causes identify the events preceding the identified 

phenomenon. Causes answer the question "What caused this to happen?". The context
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addresses the setting and social structures that guided the social interaction. 

Contingencies are variables in the conditions that are present when the phenomenon 

exists. Consequences are the results of the phenomenon. Figure 1 (p. 74) depicts how 

these attributes contributed to the development of Stage 1 o f the basic social 

psychological process. Stages 2, 3, and 4 were developed using the same coding 

method.

When the answers to these questions are found in the data, selective codes are 

generated. The selective codes unify and explain the smaller categories and codes under 

them. The selective codes become the link between the data and the grounded theory. 

The selective codes form the stages of the theory; in this study they were "encountering 

another", "assessing the existing relationship", "sending/receiving a message", 

"receiving/sending a response", and "clarifying the social identity". The selective codes 

represented the behavior in which the adolescents engaged. For example, no students 

identified that there was such a thing as "assessing the existing relationship"; however, 

in evaluating the data, it became apparent that the adolescents considered what, if any, 

relationship existed between them before choosing to behave, choosing what the 

behavior would be, and how to react to the behavior. There were also rules that guided 

these decisions. By looking for the cause, context, contingencies, consequences and 

conditions related to the behavior, this selective code became apparent.

In this final coding level, categories were further integrated and refined in an 

effort to identify a "central category" (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 146). The function of 

the central category is to pull other categories together to form an explanatory whole.
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Figure 1
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This explanatory whole should describe how conditions and their variations produce 

variations in action in the central category or process and the consequences of those 

actions.

Field notes supported the development of selective codes. After categories were 

developed and selective codes generated, the field notes were checked to see if the codes 

would hold up. Field notes were examined for examples of the selective codes. The last 

step in the generation of selective codes was to go back to the focus group and interview 

data for review to see if they were in agreement with the selective codes.

Memoing

Memos are the written record of the investigator's thoughts and 

conceptualizations regarding the emerging concepts and relations between them. Their 

purpose is to assist the investigator to maintain analytical distance from the data and to 

keep the research grounded in the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Three types of memos 

were created in the study: analytic, process, and personal.

Analytic memos are accounts of the investigator's ongoing efforts to 

conceptualize and categorize the data. They display the development of the theory and 

my ways of thinking about the experiences under study, the linking of the categories and 

the emergence of the core category. I wrote my analytic memos in a formal way in 

anticipation that they would become a part of the report of the findings of my study. An 

example of an analytic memo is provided in Table 2 (p. 76).

Process memos record the investigator’s observations about the behavior of the 

participants and interactions, the investigator's own behavior in interaction with the
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Table 2
Analytical Memo

Possible basic social problems 7/24/01

1. Initiating an acquaintance that may lead to a love relationship. It has been proposed 
that both adolescent males and females may use what they perceive to be flattering 
or complementary remarks about a person's physical attributes or body parts to gain 
the attention of a prospective love interest. Since they are still in the formative 
stages of many social skills, including how to approach the opposite or same sex for 
the purposes of dating, they are trying out approaches to see which are most 
effective in achieving their goal. How to do this with consistent success and avoid 
rejection and possible humiliation is a problem to be solved.

2. Establishing oneself as "cool" or as a person who's friendship or companionship is 
desired. Turning a clever phrase or cutting remark for which there is no equally 
clever or cutting response can result in one being quoted or becoming the stuff of 
legends. Successful put-downs (a.k.a. cracking, doing the dozens, ranking, kidding, 
teasing) can be one means of gaining popularity and respect amongst one's peer 
group, thereby avoiding being a "nobody" or at the lower end of the social scale.

3. The "sour grapes" scenario. When a break up in a love relationship has been one - 
sided or somewhat ugly, starting sexual rumors that soil the reputation of the ex- 
boyfriend/girlffiend or portray that person as less than adequate in sexual 
performance is a way of saying "it wasn't really all that great of a relationship 
anyhow". The scorned lover solves the problem of being perceived as the one who 
is not worthy by making the pre-emptive strike against the former partner.

4. Demonstrating acceptance of or caring for another person. Teasing a friend about 
his or her sexuality or body is a way of letting that person know that they are 
important to you and therefore worthy of their attention, the rationale being that "if I 
kid you, you must be important to me, otherwise I would ignore you". This may be 
especially true when the sexual harassment occurs among members of the same 
gender. The person doing the teasing avoids appearing inappropriately affectionate 
(ie, gay or lesbian) and knows what subjects or areas to avoid when teasing because 
the target is someone who they know well and who likewise knows the perpetrator 
well.

5. Increasing one's status in the peer group. By pointing out the short comings of 
another, the adolescent deflects attention from his/her own weaknesses or feelings of 
inferiority. They avoid being on the bottom of the social ladder by putting someone 
else below themselves.
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informants, thoughts and ideas about sampling, or they may simply be procedural 

reminders (Sandelowski, Davis, & Harris, 1989). An example of a process memo is 

provided in Table 3 (p. 78).

Personal memos served as a "to do" list for me, reminding me about 

appointments and other tasks that I needed to complete during the course of data 

collection. In this study, I kept the analytic memos separate from the process and 

personal memos with few exceptions. Each memo was dated in the text and/or recorded 

in the computer as to when the file was created.

Diagrams are visual memos in which possible relationships among concepts are 

mapped out. Together memos and diagrams are important because they document the 

intellectual processes and subjective feelings of the researcher, as well as provide a map 

of the decision-making trail related to data collection and analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). Diagramming took place as the data analysis became more complex and I 

needed a visual aid to help me test various ways to organize the categories and the 

relationships between them. With the use of diagrams, it was easier for me to check for 

fit and see if what I thought was happening was supported by the data.

Methodologic Rigor

In qualitative inquiry, reliability and validity of the data generated are established 

through processes designed to insure that the perceptions of the participants and their 

definitions of what they experience are accurately represented (Sandelowski, 1986).
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Table 3 
Process Memo

February 27. 2001

I probably need to get here early in the morning when the first buses arrive 
(which the union president tells me is around ten minutes to seven) so I can observe 
students as they interact with each other in the, socially, you know, outside the 
classroom where their behavior is not subject to, you know, the conventions of the 
classroom and hierarchy.

Yesterday the cafeteria didn't turn out to be as active in terms of the behavior I'm 
looking for, but I probably need to go back some more because the guidance counselors 
and the faculty seem to think it's the place to go. Eventually I’d like to attend some 
social or sports events. I think a good source would also be after school in the hallways 
and outside the school. The students also congregate in front of the school during lunch 
break. These environments may be hard to enter and blend in sort of unobtrusively, but 
I have to go there before I can decide if they are good places and, if they are, how I 
might be able to be in the environment without creating a disturbance or changing their 
behavior.

I spoke with the staff and students yesterday and I’m thinking that the word has 
spread fairly quickly about who I am and what I am doing in the school. When I talked 
to people yesterday, I did make a conscious effort to avoid describing my study using 
the term "sexual harassment", but when I spoke to the PPSTA president and the math 
teacher in the office today, they used the term before I did, so the word is out.
Hopefully, the students won't feel the need to "perform", or if they do, they'll settle back 
into their normal behavior in a short time.
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Rigor, or trustworthiness, in qualitative study is supported by several operational 

techniques. They include credibility, confirmability, and transferability (Guba, 1981).

Credibility refers to the ability to have confidence in the data offered by the 

participants and that it truthfully and accurately represents their experiences related to 

the phenomenon under study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Streubert and Carpenter (1995) 

state that maintaining a sustained presence in the environment where the phenomenon 

exists, and collecting data over an extended period of time, are the best ways to establish 

credibility. Prolonged engagement allows continuous validation of data generated and 

provides a means of norming events. Spending sufficient time in data collection helped 

me to avoid possible inflation of the importance of occurrences that were not truly 

representative of the properties and dimensions of the phenomenon of peer-to-peer 

sexual harassment (Glaser, 1978). I spent 5 months observing in the field, facilitating 

focus groups, and interviewing informants. During the period of field observations, full 

days were spent just "hanging out" observing the students and staff as they went through 

their daily routines. I moved to different hallways throughout the day, and then returned 

to the same hallways at different times of the day before, during, and after school. I 

attended a variety of classes: physical education, English, home economics, computer 

science, art, business law, and mathematics. I spent time in "resource room", which was 

a service offered to students who wanted to obtain extra help with a subject or a 

particular project. Several days observations included all three lunch periods in the 

cafeteria. Time was spent in guidance observing the interaction among students. I also 

attended club meetings after school and a dinner honoring graduating Latino students.
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Outside the school, I spent time at a deli where some students went for lunch, as well as 

the tennis courts and the track when students were using those facilities.

Credibility can also be strengthened by having individuals from the same 

environment who meet the same criteria as the original study participants review the 

investigator's interpretations of the data generated through interviews and observations. 

A type of procedure similar to "member checks", this exercise provides an opportunity 

to find out if others from the same setting who are familiar with the phenomenon 

recognize the findings as true and representative of their experiences and understanding 

of the phenomenon (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). To check if my findings met this criteria, 

I returned to the school and held focus groups with new participants. I presented them 

with the written results and solicited their reactions to it. I reviewed their comments 

and added their input to the analysis as appropriate.

Confirmability is a process criterion and pertains to the extent to which the 

analytic activities and decisions of the investigator can be followed and substantiated by 

another individual (Sandelowski, 1986). By clearly documenting the evidence and 

thought processes that led to the conclusions presented in the report of the study, the 

researcher leaves a map that could be reviewed and critiqued by other investigators 

skilled in the research techniques employed in the study. This is referred to as an audit 

trail (Sandelowski). I have kept detailed notes of field observations, verbatim transcripts 

of interviews, and transcripts of the scribe notes from the focus group sessions. These 

notes were generated by two or three observers. I cross-checked the scribe notes and 

found good correlation between the notations made by the different recorders. Analytic
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and process memos were kept for this study. Examples of these types of memos were 

provided earlier in this report.

Transferability is concerned with the probability that the findings will be relevant 

when applied to related contexts and similar situations (Sandelowski, 1986;

Sandelowski, 1993). Techniques that can be employed to increase the transferability of 

the research findings include the application of theoretical sampling procedures, and 

maximizing the range and content of data generated (Glaser, 1978). Earlier I detailed 

the amount and variety of my sampling procedures. Through the use of focus groups 

and individual interviews, over 10% of the total student population was able to 

participate in the study. It is important to remember that in the naturalistic paradigm, 

reality is assumed to be multiple and constructed. Collected data are time-bound, 

context-dependent, and subject to change. Therefore, while users of the research 

findings may respond positively to those findings, the fact that they may not does not 

necessarily undermine the reliability of the data nor the validity of the findings 

(Sandelowski, 1993).

In summary, an overview of the grounded theory method of qualitative inquiry 

has been presented, followed by a description of the procedures used to obtain data. An 

account of the strategies used to gain access to a study site and to recruit participants 

was provided, including information on the steps taken to protect the informants from 

any harm that might have resulted from their participation in the research. A detailed 

report of the procedures used to collect and analyze the data, with specific examples of
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various types of codes and memos, was also furnished. Finally, evidence was offered to 

affirm that the data and the perceptions of the participants were accurately represented.
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CHAPTER4 

RESULTS

The research focused on answering the question: What are the basic social 

psychological processes that induce and perpetuate peer-to-peer sexual harassment in 

adolescents? The answer to this question is presented in this chapter as the substantive 

theory of Building a Social Identity, derived through data analysis. First, a conditional 

matrix is presented in order to provide a backdrop for understanding the macro and 

micro environmental influences on adolescent behavior in the setting where the study 

took place. Second, the basic social psychological problem encountered by students in 

their dealings with peers in school is discussed. Third, the basic social psychological 

process that students use to effectively manage the basic social psycholog ical problem is 

explicated. The general social strategies that students use in the school setting are also 

defined and are a subset of the basic social psychological process. A four stage process 

is presented that constitutes the grounded theory. Building a Social Identity. Throughout 

this chapter examples from the data are used to illustrate theory development.

Context

A conditional matrix is proposed that will assist in tracing out what elements in 

the adolescent's environment have an impact on peer-to-peer interactions (Figure 2, 

pg. 84).
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FIGURE 2

Conditional Matrix: Environmental Influences on Adolescents
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The Conditional Matrix

The matrix can be divided into two distinct sections; the macro and micro 

environments. In the macro environment are the laws and regulations that direct the 

formulation of local school district policy. These laws and regulations do not directly 

influence the adolescent's behavior, but indirectly affect the adolescent as federal, state, 

and case law shape the policies and enforcement of policies at the level of the individual 

school that the adolescent attends. What is considered "lawful conduct" may also affect 

behaviors and attitudes in the adolescent’s family and community. The entertainment 

industry and other communications media are also included in the macro environment. 

The media has substantial influence on adolescent behavior through broadcasting, 

promotion and sales of sporting events, live and recorded music, films, television 

programming, publications, and advertising that target adolescent audiences. The 

remaining section of the matrix illustrates the micro environment: an array of friends, 

other students, family, and school and classroom policies that directly affect the 

behavior of the individual adolescent. The elements in each subsection of the matrix are 

discussed.

The Macro Environment

To the extent that they are subject to the "will of the people", elected officials at 

both the federal and state level propose and pass laws in response to requests/demands 

from their constituents in their legislative districts. In order for these laws to take 

effect, regulations must be written and published for review by the public that describe 

and direct how the laws will be enforced. During the period of review, those individuals
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and groups who wish to do so may comment on the regulation and make suggestions for 

improvements as indicated. In this way, the public has multiple opportunities to 

influence what will ultimately be the law of the land. At the same time, the public often 

looks to the law to decide what would be a proper course of action or to establish 

standards for behavior for individuals, groups, and communities.

Local school districts have a legal obligation to base decisions regarding policies 

and procedures for the daily operation of the schools under their jurisdiction on existing 

state laws and regulations. In addition, school district policies may also reflect the 

influence of case law that has to do with the educational system that results from civil 

suits brought by plaintiffs. These district policies may be adopted as written or serve as 

guidelines for the development of rules/policies at individual schools within the local 

system.

While the media are subject to regulation by the federal government through the 

Federal Communications Commission, this regulation primarily affects industry 

operations. Due to efforts to preserve free speech rights protected by the First 

Amendment, regulation of the content of advertising and programming is limited to a 

ban on cigarette and alcohol ads, restrictions on the broadcasting of pornography to 

specific venues and a viewer/content rating system that ranks films and television 

programs according to sexual content, language, and violence. Content that portrays or 

condones sexual harassment is not banned or regulated by law. Adolescent consumers 

influence content and marketing decisions through the considerable power they wield
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with their dollars and time. If the target market does not buy it, read it, watch it or listen 

to it, the commodity will disappear from the marketplace.

The Micro Environment

At this level, the adolescent’s behavior may be influenced by federal and state 

law through the dissemination and enforcement of district policies regarding acceptable 

student conduct in the school; administrators and individual faculty members affect 

students' respect for policies to the extent that they reinforce the rules of behavior in the 

classroom, hallways, and school-sponsored activities.

There is reciprocal interaction between the adolescent and the family. Families 

can support or undermine the authority of teachers and administrators, also having an 

impact on the adolescent’s behavior in school. The family may also influence 

community, state, and federal opinion through participation in the political process. 

Family rules and accepted standards of behavior (both explicit and implicit) affect how 

the adolescent behaves at home and in public. Adolescents will imitate behavior they 

observe in the home. In turn, the adolescent may exert some influence on the 

development and enforcement of family standards.

Both friends and non-friends can affect behavior through their actions/reactions 

resulting from contact with the adolescent. These relationships and how they influence 

behavior will be described in detail in the discussion of the basic social psychological 

process later in this chapter.
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The Basic Social Psychological Problem and Process

The Basic Social Psychological Problem

The basic social psychological problem encountered by adolescents in this study 

was "misjudging social identity". It was important to adolescents that they avoid 

mistaking or having others mistake their social identity.

Yeah, cuz i f  somebody was to hit me in my butt or my boob or something like that 

I ’d  be pissed and I 'd  hit them like I  wasn’t jokin anymore, so it kinda... it all 

depends. It mainly depends on if  you know the person and how well you know 

them. Cuz i f  a person I just met was to say something about me then I'd  take it 

offensively regardless o f what he said, even i f  it was good, I mean I ’d still be like 

all right, why is he saying that? But i f  it was like, a person that I've known for  

years and years and years, then it really wouldn 't bother me as much just 

because I ’ve known them fo r so long and I know so much about them and they 

know so much about me . They know what to say and what not to say to bother 

me. (Whitefemale, age 16)

One of the ways adolescents accomplished this was to send and receive messages 

to each other in order to learn about each other's social identity and the prevailing "rules 

of engagement". While some of these messages had sexual overtones or sexual 

references, all were not considered by adolescents to be sexual harassment. Knowledge 

that adolescents considered essential to be able to send the right message and avoid 

misunderstandings, were a) the nature of the existing relationship between or among the 

participants, b) the purpose and intended outcome of the behavior, c) strategies to be
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employed, and d) the potential consequences of the interaction. When adolescents 

encountered a situation that involved establishing their identity in the social order with 

one or more peers, they felt it was important to take into account a) whether the other 

person was or was not a friend, b) what they hoped would result from the encounter, c) 

how they would go about achieving their goals, and d) what the possible results of the 

interaction would be. Each new interaction of this type with another adolescent had the 

potential to validate or contradict the social identity of the persons involved.

The Basic Social Psychological Process

The basic social psychological process was Building a Social Identity. Figure 3 

(p. 90) illustrates the process and its stages. Adolescents had an image of themselves 

and other adolescents in their environment that developed over time and was influenced 

by a number o f factors including the attitudes and behaviors of family, friends, 

community, and the media. This identity in turn influenced their behavior in social 

situations. Whether adolescents' social identities were affected by various interactions 

that took place with their peers and, if so, how their identities were affected, depended 

on a number of variables and contingencies. Peer-to-peer sexual comments, teasing and 

harassment were behaviors identified by the adolescents in this study as strategies they 

used to develop and validate their social identity through their relationships with other 

adolescents in their environment.

The process began with the target and the perpetrator coming together in the 

environment (Encountering Another), at which point something stimulated the
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perpetrator to send a message to the target. This could originate with the target (such as 

perceived errant behavior, physical appearance, or status as friend or non-friend) or with 

the perpetrator (such as a desire to initiate or further a relationship with the target or to 

make an impression on others who were looking on).

It can be like constructive criticism- expect the person to change. I f  they don't 

want to be teased, then they change what they are doing to bring on the teasing. 

Can be meant to criticize, like if something doesn 't look good, like their hair or 

their clothes. You are helping them out. Like i f  someone is too skinny, you tell 

them they need to eat. You don’t have to say it in a mean way; 'You look 

unhealthy, you need to eat something'. You say something out o f concern; 'Are 

you OK?'.(Blackfemale, age 15)

I f  you see something that looks good, you want to share it; say it to your friends, 

not to the girl.(White male, age 16)

Boys don’t do it fo r attention unless you 're with people. You do it in front o f 

other kids. Certain people laugh at certain things. You do it in front o f the group 

to be a part o f that crowd.(White male)

I t’s because, it's like they think it's cool and they think that's the way you talk to 

a girl. It's like they think that's what girls wanna hear....They hoping that the 

girl will draw to them...It’s like a come on.(Black male, age 17)

The next stage in the process was Assessing the Existing Relationship. Each of 

the adolescents involved in the encounter would assess the existing relationship between 

them; were they "friends" or "non-friends". A friend was someone who one trusted,
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spent valued time with, shared confidences with, and whom one could count on for 

support.

Somebody to hang out with on the weekends.(Black fem ale)

Always there fo r  you no matter what.( Black female)

I f  you have problems, you can talk to them about stu ff you can't tell anyone 

else.(White female)

A non-friend was anyone who did not fit the criteria for friend; could be a stranger, an 

"associate" (acquaintance), or an enemy.

Someone you say, like "hi/bye ” to but don't talk (Black female)

Just with them in class or school, don 7 spend time togetherf White male) 

Associates you just talk to, you don 7 trust them( Black female)

Knowing who was friend and who was non-friend guided many day-to-day social 

interactions and decisions regarding social behavior.

It’s scary to start talking to somebody you don 7 know. Especially i f  you find  

them attractive because you don 7 know how they ’re gonna respond to 

you. (White female)

I f I get turned down I would be embarrassed and they’d probably make fun o f me 

fo r the rest o f the day.(White male)

If I know this person. I ’ll probably have a better chance o f being friends with 

that person because if I know them, I know a little bit more about them, i t’s just 

not from  scratch, you know. I ’d know their personality a little bit and I ’d know 

how to approach that. (Whitefemale, age 15)
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I f  it is a friend  (being teased), they know you are just playing around with them 

don’t take into offense.(Black female)

Friends know the difference (between friendly and not friendly teasing); you 

have to know the person (Black female).

Once the participants in the encounter had determined the nature of the 

relationship, the third stage of the process, the actual social interaction (Sending/ 

Receiving a Message), required some decision-making on the part of both parties. 

Messages could have been verbal or non-verbal (whistling, cornering, touching, leering, 

etc.). Whether to send a message and the type of message that was sent by the 

perpetrator was influenced by what kind of relationship existed between the parties 

involved, whether the perpetrator and/or the target were alone or with others, where the 

incident took place, and what response was expected or desired. Details regarding the 

continuum of behaviors that could take place during this phase of the process are 

provided later in this chapter under the section headed How Adolescents Choose the 

Message.

I f  you say it by yourself then you like the girl; if  it is in a crowd and it makes 

people laugh, then you are showing off. I f  you say it with an attitude, then you 

don't like them.(White male)

You know if  somebody don’t like you, if they're your enemy.(Black female)

You can do it because you like them, you don't like them, you 're showing o ff in 

front offriends.fWhite male)
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Likewise, the target considered the same contingencies when choosing the response to 

the message. How one should respond to this type of attention depended on whether or 

not the target welcomed it. Both boys and girls stated that whether or not the person fit 

their criteria for being "attractive" determined whether the approach was welcome.

It depends on who it is and what they say-if they're cute.(Whitefemale)

Its not offensive i f  they look good; its offensive if I don’t like the boy (White 

female, age 17).

I f  its someone you like, it's a compliment (White female).

It's ok i f  they are good looking (White female).

It's not offensive if they look good; its offensive i f  I don ’t like the boy (White 
female).

I f  she is mad cute, she can do what she wants. ( Black male)

I f  you are going to talk to me, I must be pretty important to you; I do not care 

what people say; i f  it is not true, who cares? As long as it is not physical, I 

don’t care what you say.(Black fem ale)

If the feeling was mutual and/or welcome, then some kind of positive response 

from the target would have been in order, such as a smile or laugh. If not, the subject 

could either ignore the remark or let the person know to stop, using a "serious" tone of 

voice and words.

I f  the girls laugh, that means they want it. (Black female)

I f  somebody speaks up then they have to stop. There are ways to say no that 

mean no, others that mean its ok to keep it up (White female)

I f  you are laughing and giggling and say stop- they're not going to take it
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seriously. You have to say it seriously to be taken serious.(Black female)

I f  the girls don't want it. they should say “stop ”, not be laughing (Black female)

I say no with a lot o f bass in my voice, have to have everything behind it - 'don't 

touch me', or, 'how would you feel if  somebody touched your mother or sister like 

that?'.(Black female)

Turn around and really send a strong message, make eye contact, let them know 

you 're serious eye to eye 'I don't like that- that's disrespectful' Don't laugh or 

smile. Use assertive wordsf White female)

Clarifying the Social Identity was the final stage of the process. The effect of the 

encounter on 1) the existing relationship and 2) the social identity of both the perpetrator 

and the target was determined by the response to the message. The perpetrator and the 

target might remain strangers, become/remain acquaintances, become/remain friends, or 

become/remain enemies. The social identity of each participant might remain the same 

or might require some adjustment on the part of one or both parties depending on the 

type of response, whether it was an expected or unexpected outcome, and whether the 

relationship that existed prior to the encounter changed or remained the same.

How Adolescents Chose the Message

The figure Sending Social Signals (Figure 4, p. 96) illustrates the various means 

that adolescents who participated in this study used to initiate, reinforce, or define the 

nature of their social relationships with other adolescents in their environment. This 

continuum with Making Contact at one end and Sexual Harassing at the other was part
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of the decision making that took place during the Sending/Receiving Messages phase of 

the process of Building a Social Identity. Each category will be discussed.

Making Contact was characterized as verbal communication that occurred 

between strangers or acquaintances. The purpose of the behavior was to send a message 

that you wanted to know someone (in the case of a stranger) or become better 

acquainted (in the case of an acquaintance). The hoped for consequence was that the 

target and the perpetrator would become friends or a dating couple. The participants 

indicated that some episodes of teasing were intended to let a subject know that the 

perpetrator found him or her to be attractive and would like to get to know the subject 

better or have a sexual encounter.

(Boys are) trying to say they’re being affectionate.(Whitefemale)

Boys do it to let the girls know they like them.fBlack male)

Because she likes him. She wants a piece o f  him- can't find  nobody else. Maybe 

she thinks h e ’ll give in after a while: she wants to have sex with him.(Black 

female)

You are trying to tell her you are attracted to her.(White male)

The girl is sending a message she wants to have sex.( Black female)

Some boys do it to show affection. Want to get a girl to notice them.f Black male, 

age 17)

It is not sexual harassment, it’s attraction, trying to be friends.) Black female)
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While some of the students indicated that this type of approach was childish or 

something that was done by people who didn't know any better, they didn't find it to be 

particularly harmful or inappropriate.

I guess they haven't been taught by their family to respect girls.(Black male) 

Some immature people do it all the timed Black female)

It's not done intentionally to harm a person-just done without realizing what they 

are doing. They 're immature. (Black female)

That's just immaturity. It's not right to do it. They weren't taught right....They 

don't understand that it's not ok. Can't expect a young kid to understand it. They 

shouldn't be doing that stuff. Need to move on and grow.fBlackfemale)

Friendly Sexual Teasing was a behavior that took place among friends. Friends 

could tease each other in a sexual way without harming each other because they were 

friends and knew what each other would find funny and what would be hurtful. Teasing 

a friend about his or her sexuality or body was a way of letting that person know that 

he/she was important and therefore worthy of attention, the rationale being that "if I kid 

you, you must be important to me, otherwise I would ignore you". The person doing the 

teasing knew what subjects or areas to avoid when teasing because the target was 

someone who they knew well and who likewise knew the perpetrator well. The person 

who was the object of the teasing was not offended by the teasing, appeared to be 

enjoying the activity, and was able to bring it to an end by letting the teaser know she/he 

was going too far or it was time to stop. When a sexual remark came from a friend, it
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was more likely to be regarded as a compliment because the student already knew the 

person and he/she was not as likely to be trying to be insulting or rude.

Knowing the person is important; i f  you know the person, you 're playing and the 

person should know and not be hurt or offended. Say the same thing to a person 

you don ’t know and they get hurt or offended, then its not a joke.(Black female)

(Friendly teasing is) making fun o f one another: both laughing, having fun- when 

one person starts to get mad, that’s enough. (Black female)

Friends know the difference: you have to know the person.(White female)

You know if  they are your friend they aren 't trying to hurt your feelings.

Friends know you are joking- they don’t take it personally. I t’s a connection you 

have with a friend (White male)

A friend lets you know by telling you you are going too fa r  (Black female)

They may tell someone else that you went too fa r  with the teasing, and it gets 

back to you (Black female)

Friends will work it out with one another (Whitefemale)

A rationale for sexual teasing that was related to Friendly Teasing was that 

friends would tease each other as an attempt to make light of a bad situation or make 

their friend feel better. They used teasing as a way of seeing the humor in some 

otherwise uncomfortable event, cheer up a person, or to demonstrate support and 

empathy.

(Teasing is done)To make yourself or the other person (who is being teased) 

laugh.(White male)
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(Teasing is) a way o f  flirting, breaking the ice between friends.(White female)

...I  crack on people, but I  do it to make light o f  a situation^ Black female)

When this kind of communication occurred among friends, the participants validated the 

nature of their relationship, knew that they were an accepted member of the group, and 

could gain a sense of support and understanding from friends.

The students who reviewed the continuum in the post-analysis focus groups 

added Constructive Criticism as a rationale for Friendly Sexual Teasing. This is 

represented in italics in the box under Friendly Sexual Teasing in the section Purpose for 

Behavior. Initially, Constructive Criticism was represented as a subcategory under Not- 

Friendly Sexual Teasing. The students pointed out that if the criticism was truly 

"constructive" and intended to help the person, it would take place between friends and 

be done quietly and privately.

I  don't think the constructive criticism from somebody that you are not friends 

with you're gonna take seriously and actually say 'Maybe I think they're right', 

especially i f  it's in a degrading way...You give suggestions friend to friend, not 

just say it out in front o f  everybody.(White female, age 16)

They advised changing the entry Constructive Criticism under Non-Friendly Sexual 

Teasing to simply Criticism. The reasoning for this will be discussed later when that 

section is described.

Showing Off included sexual teasing behaviors that occurred in situations where 

the perpetrator was playing to an audience; there were several different purposes for the 

activity. An adolescent who was Showing Off may have been making an effort to be
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"one of the crowd" that was already engaged in sexual teasing at the time or was known 

for this kind of behavior. The purpose was to establish oneself as "cool" or as a person 

whose friendship or companionship was desirable. Sexual teasing was regarded as a 

form of entertainment, and, as such, relieved boredom, brought pleasure to self and/or 

others, and made the perpetrator the center of attention. A person who achieved a 

reputation for being consistently "funny" could gain status amongst her/his peers from 

this recognition.

Showing Off included many statements that expressed the same or similar 

explanations for the occurrence of this behavior. These statements all expressed a 

common perception of harassing behavior as harmless teasing that was done to entertain 

or as something that was fun or enjoyable, albeit at some other person's expense who 

was not necessarily a friend or who may not have enjoyed the attention. This was 

different from Friendly Sexual Teasing in which the subject of the harassment was a 

friend who enjoyed the attention as a sign of acceptance by the social group. The target 

or person who was the subject of the harassment in this case was merely a stage prop 

used by the perpetrator/s. The purpose of the harassment was for the perpetrator, not the 

subject, to become the center of attention for the audience. It was neither friendly nor 

malicious in intention from the perspective of the perpetrator, who was neutral where the 

subject or her/his feelings were concerned.

(It's for) humor; you get tired o f talking about people's mothers so you crack on

their sexuality.(Black male)

I f  you say it by yourself then you like the girl; i f  it is in a crowd and it makes
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people laugh, then you are showing o ff (White male)

The reasons (for teasing) depend on the person; you think you ’re a big shot; you 

do it to get attention or laughter( White male)

Boys don't do it fo r  attention unless (they're) with people. (They) do it in front o f  

other kids. Certain people laugh at certain things. You do it in front o f  the 

group to be a part o f that crowd.f White male)

Guys do it fo r  props (popularity,) with other boys. It gets laughs.( White female, 

age 15)

It is normal behavior; protocol (it is what guys do; doesn ’t mean anything; it is 

everyday behavior) (White male)

They want attention, your attention or attention from their crowd... They say 

offensive things in front o f their friends, to get attention from the friends they are 

with, not the person they are saying it to.(White male)

To get a laugh; the guys say (to the perpetrator) "You're the man" "You the 

gangsta".(Black male)

Non-Friendly Sexual Teasing included Hurtful Teasing and Criticism. Each 

occurred between non-friends, such as strangers or acquaintances. Hurtful Teasing 

could also take place between enemies.

In one form of Hurtful Teasing described by the participants, perpetrators were 

attempting to change their social identity. By pointing out the short-comings of another, 

adolescents deflected attention from their own weaknesses or feelings of inferiority. 

Perpetrators might see themselves as outsiders or may have wished to become ac cepted
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by a particular social group within the school or community. It was a self-serving kind 

of behavior whose purpose was to put someone else down and thereby raise oneself up; 

the put-down was a means to an end, not an end.

(Kids do it) to take the focus off themselves; to hang with the crowd: to be 

popular. (White male)

Because they can’t fight- they do it to act hard, try to make themselves look 

bigger. They are just showing o ff to impress their friends; they hang around 

friends who can fight, friends won't let you fight alone. So they tease even 

though they can’t fight. (Black female)

Some people say stuff like that to make up fo r  their own shortcomings; comment 

on someone else because you feel insecure. You make fun o f them because you 

are not happy with what you have.(White male)

Sometimes boys will start it (a sexual rumor) themselves about themselves. It’s to 

attract girls. They want to make themselves look better to their peers or other 

guys (Whitefemale)

The person being teased was a prop in the Play of Life and the perpetrator was making 

an attempt at being humorous to gain popularity or status. The perpetrator could also be 

seeking status, by attempting to convince members of the desired social group that the 

target was "them" and the perpetrator was "us", but not necessarily by being funny.

Hurtful Teasing also involved dialogue that the perpetrator knew would result in 

bad feelings on the part of the target. The perpetrator wanted to retaliate for an earlier
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injury inflicted by the target and wished to either end the dispute with the come-back 

comment or precipitate a physical contest that would settle the argument.

(Teasing is) a way to get back at someone or get what you want i f  a girl turned 

you down or i f  you ’re jealous or don 7 like them (the person you are teasing) 

(Whitefemale, age 16)

Guys can do it to girls(mean teasing). Like i f  they don 7 like them....sometimes 

they'll just mess around and say, 'Look at her, she’s fla t’. Stuff like that.( Black 

female)

Teasing is taking away something from  someone: you do it to make them 

mad.(Black male)

I f  it’s someone that you know you have a problem with, like they ju st don 7 like 

you, so they're not gonna move out the way and they expect you to bump into 

them so then you 're gonna have a fight or something and that gives them a 

reason to fight you. (White female, age 15)

Yeah definitely. /  mean. I'll admit, like kids are cruel, like I'll pick on someone 

like i f  they’re not in my group, they're out o f it... it's just something you do. I 

don 7 know why, .... You expect them, you want them to fight back. You want 

them to stick up fo r  themselves_and say something back. (White female, age 15)

I mean if  you wanted to offend somebody, you would probably say it out loud, 

like, like you just said you would probably say it out loud, but then, that's 

because you 're lookin fo r  a fight; you 're lookin fo r  something else more than, 

you know, to make that person feel bad. You 're lookin fo r  somethin ' else. (Black
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male, age 17)

I f  a person doesn 't like you regardless they're gonna do whatever it takes to 

embarrass you, or you know, make you fee l bad. (Black male)

The purpose of Criticism given by some of the students was to make another 

aware of her/his shortcomings or errant behavior. It was hoped that the target would 

then change and be less "different". People in the environment who were different drew 

attention to themselves and upset the status quo. By engaging in sexually related 

"criticism", adolescents said they were attempting to enlighten targets about their errant 

behavior or appearance in the hope of motivating those persons to change and conform. 

Physical appearance, manner of dress, certain types of sexual activity, being a new 

person in the school, being homosexual, being academically successful and having poor 

personal hygiene were some of the attributes that could invite teasing or harassment.

Other people can't help it; they stand out: the way they look, the way they dress, 

their sneakers.(Black female)

The kids who want to stand out -  different colored hair, different race.(Black 

female)

Don't wear tight stuff... Girls dress like that fo r  attention, they know what to do 

not to get it. (Black female)

D on’t wear tight clothes or switch back and forth when you walk. No one in this 

school wears tight clothes and don't want attention (Blackfemale)

Some kids know they look different and they do it anyway. Kids tease because o f  

differences; i f  everyone looked the same there would be nothing to tease about.
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(White male)

Things they do-personal things; i f  they are being nasty-doing things that are 

inappropriate, having sex with all different kinds o f  people, degrading 

themselves, having oral sex.( Black female)

(If they are) Dirty, i f  they stink or smell, no name brand clothesf Black female) 

The person's body or appearance. Only if  they are ugly or good looking. No 

comments on an “average ” looking person.(White male)

Wherever you go, the gay guys get it (get teased), the girls don't get it.(White 

male)

'Cause he’s different, a geek, smart. (Black male)

The implication was that targets of the teasing/harassment brought the attention on 

themselves and some kids behaved "differently" intentionally to get attention. But 

whether the behavior in question was deliberate or not, the participants believed that it 

was up to the targets to change if they wanted the teasing to stop.

It can be like constructive criticism- you expect the person to change. I f  they 

don 7 want to be teased, then they change what they are doing to bring on the 

teasing. (Whitefemale)

Can be meant to criticize, like i f  something doesn 7 look good, like their hair or 

their clothes. You are helping them out. Like i f  someone is too skinny, you tell 

them they need to eat. You don 7 have to say it in a mean way; 'You look 

unhealthy, you need to eat something'. You say something out o f concern; 'Are 

you OK?'. (Black female)
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The subcategory Criticism was originally labeled Constructive Criticism. When 

presented to the post-analysis focus groups, they advised changing the label to simply 

Criticism. Their reasoning was that while they agreed that it was hurtful, if it took place 

between non-friends and done in a public way, it was not helpful. The behavior was 

seen as a "put down"; if there was any intent on the part of the perpetrator to be helpful, 

the use of shame or embarrassment could not be considered "constructive".

When you scream 'You whore, look at your shirt' you're not saying 'Ooo, I hope 

they go home and change their whole outfit because I just screamed that': you're 

not hoping to change their perception...It's all based on your wanting to make 

the person feel bad or showing off. When I tease someone it's not because I 

want them to improve as a person. Usually i f  there's somebody that I perceive as 

a slut or not a good person, I  don't care, that's their business, I don't care what 

other people do. But i f  I don't like somebody because o f their personality, that's 

when I'll tease them about things I really don't even care about just to tease 

them or just to make them feel bad (White female, age 16)

Being the "new kid on the block" was a frequent catalyst for unwelcome 

attention. (Only a newcomer gets that kind o f treatment: we don't do it all the time 

IWhite male]). The "change" that would need to take place would seem to be that the 

target would find a group to fit into and blend into the school society.

One of the focus group participants stated that behavior that communicated a 

lack of self-respect or that the respect extended was not valued invited being treated 

disrespectfully. Further, treating people with disrespect should make them value
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respectful treatment and behave in a way that demonstrated that they were deserving of 

respect.

I f  you are going to be with somebody, he can't treat you like some hooker, he has 

to have more respect. Male or female, can't abuse the respect they get. I f  she 

don't appreciate the respect, then I can disrespect her. I f  I disrespect a person, 

maybe they'll realize how they should act to get respect.( Black fem ale)

Anybody can call a female a 'ho, that could be just a rumor. But i f  she starts 

acting like it, then that's what she is.( Black female)

In all of the preceding examples, the perpetrators saw themselves as ones who 

knew better and sought to "correct" someone who did not fit in. Criticism addressed the 

social problem of persons in the environment who were different. Rather than a means 

of solving one's own "belonging" issues, the point of Criticism was to "help" others fit 

in, to embarrass or "put down" another.

The point at which both Friendly and Non-Friendly Sexual Teasing became 

Sexual Harassment was when the behavior was repetitive or continued after the 

perpetrator had been told to stop.

Harassment is overwhelming, you keep going, you intend to hurt someone, you 

take pleasure in hurting them.(White male)

I f  they don 7 stop, then it's harassment if  they've been told (White female)

Yeah, they could take that as harassment i f  you keep calling and bothering them 

and like they tell you stop or something and you keep doing it, then that’s like 

harassment. (White male)
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Harassment took place between non-friends, because friends knew when to stop and 

would not engage in hurtful or harassing behaviors; otherwise, they wouldn't be "friend". 

I f  teasing keeps happening, the person gets mad and then there's a 

fight...Harassment is continuous (and the) intent is different...Harassment keeps 

on going; not among friends. You don't say something harsh to a friend.(White 

female)

The participants acknowledged that there were instances where harassment was intended 

as a means of getting revenge or to create fear or discomfort on the part of the target.

The students suggested that it could also represent a sincere effort on the part of the 

perpetrator to make a connection with the target in the hope of becoming friends. The 

reasoning was that the perpetrator might be receiving mixed messages from the target or 

believed that if she/he persisted in attempts to make contact, the target would relent and 

accept the friendship of the perpetrator.

Now if a girl is making an advance like... like... say i f  I wanted to talk to a girl, 

and every time I go to approach the girl, the girl is saying no and everything, but 

every time I'm not approaching the girl, the girl would come up to me and blow 

a kiss or something, or sit up there and drag her finger down my face, or grab 

my ear or something, or hold my hand or something, or always be up on me and 

everything, or giving me that blinky eye and everything, it's like, then it’s like 

another story because o f the fact that, it’s like, how can you say no and keep 

encouraging him to do it? Because if he sees you doing this, he's gonna think 

maybe you changed your mind. (Black male, age 17)
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Some girls like it. They think i f  they follow him around long enough, the person 

will break down, give them what they wanted.(Black male, age 16)

Summary

Building a social identity is the core category that describes how peer-to-peer 

sexual harassment was employed by adolescents in the school setting. The core 

category is a process that recycled over the course of the social development of the 

adolescent. The core category is a substantive theory of building a social identity. The 

theory is unique to the setting in which the data collection took place and may not be 

transferable to other high school settings. Initially, the adolescents encountered the 

antecedent problem "mistaking one’s social identity". Adolescents wanted to avoid 

mistaking or having others mistake their social identity while making attempts at 

forming or promoting social relationships. When adolescents encountered new or 

familiar individuals, they were motivated to assert their own and/or the other's social 

identity and resolve the basic social psychological problem of mistaking one’s social 

identity. Adolescents moved through a basic social psychological process of building a 

social identity. As resolution of the problem progressed (consisting of sending, 

receiving and responding to messages), the social identities of the adolescents involved 

in the encounter were refined and affirmed. This chapter presented findings which 

included a description of the context of the study, the basic social psychological problem 

encountered by adolescents in the school setting, the process adolescents used to solve 

the problem, and the substantive theory of the process.
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND SUMMARY

This chapter presents the discussion and summary of the study. The Basic Social 

Psychological Process discovered was Building a Social Identity, a patterning of 

behaviors that directed how adolescents identified and confirmed their social role and 

position. Building a Social Identity was the core category that described how behaviors 

that fit the definition of peer-to-peer sexual harassment were used by adolescents in the 

school setting to form new identities and validate existing identities, thereby inducing 

and perpetuating the incidence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment. Building a Social 

Identity was a continuous process of defining and redefining one's social identity that 

directed the emergence of new and continuing relationship patterns. Chapter Five 

begins with a consideration of the grounded theory's potential for linkage with existing 

theories in nursing and social psychology . Study limitations and recommendations for 

future research are discussed. Implications of the study for nursing research and practice 

conclude the chapter.

Discussion of Findings

When an investigator has finished the analysis of the data, a secondary literature 

review may be used to compare the findings with what others have discovered about the 

phenomenon. Links may be found to existing theories that are incomplete or that are 

contradicted by the findings of the new study. A secondary review of the literature
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"allows for extending, validating and refining knowledge in the field" (Strauss &

Corbin, 1998, p. 52).

Based on the definition of sexual harassment proposed by Gelfand and associates 

(1995), incidents of peer-to-peer sexual harassment that met the criteria for gender 

harassment and unwanted sexual attention were acknowledged by the students who 

participated in this study. However, unless a specific behavior was repeated or the target 

had explicitly or implicitly indicated to the perpetrator that the attention was unwanted, 

the students (who were identified as perpetrators) gave the behavior a variety of labels 

other than "harassment". The students in this study were reluctant to use the term 

"sexual harassment" to describe most of the behaviors. Also, since the perpetrators did 

not think that their behavior rose to the level of "harassment", it is no surprise that 

researchers (AAUW, 1993; PCSW, 1995; Stein, Marshall, & Tropp, 1993; Trigg & 

Wittenstrom, 1996) reported a high rate of frequency for the behavior and that harassers 

made no attempt to conceal their actions.

The attitudes expressed by the participants in this study seemed to support the 

theory proposed by Lee and associates (1996) that the cultural structure of the school 

determines the incidence of sexual harassment. The theory positively relates the 

tolerance of rituals and informal behavior to the incidence of sexual harassment. In this 

study, social rules and behaviors and the conditions that influenced them dictated the use 

of messages and responses to messages that had sexual or gender-related overtones. 

There seemed to be a high level of acceptance among the participants for sexually 

related comments or contact (what they called teasing and joking), and the behavior had
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to be of an extreme or repetitive nature to raise it to the level of harassment in the minds 

of the students.

While Tangri et al. (1982) found support for a socio-cultural model that 

represents sexual harassment as a characteristic of a male-dominant environment in the 

workplace, this was not the case in this study. First, both males and females were 

identified by the faculty as perpetrators of peer-to-peer sexual harassment in this school. 

In addition, the girls frequently cited the need to speak up and let a person know that 

his/her behavior was inappropriate or unwanted. They described the conditions and the 

types of responses (including tone of voice) that one should use in those situations. 

Rather than reporting feelings that reflected powerlessness, self-doubt, and lowered self

esteem (Tangri et al., 1982), these young women expressed belief that there were ways 

to avoid and/or stop unwanted sexual attention and that targets need to "take charge". In 

a study of false self-behavior among adolescents, Harter. Waters & Whitesell (1997) 

disputed the notion that adolescent girls universally experience a "lack of voice" in the 

educational arena. Their research showed that rather than solely being related to gender, 

girls who resist the "good woman" stereotype of the feminine role are quite capable of 

expressing their opinions and being assertive. They also found that girls who have less 

stereotypical role models will be more likely to demonstrate more confidence in 

situations that require them to "stand up for themselves" or compete. This would 

suggest that girls (and perhaps boys) who find themselves the target of unwanted 

attention from peers may benefit from interventions that help them to develop skills that
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will enable them to "find their voice" and put a stop to the behavior themselves or seek 

help in doing so.

As was reported by Morrisey (1995), the participants tended to normalize the 

behavior. They described it as a common communication pattern among friends, as a 

way to initiate a relationship, and as a means of gaining the attention and acceptance 

among peers. Both the female and male students in this study also agreed with the 

participants in the Morrisey study that some incidents of peer -to-peer sexual harassment 

represented "typical male behavior". The males in this study generally thought it was 

"okay", while the females were divided. Some girls felt that it should be simply ignored, 

and others believed that, if it was unwelcome, one should definitely respond in an 

immediate or strong manner to avoid having the perpetrator think you welcomed the 

behavior. This difference in perspective has been attributed to the adolescents' gender 

orientation (Harter et al., 1997). Harter et al. (1997) reported that male adolescents who 

mimicked stereotypical male behavior exhibited degrading attitudes towards girls. Girls 

who endorsed the stereotypical feminine role accepted subordination by boys.

Harassers in this study also maintained that responding to unwanted attention by 

ignoring the attention is a message to the harasser that one does not care if the attention 

continues. This corresponds to the idea expressed earlier that targets need to respond 

clearly and strongly that they do not appreciate or want the attention if they want it to 

stop.

McBride's (1998) findings that peer-to-peer sexual harassment was part of a 

process of "acquiring and maintaining status" were supported in this study. As was
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stated in the Results section of this report, behavior that fit the definition of peer-to-peer 

sexual harassment was discovered to be a means of determining and clarifying one's 

social identity and that of others. As such, there may be many instances of what appear 

to be attempts to hurt or embarrass another person that may have a different explanation. 

Adolescents are learning and developing in many areas during this time in their lives; 

much of that learning is done by trial and error. In order for them to learn what is 

acceptable behavior and what is not, they must receive consistent messages from peers 

and adults who are significant in their lives. In addition, an alternative strategy must be 

offered to replace unwanted sexual attention as a means to clarify one's social identity. 

The inappropriate behavior must be substituted with one that is acceptable and enables 

the adolescent to form her or his self-identity and establish relationships in ways that do 

not hurt others.

Finally, the findings of the study also reflect Learner's (1996, 1999) 

interactional-contextual theory of adolescent development. Learner proposes that 

prosocial behavior emerges from adolescent's routine daily interactions with other 

people, especially their peers. He and others (Carpendale & Krebs, 1992; Hart &

Fegley, 1995) also postulate that adolescent moral reasoning is social and situation- 

specific. The complex and varied conditions and contingencies that dictated adolescents' 

social interactions were described and documented in Chapter 4.

The perpetrators of peer-to-peer sexual harassment who participated in this study 

expressed a different perspective on their behavior from that which is described in the 

literature. In their opinion, while they acknowledged the sexual overtones of the

R e p ro d u c e d  with perm iss ion  of th e  copyright ow ner.  F u r th e r  reproduction  prohibited without perm iss ion .



116

interactions, much of what went on was not sexual harassment but rather represented 

informal social interactions that had a variety of meanings and intended outcomes that in 

turn depended on a number of contingencies. While some of the behavior was 

intentionally hurtful, most frequently the intention was to be friendly or entertaining. 

This perspective was shared by both males and females in the study, contrary to earlier 

quantitative research that reported that females were the targets and victims of 

harassment perpetrated by their male peers. Sexually associated verbal and non-verbal 

communication was described by these adolescents as a means of establishing and 

validating one's own social identity, as well as that of significant others. This is 

consistent with the literature on adolescent psychosocial development that emphasizes 

the role of peers in the development of identity and the contextual nature of adolescent 

thinking and decision-making. The challenge, then, to students, school authorities, and 

parents is to develop interventions that are also situation-specific and consider all 

possible explanations for the behavior.

Limitations

This research process was limited by my level of skill and experience as a 

researcher using the grounded theory method of discovery. To the extent that I was able 

to develop and maintain an adequate level of theoretical sensitivity, my interactions with 

the participants and the data enabled the students' story to be known through my inquiry 

and subsequent report of my findings. Throughout the research process, I needed to 

remain creative, open, and insightful. I may not have possessed these qualities and as a
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result, my analysis would be subject to criticism. This potential limitation was offset by 

the consultation and guidance of a grounded theory expert and my dissertation 

committee, the extended time that I spent in the field, and corroboration of my findings 

by adolescents from the study setting in post-analysis focus group sessions.

Conducting serial focus groups without allowing time to analyze the data 

between sessions represents a potential limitation to the study findings. However, the 

length of time spent in the field, the large number of study participants and the 

magnitude of the data that was generated provided ample information to allow a credible 

description of the basic social psychological process.

Implications for Research and Practice

Qualitative methodology allowed me to uncover a part of the dynamic 

interaction among adolescents in a high school setting. There are several different 

definitions for behavior that to the outside observer could fit the description of sexual 

harassment. Given that the literature reports a high frequency of this behavior and the 

serious effects that have been found among victims, it would seem worthwhile to 

discover if the attitudes and perspectives o f the participants in this study are congruent 

with those of other adolescents. The results of this study could then be compared to 

those obtained from additional studies with students of different geographical, ethnic, 

racial, and economic backgrounds. This research could then serve as a basis for the 

development of programs and policies that effectively address the problem of peer-to- 

peer sexual harassment in schools.
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Research has already shown that adolescents respond positively to prosocial 

behaviors displayed by peers (Bukowski & Sippola, 1996; Carlo, Fabes, Laible,& 

Kupanoff, 1999). The more equal social status between adolescents as compared to that 

which exists between adults and adolescents has been credited for the influence of the 

peer group in adolescence. This knowledge could be used to design studies that explore 

the effectiveness of using peer mediation to reduce the incidence of peer-to-peer sexual 

harassment. In addition, research has demonstrated that involvement in community 

service increases social responsibility (Yates and Youniss, 1996). Research could be 

conducted that examines the effect o f involvement in peer counseling and/or victims 

support groups on the incidence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment.

Given the complexity of the social signals that dictate adolescent communication 

patterns, it is conceivable that miscommunication can occur. Pombeni et al. (1990), in 

their study of adolescent coping processes, reported that misunderstandings in 

communication led to bad feelings, anger and aggression. The application of peer 

mediation to arbitrate disputes among victims and harassers could also be the subject of 

research that examines the effect of that strategy on reducing the incidence of school 

violence that may arise from communication misunderstandings.

On a practical level, these findings can be used by nurses, faculty, administrators, 

and staff to increase awareness of the wide variance in adolescents' perception of the 

phenomenon. A "zero tolerance" type of policy toward any and all sexually-related 

interactions among adolescents is probably not going to be effective in addressing the 

problem, since there are many levels of behavior that can fit the description but may not
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rise to the level of a punishable offense. For example, the behaviors described as 

Making Contact and Friendly Sexual Teasing were not perceived by the participants as 

threatening or harmful. On the other hand, the type of Sexual Harassment reported by 

the students that occurs with the intention of intimidating a rival fits the description of 

exclusionary intimidation. Lee and associates (1996) identified this behavior as one that 

is intended to drive the target into giving up a position of privilege and that is used by 

perpetrators who feel that their position is threatened. In that case, it would certainly 

represent a situation that had the potential to develop into a serious problem and that 

would require preventive or corrective interventions on the part of school and other 

authorities.

In addition, having one type of professional in the school as solely responsible 

for the enforcement of a district sexual harassment policy will probably not result in a 

reduction in the incidence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment. As a problem that affects 

students on physical, emotional, social, and educational levels, the approach to reduce 

the incidence should be multidisciplinary and include the participation of the students 

and families as well as all disciplines concerned with the well-being of the students. 

Parents can have a significant impact on adolescent behaviors and self-concept (Brown, 

Mounts, Lambom, & Steinberg, 1993; Whitbeck, Simons, Conger, & Lorenz, 1989).

The development and implementation of policies and procedures requires the input and 

united support of all those who influence and monitor student behavior in the school and 

home. Reinforcement of the school's expectations regarding appropriate behavior must 

be consistent in the family, community, curriculum, the classroom, the administration.
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the nurse’s station, the guidance office and at sporting events and other school sponsored 

activities. As evidenced by the absence of sexually harassing behavior in the 

classrooms where teachers communicated and consistently enforced a code of conduct 

that discouraged peer-to-peer sexual harassment, faculty can be instrumental in reducing 

the incidence of this behavior.

From a nursing perspective, as a discipline and profession that is concerned with 

the whole person, nursing must be an advocate for the creation of an environment in the 

schools that promotes mental, physical, psychological and spiritual well-being. Both 

the school nurse and the nurse in the community who cares for the individual adolescent 

need to be aware of the problem of peer-to-peer sexual harassment, screen for its 

occurrence, counsel students who are perpetrators as well as the victims, and take an 

active and collaborative role in addressing the problem in schools. The grounded 

theory of Building a Social Identity provides an understanding and theoretical basis for 

nursing assessment and the development of relevant interventions.

In the same way that they screen for the occurrence of domestic violence, nurses 

who care for adolescents need to include questions related to the experience of peer-to- 

peer sexual harassment in school. It is unlikely that adolescents will volunteer this 

information without being specifically asked about it during a health history. Asking a 

question like "Many young people have found themselves being teased in school. Does 

this happen to you?” may yield positive findings and allow opportunities to offer the 

adolescent counseling, support and resources. The students in the study also indicated 

that new students were often chosen as targets for sexual harassment. Recent enrollment
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in or transfer to a new high school is a potential risk factor for sexual harassment and 

should be included in the social history. Nurses who care for students who are new to a 

school need to assess the student for the existence of a support system and offer 

resources and assistance in making a smooth transition to the new environment. Nurses 

in the community and the school must collaborate with other professionals and groups to 

identify and offer assistance to students who have been identified as actual or potential 

victims of peer-to-peer sexual harassment. A current list of resources and social groups 

in the school and community should be kept available and offered to adolescent clients.

According to Learner’s (1996, 1999) interactional-contextual theory of 

adolescent development, socialization and education are the keys to translating values 

and beliefs into actions in adolescents. Nurses could participate in the development of 

"assertiveness training" classes for those who find themselves targets of unwanted 

attention. Without implying that victims are to blame for any mistreatment they receive, 

there may be a way to educate adolescents about strategies they can use to avoid being 

targets of unwanted attention. Likewise, in collaboration with other professionals, 

nurses could design and implement programs that foster perspective-taking, social 

understanding, and moral development without negative labeling of behaviors and help 

adolescents to increase their understanding of how their actions may have some 

unintended consequences in their effect on others.
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Summary

Peer-to-peer sexual harassment has been shown to be pervasive in our secondary 

schools in the United States and has been reported to be responsible for a number of 

problems for adolescents in regard to health, education, and social and psychological 

development. As a profession that is concerned with the biopsychosocial health of 

individuals, families and communities, nurses can take a leadership role in the design, 

implementation and evaluation of interventions that address this problem.

In this research study I asked the question: What are the basic social 

psychological processes that induce and perpetuate peer-to-peer sexual harassment in 

adolescents? Through the application of the grounded theory approach, the strategies, 

conditions, and process that explain the incidence of peer-to-peer sexual harassment 

among adolescents were discovered. As a result o f this study, a better understanding has 

been gained of the social world of adolescents, the daily challenges they face, and the 

motivation behind the methods they use to discover themselves and others. I hope this 

knowledge will be used to assist adolescents in the development of more positive health 

patterns.
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APPENDIX A

General Domains of Inquiry for Focus Groups and Interviews

The following questions will be used as an outline for discussion purposes, rather than
as a structured interview schedule.

1. Tell me about friendships:

a. What are your friendships with boys like?
b. What are your friendships with girls like?
c. Is it possible for girls and boys to be "just friends"? What kinds of things 

might get in the way?
d. How do your friendships with girls differ from those with boys? Are there 

different expectations and rules that you follow with friends who are boys 
and who are girls?

e. What kinds of things happen now between girls and guys that you don’t 
remember happening before high school?

2. Tell me about teasing:

a. What is teasing in high school?
b. Is it different from what you remember in elementary school? If so, how? If 

not, why not?
c. Who gets teased? Do you notice certain qualities in kids who tend to get 

teased a lot?
d. What is the purpose of teasing? What is supposed to happen when someone 

is teased?
e. What is usually said and/or done during teasing?
f. How do you expect the person who is being teased to act?
g. What would you do if someone was doing this to you? To your friend?
h. How do other kids react if an incident is reported to a teacher or guidance 

counselor?
i. How do the teachers react if they are present when an incident occurs?

3. Tell me about "harassment":

a. How would you define "harassment"?
b. Is harassment different from teasing? How is it different?
c. What is the purpose of harassment? What is supposed to happen when 

someone is harassed?
d. What is usually said and/or done during harassment?
e. How do you expect the person who is being harassed to act?
f. How would you feel if someone was doing this to you? To your friend?
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g. What would you do if someone was doing this to you? To your friend?
h. How do other kids react if an incident is reported to a teacher or guidance 

counselor?
i. How do the teachers react if they are present when an incident occurs?

4. Tell me about "unwanted attention":

a. Can you describe an incident that you would identify as unwanted attention?
b. Is unwanted attention different from teasing or harassment? How is it 

different?
c. How would you feel if someone was doing this to you? To your friend?
d. What would you do if someone was doing this to you? To your friend?
e. How do other kids react if an incident is reported to a teacher or guidance 

counselor?
f. Hoe do the teachers react if they are present when an incident occurs?

5. Is there anything else you want to talk to me about or say before this conversation 
ends?
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APPENDIX B

Letter to Parents for Participation in Surveys or Group Discussions
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High School
Principal

A ssis ta n t PnnctpaI A ssis tan t Pnncipa /  A ssis tan t P nnapa t A ssis tan t Pnncipal

S e p te m b e r  6 , 2 0 0 0

D e a r  P a re n ts  a n d  G uard ians:

P le a se  b e  ad v ised  th a t  y o u r  s o n /d a u g h te r  a t va rio u s t im e s  d u rin g  th e  sc h o o l y e a r  w ill 
b e  r e q u e s te d  to  fill o u t  v a r io u s  su rv e y s  an d  g ro u p  d iscussions.

P a re n ts  w h o  w ish  th a t  th e ir  ch ild  d o  n o t  partic ipa te  in  a n y  o f  th e se  sc h o o l re la te d  su rv e y s  
o r  g ro u p  d isc u ss io n s  shou ld  s ig n  th e  fo rm  o n  th e  b o tto m  o f  th is  m em o . T h a n k  y o u .

Sincerely,

I do not want my child_______________________to participate in various surveys and
group discussions at High School.

(PARENT or GUARDIAN SIGNATURE) (DATE)

Please return to the Main Office at High School.
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Participants Profile Form

Identification number ____________

A ge________  Sex   Ethnicity/Race

Year in School__________________
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APPENDIX D 

Student Information Letter

Dear (Student),

You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of the study 
is to find out how adolescents think about unwanted attention. In order to find this out, 
students will be interviewed about their experiences of unwanted attention with other 
students. The interview will take approximately one hour; a follow-up interview may be 
scheduled if desired by the investigator or yourself to clarify the original interview and 
explore new topics for discussion. The interview will be recorded on a tape recorder and 
later typed out. Your name will not be on the taped interviews or on the typewritten 
papers. A code number will be assigned to you and will be kept separate from the notes 
and typewritten pages.

There is minimal risk in participating in this study. You may feel uncomfortable 
talking about some experiences you have had. If you wish, you may stop the interview 
at any time and restart it at a later date, or you may drop out of the study completely at 
any time.

Information from this study may be used to help adolescents relate to one 
another in more positive ways.

At the completion of the study you may obtain results from Denise Link, MSN, 
APN, . At any time during the study, the investigator
may be reached at (xxx) xxx-xxxx (home) or (xxx) xxx-xxxx.

Thank you,

Denise Link, MSN, APN
Doctoral Candidate
Widener University, Chester, Pa.
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APPENDIX E

Consent Form for Guardians of Adolescent Participants

Please read this form carefully. It explains what I hope to learn from your child and what 
is expected from your child. If you have any questions about this study, please contact 
me at xxx-xxx-xxxx. You may also contact my research chairperson, Barbara Patterson 
at xxx-xxx-xxxx.

Goals for this research: I understand that this is a research study about how young 
people feel about unwanted sexual attention. I understand that another part of the study 
involves Denise Link talking with adults who play key roles in the formation of school 
policy and in the creation of the social environment in which teenagers live their daily 
lives.

Procedures: I understand that all of the young adults who participate will be interviewed 
individually for approximately one hour or be part of an on-line discussion group. I 
understand that the individual interviews will be audiotaped.

Anonymity: I understand that information shared during the course o f this study will not 
be associated with my child’s name. In other words, names and identifying 
characteristics will not be revealed in any writings or presentations o f this research.

Risks: Discussion of personal issues may bring up feelings of distress. I understand that 
Denise Link is a registered nurse practitioner who will be sensitive to my child’s right to 
control what she/he talks about and will refer her/him to a school counselor if needed.

Right to withdraw: I understand that my child has the right to withdraw from 
participating at any time during this study without penalty.

Availability of Information: I understand to my satisfaction the reasons for this study 
and its possible risks. I understand that Denise Link or Dr. Barbara Patterson are 
available to answer any questions I have at any point about any part of this research.

I have read and understand all o f the above terms, and I agree to allow my child to 
participate under these conditions.

Guardian’s Signature Date Researcher Date
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APPENDIX F

Consent Form For Adolescent Participants

Please read this form carefully. It explains what I hope to learn from you and what is 
expected from you. If you have any questions about this study, please ask me. It is 
important for you to understand what you are agreeing to.

Goals for this research: I understand that this is a research study to find out how young 
people feel about unwanted sexual attention. I understand that another part of the study 
involves Denise Link talking with adults who play key roles in the formation of school 
policy and in the creation of the social environment in which teenagers live their daily 
lives.

Procedures: I understand that all of the young adults who participate will be interviewed 
individually for approximately one hour or be part of an on-line discussion group. I 
understand that the individual interviews will be audiotaped.

Anonymity: I understand that information shared during the course of this study will not 
be associated with my name. In other words, my name and identifying characteristics 
will not be revealed in any writings or presentations of this research.

Risks: Discussion of personal issues may bring up feelings of distress. I understand that 
Denise Link is a registered nurse practitioner who will be sensitive to my right to control 
what I talk about and will refer me to a school counselor if needed.

Right to withdraw: I understand that I have the right to withdraw from participating at 
any time during this study without penalty.

Availability of Information: Denise Link has talked to me so that I understand the 
reasons for this study and its possible risks. I understand that Denise Link is available to 
answer any questions I have at any point about any part of this research. Her phone 
number is xxx-xxx-xxxx. The phone number of her research chairperson. Dr. Barbara 
Patterson, is xxx-xxx-xxxx.

I have read and understand all of the above terms, and I agree to participate under these 
conditions.

Participant Date Researcher Date
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APPENDIX G 

Student Information Letter (Post-analvsis focus group)

Dear____________________ ,

You are being asked to participate in a research study. The purpose of the study 
is to find out how adolescents think about unwanted attention. In order to find this out, 
students participated in focus groups and individual interviews about their experiences 
of unwanted attention with other students. From the information provided by those who 
took part in the focus groups and interviews, I developed a model that describes how 
adolescents think about unwanted attention.

Now I need to talk to some students who did not take part in the original study 
and share the results of the research project with them. The purpose of this is to find out 
if the model that I developed makes sense to other students from the same location 
where the original study took place. I need to know if you agree with my findings and if 
not, what would need to be changed to make the model seem right to you.

If you agree to participate, you will be part of a focus group discussion with 2-3 
other students and myself in attendance. The discussion will be recorded on a tape 
recorder and later typed out. Your name will not be on the tape or on the typewritten 
papers.

There is minimal risk in participating in this study. You may feel uncomfortable 
sharing personal points of view in a group. If you wish, you may drop out of the study 
completely at any time.

Information from this study may be used to help adolescents relate to one 
another in more positive ways.

At the completion of the study you may obtain results from Denise Link, DNSc 
(c), RN . At any time during the study,
the investigator may be reached at (xxx) xxx-xxxx (home).

Thank you,

Denise Link, DNSc (c), RN 
Doctoral Candidate 
Widener University, Chester, Pa.
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APPENDIX H

Consent Form for Guardians of Adolescent Participants (Post-analvsis focus group)

Please read this form carefully. It explains what I hope to learn from your child and what 
is expected from your child. If you have any questions about this study, please contact 
me at xxx-xxx-xxxx. You may also contact my research chairperson, Barbara Patterson 
at xxx-xxx-xxxx.

Goals for this research: I understand that this is a research study about how young 
people feel about unwanted sexual attention. I understand that another part of the study 
involves Denise Link talking with adults who play key roles in the formation of school 
policy and in the creation of the social environment in which teenagers live their daily 
lives.

Procedures: I understand that all of the young adults who participate in this phase of the 
study will be part of a group discussion about the results of the study. I understand that 
the discussions will be audiotaped.

Anonymity: I understand that information shared during the course of this study will not 
be associated with my child's name. In other words, names and identifying 
characteristics will not be revealed in any writings or presentations of this research.

Risks: Discussion of personal issues may bring up feelings of distress. I understand that 
Denise Link is a registered nurse practitioner who will be sensitive to my child's right to 
control what she/he talks about and will refer her/him to a school counselor if needed.

Right to withdraw: I understand that my child has the right to withdraw from 
participating at any time during this study without penalty.

Availability of Information: I understand to my satisfaction the reasons for this study 
and its possible risks. I understand that Denise Link or Dr. Barbara Patterson are 
available to answer any questions I have at any point about any part of this research.

I have read and understand all of the above terms, and I agree to allow my child to 
participate under these conditions.

Guardian's Signature Date Researcher Date
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APPENDIX I

Consent Form For Adolescent Participants (Post-analvsis focus group)

Please read this form carefully. It explains what I hope to learn from you and what is 
expected from you. If you have any questions about this study, please ask me. It is 
important for you to understand what you are agreeing to.

Goals for this research: I understand that this is a research study to find out how young 
people feel about unwanted sexual attention. I understand that another part of the study 
involves Denise Link talking with adults who play key roles in the formation of school 
policy and in the creation of the social environment in which teenagers live their daily 
lives.

Procedures: I understand that all of the young adults who participate in this part of the 
study will be part of a discussion group about the results of the study. I understand that 
the discussions will be audiotaped.

Anonymity: I understand that information shared during the course of this study will not 
be associated with my name. In other words, my name and identifying characteristics 
will not be revealed in any writings or presentations of this research.

Risks: Discussion of personal issues may bring up feelings of distress. I understand that 
Denise Link is a registered nurse practitioner who will be sensitive to my right to control 
what I talk about and will refer me to a school counselor if needed.

Right to withdraw: I understand that I have the right to withdraw from participating at 
any time during this study without penalty.

Availability of Information: Denise Link has talked to me so that I understand the 
reasons for this study and its possible risks. I understand that Denise Link is available to 
answer any questions I have at any point about any part of this research. Her phone 
number is xxx-xxx-xxxx. The phone number of her research chairperson, Dr. Barbara 
Patterson, is xxx-xxx-xxxx.

I have read and understand all of the above terms, and I agree to participate under these 
conditions.

Participant Date Researcher Date
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APPENDIX J

Review of Research Proposal for the Protection of Human Subjects
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WIDENER UNIVERSITY 
SCHOOL OF NURSING

REVIEW OF RESEARCH PROPOSAL 
FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS

N A M E  O F  IN V E S T IG A T O R  D en ise  G ian n asco lli L in k

A D D R E S S  &  P H O N E  N U M B E R  O F  IN V E S T IG A T O R  

V in e lan d . N J 0 8 3 6 2  

T IT L E  O F  R E S E A R C H  P R O JE C T  9 e e r- to  P e e r  S e x u a l H a rassm en t in A d o le sc en ts

T h is  is to  c e rtify  th a t th e  ab o v e  re fe re n ce d  a p p lica tio n  w h ich  p ro p o s e s  re sea rc h  a c tiv ities  
in v o lv in g  h u m an  su b je c ts , w as  re v ie w e d  in a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  S c h o o l o f  N u rs in g  g u idelines.

T Y P E  O F  R E V IE W  X  IN F O R M A L   E X P E D IT E D  FU L L

A C T IO N  _ X _  A P P R O V E D  A S  S U B M IT T E D

 A P P R O V E D  C O N T IN G E N T  O N  R E V IS IO N S

 D IS A P P R O V E D

I f  a n y  p a r t  o f  th e  re se a rc h  p ro c e d u re  is ch an g ed  d u rin g  th e  s tu d y , a  c o p y  o f  th e  c h an g e  
m u s t b e  su b m itted  to  th e  R esearch  C o m m ittee .

R E Q U IR E D  R E V IS IO N S :

S ig n a tu re , C h a irp e r s o n ^ u rs in g  R e searc fy C o m m ittee  D a te

R e q u ire d  R ev is io n s C o m p le ted  a n d  A p p ro v ed

S ig n a tu re , C h a irp e rso n  N u rs in g  R e se a rc h  C o m m ittee  D a te

MB/cab: 11/94: LRA: 12/99
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APPENDIX K

Letter from Superintendent Granting Permission to Conduct Research
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CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT

Superintendent of Schools

Assurant SuDenntenaenr Susinoss M anager
(or Personnel & Administration

F e b ru a ry  1, 2 001

D e n ise  G . L in k , M S N , R N  
 

V in e la n d  N J  

D e a r  M s . L in k :

I am  p le a s e d  to  in fo rm  y o u  th a t I h av e  acc ep te d  y o u r  r e q u e s t  to  c o n d u c t y o u r  r e se a rc h  in  
t h e . . C i ty  S c h o o l D is tr ic t in th e  a re a  o f  P e e r  to  P e e r  S e x u a l H a ra s sm e n t in
A d o le sc e n ts  e f fe c t iv e  im m ed ia te ly .

O u r  a d m in is t ra t io n  is  c o m m itte d  to  th e  a d v an c em e n t o f  s c ie n c e  in  th e  a re a s  o f  e d u c a tio n  
a n d  c h ild  d e v e lo p m e n t  T h e  to p ic  y o u  h a v e  c h o se n  to  s tu d y  is  o n e  o f  g re a t  c o n c e rn  in  th e  
e r  irio n a l c o m m u n ity  a n d  to  so c ie ty  as a  w h o le . P e e r  to  p e e r  s e x u a l  h a ra s s m e n t h as 
b - . . d e m o n s tra te d  to  b e  a  s ig n if ic a n t b a r rie r  to  e d u c a tio n a l p ro g re s s  a n d  so c ia l 
d e v e lo p m e n t in  a d o le sc e n ts . W e w o u ld  b e  in te res ted  in  r e v ie w in g  y o u r  re su lts  fo r  th e ir  
p o te n tia l  u se fu ln e s s  in  th e  d e v e lo p m en t o f  e ffe c tiv e  p o lic ie s  a n d  in te rv e n tio n s  to  h e lp  o u r  
s tu d e n ts  to  in te ra c t  w i th  o n e  a n o th e r  in  a p p ro p ria te  w a y s .

K e ep  m e  in fo rm e d  o f  y o u r  p ro g re ss , an d  p lea se  c o n ta c t m e  i f  I  c a n  b e  o f  a n y  fu r th e r  
a s s is ta n c e . _

S in c e re ly ,

S u p e r in te n d e n t

R C W :m m c

Assisronr Suoertntenaent 
for instruction
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