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Introduction
	For my final paper, I decided to explore the dynamics of peer groups within the elementary school setting. My specific research question is: within peer groups, how do students include and exclude others? This topic is important because peer groups are influential in a student’s life, thus it is important for us to explore not only the dynamics of peer groups but also how the institute of education has influenced the parameters in which students decide to exclude and include others. By looking into specific peer groups we are able to discover other important factors such as how the students’ identities have influenced the formation of peer groups and the parameters for excluding others. My data will reveal that students formulate and exclude other students based on specific parameters. These parameters therefore influence their perceptions of other students. My three subthemes include: formation and exclusion by race, behavior, and language. First I will analyze two pieces of literature and their specific relevance to my topic, then I will discuss my methodology and the interview itself, and from there I will dive into the presentation of my data and analyze how it proves my argument.
Literature Discussion
	The first piece of literature that is relevant to my topic is titled “Race in the Schoolyard: Negotiating the Color Line in Classrooms and Communities” by Amanda Lewis ([2004] 2011). In this theoretical piece, Lewis ([2004] 2011) uses participant observation and conducts qualitative interviews in order to investigate the dynamic and understandings of race within a predominately white school. Lewis ([2004] 2011) concludes that race certainly matters, and students learn the concept of race through the institution of education, more specifically through interactions with other students, school administrators, and the curriculum itself (p. 327). 
Lewis’s ([2004] 2011) piece is relevant to my topic because I am also arguing that race matters to students, especially when it comes to the formation of peer groups and exclusionary tactics performed by students. Lewis ([2004] 2011) specifically discusses how in response to her general questions, the children of her data expressed that they did not want to play with a little girl of color because she did not look like the other children (p. 323).  Lewis ([2004] 2011) discusses how children recognize race and therefore exclude students based off of their racial orientation. As proof from my data, I have also discovered that students exclude their peers based off of race. The students could be as young as five years old, yet they still use race as a basis for their exclusionary tactics. Although there are some parallels between Lewis’s ([2004] 2011) piece and my own, there are also some points of disconnect. Lewis ([2004] 2011) does not discuss the formation of peer groups based off of race, but this could be due to the fact that she was working with a very homogenous student population. I however, have discovered that students formulate peer groups based off of race in order to avoid exclusion from other peers. My findings therefore affirm the author’s research that students exclude other students based off of race.
The second piece of literature that is relevant to my topic is titled “Peer Power,” written by Adler & Adler ([1998] 2011). In this theoretical piece, Adler & Adler ([1998] 2011) explore the social statuses and roles of students in peer cliques. Adler & Adler ([1998] 2011) also look into the dynamics of peer groups, specifically the formation of peer groups, the distribution of power among the different peer group members, and ways that peer group leaders remain powerful over their followers. Adler & Adler ([1998] 2011) utilize the method of participant observation and discover that students in peer groups utilize different techniques to distinguish themselves from non-members, exclude outsiders, and remain powerful.
Adler & Adler’s ([1998] 2011) work is relevant to my specific topic because they specifically investigate the dynamics of peer groups. Adler & Adler ([1998] 2011) discover that peer groups take part in out-group segregation, meaning that they exclude outsiders that do not fit into the dominant, mainstream group. Adler & Adler ([1998] 2011) also discover that peer groups formulate based off of specific parameters, looking for specific attitudes and behaviors that suit the mainstream group. From the information that I gathered from my interview, there did not seem to be any points of disconnect with Adler & Adler’s ([1998] 2011) piece. In terms of my own findings, there seems to be a plethora parallels with Adler & Adler’s ([1998] 2011) discoveries. My findings affirm that peer groups use exclusionary tactics to exclude outsiders, but only if the outsiders exhibit characteristics and behaviors that make them a target for exclusion. In addition to exclusion, peer groups also form a sort of group cohesion that permits them to remain powerful and dominant over the outsiders. 
Methodology
	I interviewed my friend Matilda for this paper. I chose her as my interviewee subject because she is an aide at an elementary school that we both used to attend. Matilda primarily watches the students during the recess, lunch, and daycare hours, thus she is able to observe the students daily and outside of the classroom setting. Since she deals with students of all ages at the private elementary school, I figured she would be helpful in informing me on the various dynamics of peer groups, specifically how the students include and exclude others. 
The interview was a little over an hour, and I asked questions that would help us to explore the specifics of peer groups. I primarily asked her to describe specific interactions between the students, and whether they belong to the same or different peer groups. I asked her to describe distinct peer groups and to also provide examples of any specific peer groups she has witnessed. Through these sorts of questions we ventured into very specific peer groups and various ways they exclude and include their peers, and also the behaviors that she witnesses between them. I asked questions that would help yield some more specific information about situations she has experienced throughout her time working there. There were fortunately no severe issues with the interview besides the fact that while interviewing her, I discovered that she works with the kindergarteners more then the students in middle school, and I initially had middle school students in mind in terms of formulating my paper topic. But to my surprise, peer groups are not just active in middle school, but they are also active in the younger age groups.
I identity as a white woman and my identity shaped the interview process because I composed and asked these questions unknowingly based off of my specific experiences with peer groups growing up. I had completely different experiences; therefore I previously did not take into consideration how race, for example, is something that young students utilize to distinguish themselves from one another. I figured that the questions I asked Matilda were vague in terms of addressing the specific experiences of students, yet I also feel like the questions were vague because they mirror my own experiences with peer groups growing up. The middle school I attended was very homogenous in terms of race, yet I shaped the questions in terms of my background knowledge of the school, and disregarded specific identities of the students and how their identities may have shaped their school experiences. In addition to my own identity, being a student in this course and learning about peer groups has also helped to inform me more on the topic, thus impacting the way I shaped and asked my questions. As I mentioned previously, I was not looking for any exclusion or inclusion tactics in particular, therefore the responses were candid because the open-ended questions elicited responses that I was not previously expecting. I suppose that my failure to connect with the experiences of the subjects in the interview possibly prevented me from expanding on their full experiences.
Data and Analysis
Formulation and Exclusion by Race
	By featuring this excerpt, I am arguing that students formulate and exclude their peers based off of race. Prior to receiving this excerpt, I asked my interviewee to give an example of a specific situation involving the interactions of students belonging to different peer groups. She responded by telling me a situation involving three kindergarteners on the playground during the recess hour.
I’ve noticed that kids of certain races tend to stick to other kids of their same race…There was one incident where, on the kindergarten playground, so they’re only like 5 or 6 years old. There was this play mountain that has an opening to the bottom where you can crawl under and hang out and play. One of the kids was sitting in there blocking the entrance and these two Indian boys wanted to go in and this boy who was blocking the entrance said “no people with dark skin allowed.”

In this excerpt, Matilda discusses how “kids of certain races tend to stick to other kids of their same race,” so when the two boys of color wanted to play on the mountain, the other child excluded them by expressing, “no people with dark skin allowed.” These two boys were excluded based off of their race. The one boy used race as a way to “other” the two boys and put them down.  They did not fit the characteristics that the other boy looked for in terms of the formation of peer groups, therefore he excluded the boys based on the fact that they did not fit his particular criteria. This exclusionary tactic based on race could be seen as way to form peer groups, therefore to avoid the feeling of exclusion, children stick together by race. By sticking together by race, the children are able to formulate their own peer groups based on their own criteria, and therefore not face any sort of racial exclusion within their own peer groups. 
Formation and Exclusion by Behavior
	By featuring this excerpt, I am arguing that students formulate and exclude students based on particular behaviors. Prior to this excerpt, I asked my interviewee to describe the negative aspects of peer groups. She responded by explaining to me what peer groups are like for students in middle school.
…I’ve noticed a stronger, like stronger peer groups I guess within the middle schoolers just because they’re older. Even though I am not with them, I am hardly with the older kids but I have seen some of the kids be mean to each other. Specifically they just, I don’t know, they’re just like (long pause) I guess not necessarily bullying but certain kids are just more out-casted and they don’t click as well with the other students, so they are more left out. And the kids who are more left out, they don’t necessarily try hard to interact or connect more with the larger group in general…

In this excerpt, Matilda discusses how the behavior of certain students can lead to both the exclusion and formation of peer groups. The students who are “out-casted” and do not “click as well with the other students” are alienated by the other students because their behaviors do not conform to the dominant peer group. The students do not “try hard to interact or connect more” because they are excluded from the dominant group. The “larger group” in this case, is dominant; therefore they form based off of their exclusionary tactics and form group cohesion with students who are not stereotyped as “out-casted.” The larger group remains powerful because they exhibit a more dominant behavior over the outsiders. The students are “mean to each other” in order to retain power and dominance. This sort of behavior keeps the larger group powerful, and prevents outsiders from joining the peer group.
Formation and Exclusion by Language
	By featuring this excerpt, I am arguing that students formulate and exclude their peers based off of language. Prior to receiving this excerpt, I asked Matilda to give me a specific example of any negative interactions she has seen within peer groups. She responded by explaining a situation involving new, international students from China and their interactions with the students already attending the elementary school.
We had some exchange students come for awhile like a couple of weeks actually…our goal was to get the international students and our regular students to feel comfortable and interact kinda like become friends and even pen pals…but it turned out to be neither group was comfortable enough to go out of their way to make friendships with one another. So there was a strong divide between the regular students and the international students. No one made an effort to talk to one another…they wanted to stick to what they were comfortable with and they didn’t put the effort into getting to know one another and conquer the language barrier. They just wanted to stick with stuff they were familiar with and they were familiar with the people they grew up with. And so they didn’t really make that much of an effort to get to know the other students. Both the international and the regular students.

In this excerpt, Matilda discusses how students include and exclude others based off of language, specifically the language barrier that is present between both the international and non-international students. According to Matilda, “neither group was comfortable enough…so there was a strong divide between the regular students and international students.” In accordance with the excerpt, students exclude others because they do not want to “conquer the language barrier.” The students therefore use language as an exclusionary tactic, and they also use it as a way to formulate their own peer groups because they prefer to “stick with stuff they were familiar with.” Because the students consider language to be an important factor in terms of the formation of friendships, they do not “make that much of an effort to get to know the other students” because they want to form friendships with peers that share a lot of the same characteristics as them. Language is just a specific factor that seems to be very important to students in terms of the formation and exclusion of others.
Conclusion and Implications
	My paper explored the dynamics of peer groups, specifically ways in which students exclude and include others. My subthemes included formation and exclusion by race, behavior, and language. My findings were important because they help to supplement what has been discovered in previous research. My findings reveal that race matters to students, students’ behaviors impact the formation and exclusion of peer groups, and students also formulate peer groups based off of language and exclude others if they do not match the same criteria. In terms of new knowledge, it was interesting to discover how language barriers impact students and their friendships because this was a parameter that I was not aware of previously. For future research, I would recommend that we further explore the impact the institution has on the formation of peer groups, and the exclusionary tactics involved. It seems to be a trend that students formulate based on similarities and exclude based on differences, so why does this phenomenon happen so frequently within the school setting? More qualitative interviewing and participant observations need to take place in order to infiltrate the interconnections between peer groups and the institution of education.
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