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THROUGH THE EYES AND EARS OF STUDENTS:
SIXTH GRADERS’ WORRIES

Kristine Garren Snow

(ABSTRACT)

The primary purpose of this qualitative study was to discover the kinds of
issues that were troubling sixth-grade students while they were in school through
focus groups which were led by eighth-grade peer helpers in the school, the Natural
Helpers.  The second purpose of this study was to evaluate the information that the
Natural Helpers gathered in the focus groups and to compare this information to the
information that the participants reported on a personal problem checklist. Third, the
purpose of this study was to keep a tally of the types of worries about which the sixth
graders sought help from heir guidance counselor.  Fourth, the purpose of this study
was to compare these findings to information in the existing literature.

The participants were 48 sixth-grade students (21 males and 27 females)
whose heterogeneously-grouped classes at a suburban middle school in the Roanoke
Valley in Virginia were randomly selected to participate in this study.  After the
students and the parents of the students signed informed consent forms, the students
completed personal problem checklists and participated in one of nine student-led
focus groups.  Two of the focus groups were exclusively male, two were exclusively
female, and the remaining groups contained males and females.

Results from the study indicated that the participants reported a variety of
worries, but the majority of their discussions pertained to issues concerning grades,
social lives, violence, trouble at school, and family issues. The sixth graders reported
similar issues as concerns on the personal problem checklist and sought assistance
from their guidance counselor for similar concerns.  However, there was one main
difference in the findings between the three methodologies:  the students sought
assistance for worries concerning violence and spoke extensively about their concerns
regarding violence during the focus groups but did not report violence as a main
concern on the problem checklist.  Probable reasons for these differences were
addressed.  Overall, the participants reported many concerns that were similar to the
concerns that were reported by other adolescents in the professional literature, and
they reported concerns that were consistent with the developmental literature.
Exclusively male focus groups, exclusively female focus groups, and mixed focus
groups generated similar information with a few noted exceptions regarding the
content of their discussions and with a few noted exceptions regarding the extent to
which the males spoke during the groups. This study generated recommendations for
future research and for the counseling profession.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

A school counselor’s typical day is filled with a vast number of
responsibilities.  The time constraints of the school day often make it difficult for
school counselors to reach a large number of students.  However, they try to assist
students, to discover what troubles them while they are in school and to learn about
what they are thinking that causes many students to be unable to focus on their
academic studies.

Fortunately, many counseling programs recognize peer counselors as one of
their available resources.  Since adolescents often confide in their peers before they
confide in adults, many schools utilize students as resources through peer-helping
programs (Tanaka & Reid, 1997).  Programs such as these are effective methods of
intervention and enable more students to benefit from counseling services in the
schools (Tindall, 1995).

This study utilized sixth-grade students as the participants because sixth grade,
a  transition from elementary school to middle school,  represents a time of increased
psychological distress for many students (Chung, Elias, & Schneider, 1998) as they
undergo a variety of social, physical, and cognitive changes (Lord, Eccles, &
McCarthy, 1994).  The changes that they experience occur at diversified rates and
cause many early adolescents to compare themselves to others and consequently to
feel inadequate at times (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994).  In addition, middle
schoolers often experience increased conflicts with their peers and with their parents
(Howe, 1993).  Overall, sixth grade is a time in which students may need additional
guidance and positive role models.

This study utilized student resources, the Natural Helpers.  The Natural
Helpers were eighth-grade students who were elected by their peers as being people
who were “naturally helpful” and as being people who were students with whom
other students felt comfortable sharing their concerns. Although they typically
assisted students through group and individual peer-counseling sessions, the Natural
Helpers ran a series of focus groups to discover what was worrying the sixth-grade
participants.

Rationale for the Study

Although many school counselors became counselors because they enjoyed
helping students (Ribak-Rosenthal, 1994), the other responsibilities that the position
encompasses often make it difficult to reach a large number of students. In essence,
school counselors often entered the field to do counseling but quickly found that they
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were bound by the limitations of the students’ school days and by the other
responsibilities that their positions hold.  In response to counselors’ time constraints
and in response to the desire of many counselors to help as many students as possible
in the time allowed, solution-focused counseling emerged in the schools (Mosert,
Johnson, & Mosert, 1997) as a means to help counselors assist more students in a
time-efficient manner.

Solution-focused counseling proved to be an effective intervention tool in the
schools (Murphy, 1994, Bruce & Harper, 1994, LaFountain, Garner, & Elliason,
1996, Murphy, 1994) because it had a positive context (Bonnington, 1994), a practical
present-time focus (Murphy, 1996), and it respected the time constraints (Bruce &
Hopper, 1994) of school counselors.  Furthermore, Murphy (1994) advocated that
school counselors who used this technique promoted their students as their own
resources.  This was an interesting concept: the students not only brought the issues to
the counseling relationship, they also held the resources to solve many of their
problems.  Why not take this idea a step further? This study took that concept a step
further and utilized students as a method of discovering the types of issues about
which other students worry.  After all, researchers indicated that adolescents often
confide in their peers when their worries are not yet serious, before they confide in
adults (Tanaka & Reid, 1997).  Therefore, the students may actually tell other students
more about their worries than they may tell adults.  In addition, utilizing students may
allow counselors to save time by identifying the specific needs of the adolescents,
following the advice of  Carr and Schmidt (1994) when they suggested that guidance
delivery services should be based on the specific needs of the population.

Counselors have attempted to define students’ problems and have tried to help
them obtain solutions to their problems. Consequently, counselors have assessed,
“What’s the problem?” and reassessed, “Now what are the issues?” (Durrant, 1995).
As Durrant (1995) stated, “…all we do is make sensible guesses” (p. 1) and use these
guesses, combined with theory, to developed a “map” for assisting the student.
Therefore, counselors have not been completely aware of the true issues because there
has been “guess work” involved when they have tried to assess the real issues that
have bothered students (Durrant, 1995).

The time constraints of counseling, combined with the “guess work” (Durrant,
1995), have made a school counselor’s role difficult.  However, this study utilized
students as assessment tools to find out what was bothering the participants and to
find out about what they were worrying while they were in school.  Were students
thinking about the media’s focus on violence in the schools or were the students
thinking about other issues of which the media/teachers/parents are not even aware?

This study not only respected the time constraints of school counselors but
also utilized students as resources.  Peer helpers and peer conflict mediators already
have served as intervention tools in the schools.  This study gave Natural Helpers the
opportunity to serve as information-gathering tools and gave the sixth-grade students
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the opportunity to inform others about the issues that were troubling them.  In
addition, as noted by D’Andrea (1994), relatively little research has been conducted
on children’s and adolescents’ worries; consequently, the obtained information may
be used not only in intervention and prevention, but it may serve as useful information
to other counselors, which may in turn may help them to assist more students in a
time-efficient manner.

Statement of Problem
Counseling relationships between students and school counselors have been

affected by the time constraints of both parties.  School counselors have been limited
by the time constraints of the school day and have been limited by the demand to
fulfill other responsibilities (often referred to as guidance activities).  The Virginia
Department of Education has required school counselors to spend at least 60% of
their time engaged in counseling activities. However, this guideline also has allowed a
maximum of 40% of school counselors’ time to be spent in non-counseling or
guidance activities such as record keeping, standardized testing, career development,
participation in the identification of special education students, and classroom
guidance lessons (Commonwealth of Virginia, Department of Education, 1988).
Considering that school counselors’ typical contract days have been 7 hours and
assuming that they have taken 30 minute (non-working) lunches, they may have had
less than 4 hours a day available for actual counseling with students.   With only a few
hours a day to meet the counseling needs of many students, many counselors may
have not been able to reach a large proportion of students who may have benefited
from their services.

Subsequently, many students in Virginia may be under increased stress at this
time, due to the rising level of expectations that have been placed on them in school,
and many may be in need of school counseling services.  Specifically, the students at
the middle school in this study (as have been the students in other Virginia schools)
have been told that they are expected to pass the Standards of Learning (SOL) Tests in
the springs of their 8th, and 11th grade years.  In addition, the students have been told
that they must pass six verified credits in specific courses in order to receive a
Standard (or Regular) High School Diploma or pass nine verified credits in specific
courses in order to receive an Advanced Studies High School Diploma.  In other
words, they have been told that they must not only pass certain classes in high school
to receive a diploma, they must also pass the end-of-course SOL tests.  If the students
pass the classes but do not pass a certain number of SOL tests, then they do not
receive high school diplomas.  With these increased expectations, many students may
be experiencing new worries, in addition to their other worries, and many may benefit
from counseling services. With the information from this study, school counselors
will be aware of specific worries that are troubling students; they may have the ability
to intervene with more students in a time-efficient manner, through the use of such
intervention tools as group counseling, classroom guidance, and parent education.
Consequently, counselors may be able to assist students with their worries, which may
in turn help them to focus better on their academic studies.
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Purpose of the Study

The primary purpose of this study was to discover the kinds of issues that
were troubling sixth-grade students while they were in school by collecting empirical
information through focus groups and through the use of the naturally occurring
resources in the school, the Natural Helpers:  What did the participants say their
worries were?  The secondary purpose of this study was to evaluate the information
that the Natural Helpers gathered in the focus groups through the evaluation
suggestions of Krueger (1998) and through the evaluation procedure, “Analysis
Strategy Based on Post-Session Debriefings,” as outlined by David L. Morgan
(Krueger, 1998) and to compare this information to the information that the
participants reported on a personal problem checklist (which served solely as an
information-gathering tool):  Did the participants report similar concerns on the
personal problem checklist?  Third, the purpose of this study was to keep a tally of the
types of worries about which the sixth graders sought help from their guidance
counselor.  Fourth, the purpose of this study was to compare these findings to
information in the existing literature:  Did the sixth-grade students report concerns
that were similar or different than the issues that researchers have gathered through
other studies?

This study was designed to answer the following research questions:
1. What did sixth-grade students report during the focus groups as being issues about

which they spend time in school worrying?
2.  Did sixth-grade students report similar worries on the personal problem checklist

as they did during the focus groups? In other words, did the checklist produce
information that was as useful as the information that was gathered through the
focus groups?

3.  For what types of issues did sixth-grade students seek assistance from their
guidance counselor?

4.  Did sixth-grade students report concerns that were similar to those that were
identified in the professional literature?

5.  Did exclusively male and/or exclusively female focus groups generate information
that was different from the groups that had a mixture of females and males?
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Limitations of the Study

The results of the present study were limited by the following:
1.  The results of this study were generalizable to the sixth-grade students at the

middle school, where the participants were chosen, and to sixth-grade students
who live in similar localities and who attend middle schools that are similar to this
school.

2.  The results of this study were useful in identifying problems that trouble sixth-
grade students in general and were not meant to be used for the identification of
unique, individual problems.

3.  The Natural Helpers who ran the focus groups in this study previously have not
had experience as focus group leaders, although they had received training as
focus group leaders, had participated as focus group participants in a separate
study, and had gained experience as peer counselors for small groups.

4.  The conclusions of this study were accurate to the extent that the sixth-grade
students provided truthful responses and to the extent that the Natural Helpers
followed the instructions from their training.

Definition of Terms

The following terms were relevant to this study:
1.  Natural Helpers were eighth-grade students at a middle school in the Roanoke

Valley in Virginia who were selected by their peers as being people who were
“naturally helpful” and as being people with whom other students felt comfortable
sharing their concerns.  The Natural Helpers served as peer counselors and served
as the focus group leaders in this study.  They have had training as peer counselors
and focus group leaders, and they had participated as focus group participants.

2.  Participants were sixth-grade students at the same middle school in the Roanoke
Valley in Virginia whose heterogeneously-grouped classes were randomly
selected to complete the personal problem checklists and to serve as focus group
members.  These students agreed to participate, completed informed consent
forms, and returned signed, parental consent forms.

3.  Troubles/Worries were concerns of students that involved thoughts of possible or
real negative or threatening outcomes.

4.  Personal Problem Checklist  was an assessment tool that was developed by the
researcher, with the assistance of the Natural Helpers. The Natural Helpers
provided feedback to the researcher as to the types of worries that they remember
having as sixth graders and as to the types of worries that they believe current
sixth graders may experience.

Summary

In response to time restraints by which both school counselors and students
have been restricted during school days, many school counselors have utilized peer-
helping programs as a means to assist students.  This study provided an opportunity to
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assist more students in a time-efficient manner by acquiring information from sixth-
grade students as to the types of issues about which they worry by utilizing peer
helpers. This study sought to discover the worries of sixth graders through the use of
student-led focus groups, through the use of a problem checklist, through the use of a
tally sheet of student worries, and by comparing the results of this study with the
information in the literature.  The participants in this study provided information that
was not only informative but also information that may be valuable in the
development of intervention strategies as well.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

In this chapter, relevant literature that identifies the developmental
characteristics of sixth-grade students and the types of issues that adolescents have
identified as worries in other studies is reviewed.  In addition, current literature that is
pertinent to the research instrumentation, the use of students as peer helpers and the
use of students as focus group participants is reviewed.

The Developmental Characteristics of Sixth Graders

Sixth-grade students have begun the transition to adolescence, resulting in
many social, physical, and cognitive changes (Lord et al., 1994). Although the
differences from adolescent to adolescent may be quite diverse (Manning, 1993),
many typical developmental changes have begun.

Social Changes of Early Adolescents
Sixth-grade students have started to experience many social changes.  For

example, they have begun to move closer to their friends and have begun to move
away from their families; many have begun to associate closer with other middle
schoolers than with elementary-aged children.  Consequently, group pressure has
begun to grow, and they have become more concerned about group image,
acceptance, and belonging.  They are often self-critical if they do not appear similar to
many of their peers.  Therefore, many of their concerns and worries revolve around
aspects of their social lives (Howe, 1993).

Sixth graders often will engage in self-exploration and try many different roles
and patterns of behaviors which are often short-lived (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994).
It is difficult for sixth graders to balance the expectations of the social group with the
expectations of their parents.  Sixth graders waiver back and forth between expressing
independence from their parents to expressing dependence, often making their
behavior unpredictable (Howe, 1993).  Despite the increased influence that their
friends have, early adolescents continue to look towards adults for role models;
therefore, it is important that adults remain a source of support and guidance for
adolescents (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994).

In addition, many early adolescents have begun to show an interest in the
opposite gender.  However, again, there is great variation.  While some middle
schoolers say that they are “dating” and appear to have attained some social and
physical maturity, other middle schoolers continue to look at the opposite gender as if
they have no understanding of them or common interests.  Even middle school
students who engage in “dating” behavior often utilize two communication styles
intermittently, approach and avoidance, making their relationships complex,
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confusing, emotional, and often difficult for adults to understand ( Elias & Branden-
Muller, 1994).  Although the degrees of the changes in socialization may be diverse,
overall most sixth graders are experiencing changes in their social lives and are
developing a stronger sense of peer relations.

Physical Changes of Early Adolescents
Many sixth graders have started puberty, although more boys than girls may

experience the onset later (Howe, 1993).  Many of these students are experiencing
growth spurts, a reduction in “baby fat,” and the appearance of secondary sex
characteristics.  However, these changes occur at varying rates, causing some sixth
graders to look like elementary students, others to look like high school students, and
others to fall anywhere any between the two. The diversity of change inevitably
causes students to compare themselves to others and often to feel deficient compared
to their classmates (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994).  Again, the changes in
socialization and the desire to feel a part of a group influence the way that many sixth-
grade students perceive the physical changes that they are and are not experiencing.
With such great diversity in physical changes and characteristics, it is difficult for the
students to understand that their rates of change likely are within normal limits.

Cognitive Changes of Early Adolescents
With the social changes that have and continue to occur, sixth graders have

increased the time that they spend talking to their peers; consequently, the increased
time spent communicating with others has helped to develop further reasoning skills
(Howe, 1993). They are moving from the ability to think in terms of specifics to the
ability to have more formal operational thinking and to be able to consider more
general and abstract ideas, rules, and relationships (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994).
Through the developmental process of learning reasoning skills, increased conflicts
and arguments often result.  Although their reasoning skills are improving, they retain
a certain amount of egocentrism and often believe that their sense of what is right is
the correct version (Howe, 1993).   Furthermore, in order to compensate for these
overwhelming cognitive changes, they often will overgeneralize and catastrophize
events in their lives (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994), making small disagreements
seem huge.   In light of the fact that sixth graders are concerned about fitting into their
peer groups, engaging in increased conflicts and arguments with their peers results in
increased dissonance; they want to fit into peer groups but they find themselves
having more conflicts with their peers.

However, as early adolescents, these students are not only using their new and
developing reasoning skills to engage in conversations and increased conflicts with
their peers, they are beginning to have further questions regarding many other issues
as well.  For example, they often have questions about their physical changes; their
self-identities; their relationships, not only with their peers but with the adults in their
lives; and conflicts that they may feel within themselves and with others.  In addition,
these early adolescents often have questions that pertain to large scale problems as
they have become more cognizant of the world issues that occur (Beane, 1991) and
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consequently are beginning to show an increased concern regarding social issues
(Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994).  Therefore, many early adolescents are worrying
about many of the same issues about which adults are worrying also (Beane, 1991a).
In summary, early adolescents are developing higher cognitive abilities which have
led to not only increased conflicts but to a sense of social concern and increased
questions about many different issues.

Considering the Developmental Changes
The many changes that sixth graders experience often make the transition

from elementary school to middle school  a time of decreased self-esteem for male
and female students (Lord et al., 1994).   However, middle school theorists such as
James Beane (1991a) see early adolescence as a time to enhance self esteem, by
saying that  it “will not hurt themselves if they like themselves” (p. 25).  Beane
(1991a) has encouraged educators to develop curriculums in the consideration of the
characteristics of early adolescents:  their increased interests in conversing and
communicating, their increased use of reasoning skills, their increased interests in
personal and social concerns, and their changes in self-esteem.  He suggests that
educators allow these students to utilize their increased verbal and reasoning skills to
address their increased personal and social concerns (Beane, 1991b).

 In addition, Beane (1991a) advocates that by assisting students with personal
development, educators may in turn assist students with achieving personal efficacy
or power which may eventually lead to positive actions by the students. Furthermore,
Lord et al. (1994) advocate that increased social competence in the sixth grade is
positively related to increased self-esteem in the subsequent grades.   Since early
adolescents should leave middle school with a sense of competence about themselves,
they need assistance in learning how to effectively cope with the challenges of
everyday experiences (Elias and Branden-Muller, 1994).  In other words, giving early
adolescents the opportunity to learn through interaction and socialization may also
provide the students with the opportunities to develop a greater appreciation for their
diversity ( Manning, 1993) and may help them to feel better about themselves.  Elias
and Branden-Muller (1994) advocate that middle schoolers’ abilities to exercise
sound social judgment and to make appropriate personal decisions may be as
important as many of the basic academic skills that they will accomplish in school.  In
summary, middle school theorists recognize the need to incorporate the
developmental characteristics of early adolescents into the school curriculum.
Although these students are worrying about many issues that are related to their
developmental stages, they also have the ability to develop the tools to address these
concerns.  Giving students the opportunity to learn how to cope with issues may in
turn lead to increased self-esteem.

Students and Their Worries

Studies have indicated that transitions from elementary school to middle
school or junior high school are associated with increased psychological distress for
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the middle school/junior high school students (Hirsh & Rapkin, 1987; Crockett,
Peterson, Graber, Schulenberg, Ebata, 1989; Lord et al., 1994; Chung et al., 1998).
What are these middle school students worrying about in school that contributes to
their increased psychological distress?  Recent research has focused on violence
(Baker, 1998; Garbarino, 1995) and drug use among adolescents (Mieczkowski,
Newel, & Wraight, 1998).   It was not necessary to look beyond the local news, the
local papers, the local seminars, or the local school board policies on weapons and
drugs in the schools to conclude that adults are concerned about violence and teen
drug use.  However, were violence in the schools and adolescent drug use the main
issues that were troubling students while they are in school?  Perhaps the answer was
“yes” in some schools and some localities.  On the other hand, students have
identified a variety of problems that they are facing today (Carr & Schmidt, 1994),
which include school violence and drug use but also include many other issues as
well.

Worries of Early Adolescents
A recent study that surveyed  ten, eleven, twelve, and  thirteen-year old

students who were chosen randomly nationwide in 1995 indicates that children and
adolescents are facing a variety of worries that were once thought to be exclusively
the worries of adults (Feldman, 1996). This nationwide survey indicated that students
were worrying about issues that ranged from death to friendship and drug/alcohol
issues, with the top worries of students being related to the death of a parent, school
performance, contracting AIDS, and becoming poor (Feldman, 1996).  If adolescents
were worrying about serious issues, then it is likely that these issues were affecting
their daily lives, at home and at school.

Carr and Schmidt (1994) surveyed 1,330 eighth grade students from seven
middle schools in North Carolina, using a 40-item Likert scale that sought
information as to the issues that were concerning the students. Carr and Schmidt
(1994) selected middle schools in North Carolina to participate in this study but did
not randomly select the schools; therefore, their results may not be generalizable to all
areas of the North Carolina or to all areas of the country.

Contrary to much of the information in the popular media, Carr and Schmidt
(1994) found that “being attacked or assaulted,” “students bringing weapons to
school,” and “being bullied at school” ranked in the lower half of  forty concerns.
However, of the top ten items that the students ranked as “worrisome,” four of them
were related to fears of death and dying, indicating that the students worried about
death but not necessarily about death related to violence in the schools (Carr &
Schmidt, 1994).  These results, concerning issues of death and dying, were consistent
with findings from other studies; for example, studies conducted by Gullone & King
(1993) and King, Ollier, Iacuone, Schuster, Bays, Gullone, & Ollendick (1989) also
found prevalent fears in adolescents concerning death and dying.  Again, these studies
indicated that adolescents were worrying about issues that traditionally were
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considered to be the concerns of adults and that adolescents were worrying about a
variety of concerns.

 The participants in Carr and Schmidt (1994) study ranked “drug and alcohol
use” as #33 out of 40 possible concerns.  Perhaps drug and alcohol use was not a
pressing concern to these students, although it was likely a concern of their parents.
Interestingly, the students ranked academic concerns as high on their list of worries,
which was noteworthy since many people have accused this present generation as
being apathetic and have labeled them as “Generation X” (Carr & Schmidt, 1994).  In
summary, Carr and Schmidt (1994) listed the following topics as the “Top 10
Concerns of Eighth-Grade Students:”
1.  getting good grades
2.  parent’s health
3.  friend, relative, family member dying
4.  taking tests
5.  getting into college
6.  getting a good job
7.  not being attractive
8.  dying
9.  going to high school
10.  getting AIDS

Henker, Whalen, and O’Neil (1995) studied the worries of fourth, fifth, sixth,
seventh, and eighth-grade students.  Henker et al. (1995) utilized graduate students to
administer a structured interview to 194 students.  The questions were framed in
terms of the “worries” that these students had, as opposed to framing the questions in
terms of “fears,” with the assumption being that it was more socially desirable to
worry than to be afraid. Henker et al. (1995) found that these students’ worries varied
from “everyday matters” or hassles, to life-threatening concerns and societal problems
that did not involve them personally.  Specifically, the top ten concerns that the
students reported in Henker et al.’s (1995) study are clustered into the following
categories:
1.  academic or school-related concerns
2.  health and safety
3.  environmental degradation
4.  social relations
5.  death or dying
6.  social ills
7.  positive disposition
8.  family relations
9.  environmental disasters
10.  drugs

Interestingly,  categories such as physical appearance, money, and daily
hassles ranked low on the students’ lists of worries.  Again, Henker et al.’s (1995)
study indicated that adolescents were not as “self-centered,” as their label,
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“Generation X” may have suggested; instead their study indicated that adolescents
were recognizing the concerns of contemporary life.

Silverman et al. (1995) conducted a study of the worries of 141 boys and 132
girls in grades two through six.  They administered anxiety scales to the students
through classrooms and then individually interviewed each student regarding his or
her worries.  The students reported that their three major areas of concern were health,
school, and personal safety (Silverman et al., 1995).

In regards to health, the students in Silverman et al.’s (1995) study indicated
that they had concerns regarding someone else’s health (such as a parent’s health),
operations, specific bodily symptoms, medical care, contracting AIDS, and becoming
sick (other  than AIDS).  In regards to school, the students indicated worries about
tests and grades and about being called upon to answer in front of the class. In regards
to personal harm, 56% of the students reported that they specifically worried about
being physically attacked and harmed by an other person, through such means as
robbery, muggings, stabbings, or gun fire. The researchers found some reported
differences by grade (younger students reported a more intense fear of disasters),
some reported differences by gender (females reported more worries than males), and
some reported differences by ethnicity (African Americans reported more worries
than Caucasians or Hispanic Americans).  Silverman et al.’s (1995) results indicated
that these students overall had many worries and a variety of worries. Their worries
ranged from their concern for others and for their own personal health to their
concerns of being called upon in class.  Again, Silverman et al.’s (1995) study
indicated that these students had worries that were traditionally considered to be the
worries of adults.

Variations in Worry by Locality
Spruijt-Metz and Spruijt (1997) conducted a study of  416 students, ages 11 to

18 with a mean age of 14 (and consequently, most of the subjects were older than the
subjects in this study), who attended college-preparatory schools in the Netherlands.
Spruijt-Metz and Spruijt (1997) surveyed the salient worries and health complaints of
these students. Their worry list represented the thirteen most salient worries of Dutch
adolescents, as found through previous investigations through focus groups and pilot
questionnaires.  Therefore, some of the concerns that American students have
reported, such as fear of contracting AIDS and divorce in the family, were not even
options on the survey that they administered.  Consequently, their findings were
different from the findings of the previously mentioned research.  Spruijt-Metz and
Spruijt (1997) found that the girls in their study were concerned about the following
topics:
1. love
2. appearance
3. their futures
4. mixed-up emotions
5. grades
6. achievement
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7. boredom
8. problems with parents
9. wanting to be different
10. loneliness

They found that the boys in their study ranked their top ten concerns as the
following:
1. love
2. their futures
3. boredom
4. grades
5. achievement
6. money
7. appearance
8. mixed-up emotions
9. problems with parents
10. problems with friends

Other studies also have indicated that locality may influence adolescent worry;
for instance,  King et al.’s (1989) administered the Revised-Fear Survey Schedule to
3,118 Australian children and adolescents between the ages of 8 and 16.   The study
not only found that younger adolescents reported a greater number of fears, with eight
to ten-year olds reporting an average of 17 fears; with 11 to 13 year-olds reporting an
average of 14 fears; and 14 to 16 year olds reporting an average of 12 fears, this study
also found that students who live in urban areas reported more fears than adolescents
who live in rural areas.  Students who lived in urban areas reported an average of
14.14 fears, and students who lived in rural areas reported an average of 14.08 fears.
Although these differences seemed small, they were statistically significant, p < 0.05,
indicating that students who live in urban areas had more fears than students who live
in rural areas (King et al., 1989).

Variations in Worry by Gender and Cultural Background
Similar to the influence that locality has on adolescents’ worries, other studies

have found that students’ worries vary according to gender (D’Andrea and Bradley,
1995; D’Andrea, 1994; Silverman, 1995) and according to cultural backgrounds
(D’Andrea and Bradley, 1995; D’Andrea et al., 1994;  D’Andrea, 1994; Silverman,
1995).  For instance, D’Andrea and Bradley (1995) found that seventh-grade and
ninth-grade students who were Hispanic Americans and students who were “white”
(as categorized in the study) reported different worries.  Even though their localities in
which they resided were similar, their cultural backgrounds seemed to affect the types
of worries that they had.  For example, the students who had a Hispanic-American
cultural backgrounds reported greater “family” concerns, such as worrying about a
parent dying and greater “personal” concerns, such as worrying about their bodies’
development, when compared to the “white students.”  Although the white students
also reported concerns in these areas as well, the Hispanic-American students
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reported a significantly greater number of concerns in both of these areas (p < 0.001
for the personal worry category and p < 0.01 for the family worry category).
However, both groups of students reported similar worries in the areas of peer/school
concerns, such as “how much other kids like me,” and social/moral concerns, such as
“all of the violence going on in this country.”  They found that female students of
both groups reported significantly higher worries pertaining to peer/school concerns
and social/moral concerns, than their male counterparts of both groups.  D’Andrea
and Bradley’s (1995) study indicated that students who live in the same locality had
different worries which were influenced by their gender and cultural backgrounds.

D’Andrea (1994) also conducted a study that found that students’ worries may
vary according to gender, even if they live in the same locality and have similar
cultural backgrounds.  Specifically, D’Andrea (1994) studied the worries of 148
children who were Lakota Indians and who were members of the Great Sioux Nation.
The participants were students in grades fourth (N = 21), sixth (N = 12), seventh (N =
17), eighth (N = 24), ninth (N = 21), tenth (N = 21), eleventh (N = 18), and twelfth (N
= 14) who attended a school located on the Marty Indian Reservation in South
Dakota.  Seventy-five of the participants were males and 73 of the participants were
female; the average age was 14.6 years.  All of the subjects were surveyed on a
variety of concerns through the Worry Inventory, which is an adaptation of the
Adolescent Health Survey (D’Andrea, 1994).

D’Andrea (1994) found several interesting results in his study; however, his
results were broken down by gender but were not broken down by age.  In regards to
concerns related to personal and peer-related items, the male and female participants
reported similar worries, with one exception:  female participants reported
significantly greater concerns about “someone forcing me to do sexual things I don’t
want them to do” (p. 176).  In regards to family concerns, female participants reported
significantly greater concerns than male participants on additional items such as “I
worry about one of my parents dying” and “I worry about all the violence happening
in my home” (p. 178).  Furthermore, the female participants reported more moral and
social concerns.  For example, female participants reported greater concerns regarding
drinking and drug use, hunger, and community violence.  D’Andrea’s (1994) study
supported the belief that students who live in the same locality and who have the
same cultural background may have worries and concerns that vary according to their
gender.  These identified differences that likely are affected by the messages that
males and females have received and learned from their cultural backgrounds
(D’Andrea, 1994).

In summary, studies have found that students in the 1990’s have been
worrying about many concerns and a variety of concerns (Car and Schmidt, 1994;
D’Andrea, 1994; D’Andrea, 1995; D’Andrea & Bradley, 1995; Feldman, 1996;
Gullone & King, 1993; King et al., 1989; Henker et al., 1995; Silverman et al., 1995;
Spruijt-Metz & Spruijt, 1997 and Wilkins & Lewis, 1993).  Some studies have found
that students have been worrying about concerns that traditionally were considered to
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be the concerns of adults (Carr et al., 1994; Feldman, 1996; Gullone & King, 1993;
Henker et al., 1995;  King et al., 1989). Although locality may have affected the
concerns that some students had, some studies found that students’ worries varied
according to cultural background (D’Andrea, 1994; D’Andrea & Bradley, 1995;
D’Andrea et al., 1994; Silverman et al.,1995) and according to gender (D’Andrea,
1994; D’Andrea & Bradley, 1995; Silverman et al., 1995; Simon & Ward, 1982).

Review of Instrumentation

This section reviews the different types of instrumentation that were used in
this study and the relevant information in the literature.

Instrumentation
Three different types of instrumentation were used in this study:  a problem

checklist, student-led focus groups, and a tally of the worries about which sixth-grade
students sought help from their guidance counselor over a two month period.

Problem checklist.  The researcher utilized the Personal Problem Checklist—
Adolescent (PPC--Adolescent) that was development by Dr. John A Shinka
(Psychological Assessment Resources, Inc., 1985)  as a guide in developing a shorter
and more appropriate problem checklist for sixth-grade students at this particular
middle school.  In addition, the researcher utilized the Natural Helpers in the
development of the checklist.  With the eighth grade students’ input, she drafted an
initial checklist, and then asked them to review  the checklist and to provide feedback
as to the types of worries that they believed sixth graders may potentially have.  The
Natural Helpers based their comments on the worries that they remember having as
sixth graders in addition to the worries that they believe current sixth-grade students
may have.  After several meetings which resulted in items being revised, added, and
deleted to the checklist, the researcher drafted the final checklist. This checklist was
used as an information gathering tool only and was interpreted qualitatively because it
did not allow for standard scores to be calculated.

Student-led focus groups.  The second type of instrumentation that was used
in this study was the student-led focus groups.  Although some previous studies have
found that males and females reported similar worries (Carr et al., 1994; Henker et al.,
1995), other studies have found that females reported more worries than males (King
et al., 1989;  Simon & Ward, 1982).  Therefore, the Natural Helpers led five focus
groups that contained a mixture of males and females, two focus groups that were
exclusively female, and two focus groups that were exclusively males.

Several measures were taken to assure that the Natural Helpers were well
trained.  Each Natural Helper attended an eight hour training seminar on basic peer
counseling skills, such as confidentiality, personal limits, biases, open vs. closed
questions, and the counseling process as oppose to traditional “advice giving.” In
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addition, the Natural Helpers have had experience as peer counselors in individual
and group settings.  Also, the Natural Helpers had the opportunity to serve as focus
group participants in a separate program evaluation study.  Furthermore, each Natural
Helper participated in three 45 minute focus group training sessions.  During these
groups, they were instructed as to the purpose of this study and the basic tenets of
focus groups, and they participated in a series of focus group role plays.  During the
role plays, each Natural Helper had the opportunity to participate through three
different roles:
1. Each Natural Helper practiced his/her role as the focus group leader and actually

led the group through the series of focus group questions.
2. Each Natural Helper provided practice time to the other Natural Helpers by role

playing as “sixth-grade” focus group participants.
3. Each Natural Helper watched the role plays and provided constructive criticism to

the other focus group leaders.

To ensure that the Natural Helpers were able to focus on the task at hand
during this study, they recorded information in their written notes and recorded their
groups.  The participants and the parents of the participants granted permission for the
focus groups to be taped on the informed consent forms.  Each of the Natural Helpers
ran a focus group with another Natural Helper partner; one Natural Helper served as
the primary leader in the group and the other Natural Helper was in charge of the note
taking and the tape recording.   All of the Natural Helpers reported that they felt
confident with the process and were excited about their involvement in this study.

Guidance counselor tally sheet.  The third type of instrumentation that the
researcher utilized in this study was a tally sheet.  The researcher made a brief
notation of all worries about which sixth-grade students came to her (as the sixth-
grade guidance counselor) for assistance over a two month period.  She recorded the
worries on a tally sheet and clustered the specific worries into general categories
which were modeled after the categories of worries on the personal problem checklist.

Literature Review of the Instrumentation
Review of the literature is covered as it pertains to the use of focus groups in

research and the use of student helpers in schools.

Focus groups.  Several studies have indicated that focus groups are feasible
methods of inquiry with children and adolescents and that subjects are capable of
participating in research of this type (Brown, 1997; Brown, Pennylegion, Hillard,
1997; Charlesworth and Rodwell, 1997; Delores, Rienzo, Frazee, 1997; Eisenberg,
Wagenaar, Neumark-Sztainer, 1997).  Through the use of focus groups, researchers
have acquired information about the experiences, attitudes, and perceptions of target
populations (Delores et al., 1997). Furthermore, focus groups have given students the
opportunity to phrase their responses in their own words and to react to the responses
of their peers (Eisenberg et al., 1997). Researchers have successfully used focus
groups to assess the nutrition education needs and interests of high school students
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(Delores et al., 1997); to assess the effectiveness of drug-abuse-prevention programs
in schools (Brown, 1997); to evaluate condom availability programs in high schools
(Brown et al., 1997); to examine students’ perceptions of human sexuality education
in schools (Eisenberg et al., 1997); and to evaluate sexual abuse prevention programs
in elementary schools (Charlesworth and Rodwell, 1997).

For instance, Charlesworth and Rodwell (1997) utilized focus groups with
children, grades kindergarten through fifth, in their evaluation of a sexual abuse
prevention program in schools. Each focus group was comprised of either
kindergarten students and first graders, second and third graders, or fourth and firth
graders; there was a maximum of eight students in each groups, and students who
were considered to be “behavioral problems” were excluded from participating
(Charlesworth and Rodwell, 1997).

The researchers assessed whether elementary-aged children accurately were
interpreting the prevention messages of a sexual abuse prevention play.  Through the
use of focus groups, Charlesworth and Rodwell (1997) found the following results:
1. Most of the children liked the play.
2. Most of the children comprehended the major messages of the play.
3. Most of the children were able to articulate their understanding of the play.
4. Interpretations of the play seemed to vary with the regions in which the child

focus-group participants lived and their ages.  (This last finding was an
unanticipated finding from the focus groups.)

Overall, Charlesworth and Rodwell (1997) concluded that focus groups were
effective methods of acquiring exploratory research information from children.  The
children not only provided information that confirmed their understanding of the play,
they also provided unanticipated information and subtle between-group differences.
Charlesworth and Rodwell (1997) attributed the usefulness of focus groups with
children with the inherit flexibility and open-ended questioning style.

Other studies have utilized focus groups in conjunction with some other
method of inquiry (Brown et al., 1997; Ward, Bertrand, & Brown, 1991).  For
instance, Brown et al. (1997) utilized focus groups in conjunction with a survey in
their study on the availability of condoms to high school students.  Brown et al.
(1997) conducted focus groups with 130 students attending thirteen public high
schools in Seattle and collected surveys on 7,830 students attending ten high schools
in Seattle.  Brown et al. (1997) found that the information that they gathered through
the focus groups corresponded highly with some of the data that they acquired
through the use of the surveys. For instance, both methods produced similar findings
in the following areas:
1. Through both methods, students reported similar sources of free condoms.
2. Through both methods, students reported infrequent use of condom vending

machines in the schools.
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3. Through both methods, students reported that sophomores and juniors were more
likely than other students to obtain free condoms at school clinics.

4. Through both methods, students reported similar reasons for using condoms:
students were using condoms to protect themselves against pregnancy as well to
protect themselves against sexually transmitted diseases.

5. Through both methods, students reported similar reasons for not using condoms.
6. Through both methods, students reported that there was student support for

condom availability in schools.

However, differences between the results of focus groups and the results of the
surveys were reported as the following:
1. In the focus groups, the students overestimated the number of sexually active

students as being 75%-80% of the students; however, 49% of the students who
responded to the survey reported ever having had sexual intercourse.

2. Although survey participants reported that some of the students were taking
advantage of the school condom availability, many of the focus group participants
reported that condom availability in the schools had little bearing on students’
decisions to use condoms.  (Brown et al., 1997).

In summary, there were some reported differences between the results of the
surveys and the results of the focus groups in Brown et al.’s (1997) study.  However,
the two methods of inquiry also produced some similar results (Brown et al., 1997).

Although their participants were adults, Ward et al. (1991) found that their
focus group results were similar to survey results.  Ward et al.’s (1991) study
compared survey results, regarding voluntary sterilization, with focus group results,
regarding the same topic.  Although their comparison was based on subjective
assessments, Ward et al. (1991) found that their two methods of inquiry produced
similar results.  Overall, Ward et al. (1991) concluded the following:
1. The results of the two methods were similar for 28% of the variables.
2. The results of the two methods were similar but focus groups provided additional

detail for 42% of the variables.
3. The results of the two methods were similar but the surveys provided additional

detail for 17% of the variables.
4. The results of the two methods were dissimilar for 12% of the variables.

In summary, researchers have utilized focus groups with adolescents and
children to gain information on a variety of topics (Brown, 1997; Brown et al., 1997;
Eisenberg et al., 1997; Delores et al., 1997; and Charlesworth et al., 1997) and have
found that children and adolescents were capable of participating in these types of
studies.  In addition, Brown et al. (1997) and Ward et al. (1991) have found that focus
groups yield results that were similar to other methods of inquiry.

Peer helpers in schools.   Peers frequently are the first people to whom
adolescents often turn for guidance and assistance with personal problem solving
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(Henriksen, 1991).  They often confide in their peers when they first begin to worry,
whereas they often do not confide in adults until their worries become more serious
(Tanaka & Reid, 1997).  In fact, some adolescents typically will not seek help from
adults because they may have had previous experiences with adults that were
negative, and consequently they do not feel as if they can trust adults (Tanaka & Reid,
1997).  Although there are some schools that overlook students as resources (Gartner,
1997),  many schools are utilizing peer-helping programs in schools and enabling
more students to benefit from counseling services (Tindall, 1995).

Peer helpers are able to assist students in many ways.  First, peer helpers are
able to set the example that it is okay to seek help from other people. In fact, peer-
helping programs sometimes serve as a link to trustworthy adults because the peer
helpers who often are trusted by their peers are able to make appropriate referrals to
adults who can further assist the students in need (Tanaka & Reid, 1997).  Peer
helpers may help to develop healthy relationships between, not only students and
other students, but students and adults as well.

Peer helpers are able to act as positive role models for other students.  For
example, some middle school girls in Seattle had reported to the older peer helpers
that fellow fifth and sixth graders had been spreading hurtful rumors.  The peer
helpers were able to intervene and to set a positive example by talking to the
individual fifth and sixth-grade classes about how spreading rumors were “cruel,” not
“cool.”  Many of the fifth and sixth graders looked to the older middle school students
as positive role models and were impacted by their opinions and examples.  In this
case, older middle school students were able to guide and to counsel younger middle
school students in a positive direction (Tanaka & Reid, 1997).

Henriksen (1991) evaluated a peer-helping program in Central Middle School
in Dawson Creek.  Similar to many other peer-helping programs, this program was
designed to address social, emotional, physical, and academic needs of middle school
students.  Two months after the program was first implemented, Henriksen (1991)
assessed the program by asking approximately 230 students to complete a survey.
Thirteen percent of the respondents indicated that they had spoken to a peer helper
since the program was first implemented:  65% of the students who had spoken to a
helper rated the session as “helpful,” 32% rated the session as “satisfactory,” and one
person said that the session was “not helpful.” Overall, the students at Central Middle
School who had utilized the peer-helping program gave the program a positive rating
(Henriksen, 1991).

Peer-helping programs combine the strengths of students with the teaching
and training skills of the adults.  The students understand the language of other
students, while the adults understand the skills that are needed to assist them.  When
peer helpers combine their inherit understanding with learned skills in peer helping,
they are able to guide and to communicate with students effectively (Gartner, 1997).
Therefore, if they have structured training, it appears as if peer helpers may be able to
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access some information, regarding the issues about which other students worry, that
adults may not be able to acquire; after all, peers talk to their peers when their worries
are not yet serious (Tanaka & Reid, 1997).

Summary

It is well documented that the transition to middle school/junior high school is
marked with increased changes and increased psychological distress, but it is less
clear about what the middle school students are worrying while they are in school.
The popular media often has focused on drug/alcohol use and violence, while recent
studies have identified a variety of other issues as student concerns.

This study utilized three different methods of instrumentation.  First, the
participants completed a personal problem checklist which was developed by the
researcher in conjunction with the Natural Helpers.  Then the students participated in
one of nine student-led focus groups.  In addition, the researcher utilized a tally sheet
to document the types of worries about which sixth graders sought assistance during a
two month period.  These methods attempted to discover the types of issues about
which sixth-grade students worry while they are in school.
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CHAPTER III

  METHODOLOGY

This study was primarily a descriptive, qualitative study that sought empirical
information. This information was compared to self-reported information on a
personal problem checklist, to tallied information as to the types of worries about
which sixth-grade students sought assistance, and to previously existing information
in the literature.  The study utilized Natural Helpers, who were eighth-grade students
who were selected by their peers as being students who were naturally helpful and as
being students with whom others felt comfortable sharing their issues and problems.

Research Questions

Through the use of the personal problem checklist, the student-led focus
groups, the tally of students worries, and the comparison of the results with existing
literature, this study sought to answer the following research questions:
1. What did sixth-grade students report during the focus groups as being issues about

which they spend time in school worrying?
2. Did sixth-grade students report similar worries on the personal problem checklist

as they did during the focus groups? In other words, did the checklist produce
information that was as useful as the information that was gathered through the
focus groups?

3. For what types of issues did sixth-grade students seek assistance from their
guidance counselor?

4. Did sixth-grade students report concerns that were similar to those that were
identified in the professional literature?

5. Did exclusively male and/or exclusively female focus groups generate information
that was different from the groups that had a mixture of females and males?

Permission to Research

The researcher received permission to conduct this study from the Assistant
Superintendent of the school system and from the building principal, who both were
informed of the purpose, research questions, and procedures of this study.
Furthermore, the researcher received permission to utilize the participants from the
participants themselves and from the parents of the participants.  The students and the
parents signed individual informed consent forms, which included permission to tape
the focus group sessions and to utilize the information from the study in this paper.

Participants

The focus group participants were 48 sixth-graders (21 males and 27 females)
whose heterogeneously-grouped, sixth-grade classes were randomly selected from a
suburban middle school in the Roanoke Valley. The sixth grade included 282 students
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(roughly 3.2% were classified as minorities); approximately 17% of the sixth-grade
population participated in this study (roughly 4.2% of whom were minority students).
There were a total of 861 students in grades six through eight at this middle school:
96 % of the student population (796 students) were classified as Caucasian, 4% of the
student population were classified as minority students (American Indian/Alaskan
Native = 3 students, African-American = 26 students, Asian or Pacific Islander = 4
students, and Hispanic = 3 students) and 14.5% of the student population (125
students) met the federal regulations for and received free or reduced lunch. Sixth-
grade students randomly were assigned to heterogeneously-grouped classes, without
regard to their abilities.  Therefore, the selected classes included students of low,
average, and high abilities and included students who received special education
services and who had individual education programs. The researcher chose to utilize
randomly selected, heterogeneous classes in the interest of scheduling the focus
groups participants and in the interest of minimizing the time that the Natural Helpers
would miss from their academic classes.

The researcher reviewed the informed consent forms, both parental and
participant, with all of the possible participants from the randomly selected classes.
The researcher then answered any of the potential participants’ questions. All of the
students who participated in this study completed the informed consent forms and
returned completed parental informed consent forms.  Their classroom teacher offered
all students five points extra credit on one assignment for remembering to return both
consent forms.  Then the 48 participants completed a personal problem checklist and,
one week later, participated in one of nine focus groups; each focus group contained
two Natural Helpers (focus group leaders) and five or six, sixth-grade participants.

Instrumentation

The instrumentation consisted of three different methods of inquiry:  the
personal problem checklist, student-led focus groups, and a tally sheet.  The purpose
of these methods was to discover the issues that were troubling sixth-grade students
while they were in school.  The results from this study were compared to information
gleaned from the existing literature.

Data Collection

The Natural Helpers had previously participated in an eight-hour seminar that
covered some of the basic counseling issues and techniques, such as confidentiality,
personal limits, biases, open verses closed questions, and the counseling process as
opposed to traditional “advice giving.”  Also, the Natural Helpers had been serving as
peer counselors throughout the year.  In addition to their previous training and to their
experiential training, each Natural Helper participated in three, forty-five minute
training sessions on focus groups.  During these sessions, they were instructed as to
the basic tenets of focus groups, the purpose of the focus groups, and the actual
process of running focus groups.  Each of the Natural Helpers participated in three
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different roles during role playing.  They each role played as the focus group leader
and actually led their group through the series of this study’s questions.  They also
role played as “sixth-grade participants,” allowing the other Natural Helpers time to
practice as leaders.  Lastly, they each served as a critic or as an outsider to the process
and provided feedback to the leaders at the conclusion of the role plays.

During the training sessions and the role playing, the Natural Helpers also
assisted with the development of the questions for the study by providing feedback
about the wording of the questions and feedback about which questions they found
appropriate and thought-provoking.  At the conclusion of the training sessions, each
Natural Helper verbalized that he/she felt comfortable with the focus group process,
the focus group questions, and with his/her role in this study.

The researcher randomly selected heterogeneously-grouped, sixth-grade
classes and spoke to the classes about the purpose and procedures of the study and
about the informed consent forms.  Forty-eight sixth-grade students returned both
signed informed consent forms and received five points extra credit on individual
assignments.  After receiving the informed consent forms, the researcher administered
the personal problem checklist to each of the participants.  One week later, the
Natural Helpers led the participants through a series of topic questions (Krueger,
1998) and open-ended questions, during focus group discussions.  The  Natural
Helpers conducted a series of nine focus groups; each group consisted of two Natural
Helpers who led the focus group and five or six sixth-grade students who served as
participants.  Two groups were exclusively male, and two female.  The other five
groups contained males and females.

The Natural Helpers began each of the focus groups by explaining that they
were seeking information about the worries of sixth graders in general, not about the
specific worries of any of the participants, and they asked that the participants refrain
from using any names during the groups.  However, they also informed the
participants that they could make appointments to speak with one of the guidance
counselors if they felt like they needed to address any individual concerns or worries.
In addition, the Natural Helpers also explained the issue of confidentiality and
explained that they (the leaders) would not discuss the comments of the group with
anyone other than the researcher; they also explained that they expected the
participants to keep the groups’ discussions confidential as well.

During the focus groups, the Natural Helpers followed the structure of the
questions but also included additional, related questions as topics and themes
emerged in their groups.  The leaders made notes under each question in the space
provided as to the key points that the participants discussed in response to each
question and made notes at the bottom of the page of additional questions and
responses.   Using words that were consistent with the language of the students, the
Natural Helpers covered the following questions:
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1. Let’s talk about the types of things that sixth graders worry about while they are in
school.  What do sixth graders worry about?

2. What are the biggest worries that make it hard for sixth graders to focus in
school?  Can anyone identify the top 3 things that sixth graders worry about?

3. Let’s be more specific, but without naming any names:  What is the most recent
problem that one of  your friends has worried about?

4. Who do sixth graders talk to when they are worried?
5. Do you think that parents, counselors, and teachers know what kind of stuff sixth

graders worry about?
6. If sixth graders could make one person understand what bothers them, who would

they make understand their worries?  Also, what would sixth graders make that
person understand?

7. In general, if sixth graders could make one worry disappear while they were
sleeping, what would disappear?  In other words, what worry would they make go
away?

During the focus groups, the Natural Helpers took notes on and recorded the
information on a tape recorder.  At the conclusion of the groups, the Natural Helpers
offered each participant a small candy bar for their participation.  Following the
groups, the researcher interviewed the Natural Helpers regarding their experiences
with the groups, their recorded information, and their perceptions of their findings.

Data Analysis

At the conclusion of each focus group, the researcher collected the reported
and the recorded data from the Natural Helpers and completed post-group interviews
with each of the Natural Helpers.  The researcher analyzed the data and looked for
answers to the stated research questions:
1. What did sixth-grade students report during the focus groups as being issues about

which they spend time in school worrying?
2. Did sixth-grade students report similar worries on the personal problem checklist

as they did during the focus group? In other words, did the checklist produce
information that was as useful as the information that was gathered through the
focus groups?

3. For what types of issues did sixth-grade students seek assistance from their
guidance counselor?

4. Did sixth-grade students report concerns that were similar to those that were
identified in the professional literature?

5. Did exclusively male and/or exclusively female focus groups generate information
that was different from the groups that had a mixture of females and males?

The information that the participants reported in the focus groups was
compared to the information that the students previously reported on the personal
problem checklist and to the worries for which sixth-grade students had sought
assistance from the researcher (as their guidance counselor). This study was a
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qualitative study; therefore, the information was analyzed through a qualitative
approach to data analysis.  In regards to the personal problem checklist, the researcher
tallied the number of times that the participants indicated that a specific item was a
worry and made note of the items that were marked repeatedly or were listed under
the “other category.”  The results were rank ordered in regards to the items that
received the most checks to the items that received the fewest.  In other words, the
items were listed in order from the items that the students worry about the most to the
items that the students worry about the least.

In regards to the focus group results, the researcher followed suggestions on
interpreting focus-group results that were made by Krueger (1998) and also referred
to the “Analysis Strategy Based on Post-Session Debriefings” as outlined by David L.
Morgan (Krueger, 1998).  Based on the recommendations of  Krueger (1998), the
findings were analyzed systematically and without delay.  In addition, the researcher
followed the “Analysis Strategy Based on Post-Session Debriefings” and utilized the
leaders during analysis.  She spoke to the leaders, listened to the tapes with the
leaders, and discussed their impressions of the participants and their impressions of
the main topics that were addressed (Krueger, 1998).

Following the interviews with the leaders, the researcher carefully listened to
the tapes again and made notes under each question as to the responses and made
notes of some specific quotes; she repeated this process for each tape and made an
analysis sheet for each question, listening for the frequency (how many times a worry
was discussed), extensiveness (how many students spoke of that worry) of the
responses and the intensity (how they used their voice) in which the participants gave
them.  In addition to noting the worries that were discussed, notes were made of
worries that were mentioned in the research but were not discussed during the focus
groups (Krueger, 1998).

After completing the analysis of the focus group results, the focus group
analysis sheets were compared to the tallied information from the personal problem
checklist, looking for similarities and differences.  Then the information from the
focus groups and the problem checklist were compared to the guidance counselor tally
sheet to determine if sixth-grade students sought assistance for the same issues that
the participants had identified as worries on the checklists and in the focus groups.
After making these qualitative comparisons, the findings from this study were
compared with the information in the literature in order to determine whether the
results were consistent with the findings of the literature:  Were the themes of this
study consistent with the themes in the research?  Did sixth-grade students at this
middle school report concerns that are consistent with the concerns that students from
other middle schools have reported?
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Summary

In this chapter, the research questions and the procedures of this study were
reviewed.  In addition, the participants in the study and the methods for providing
informed consent and for obtaining permission from the school system, the students,
and the parents were discussed.  Subsequent sections of this chapter provided the
specific methodologies that the researcher utilized and included the specific questions
that were addressed through the focus groups.  Finally, the methods of data analysis
were described.
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CHAPTER IV

RESULTS OF THE STUDY

This chapter reviews the research questions and presents the results of the
study.  The primary purpose of this study was to discover the kinds of issues that were
troubling sixth-grade students while they were in school by collecting empirical
information through focus groups and through the use of naturally occurring resources
in the school, the Natural Helpers. The second purpose of this study was to evaluate
the information that the Natural Helpers gathered in the focus groups through the
evaluation suggestions of Krueger (1998) and through the evaluation procedure,
“Analysis Strategy Based on Post-Session Debriefings,” as outlined by David L.
Morgan (Krueger, 1998) and to compare this information to the information that the
participants reported on a personal problem checklist.  Third, the purpose of this study
was to keep a tally of the types of worries about which the sixth graders sought help
from their guidance counselor.  Fourth, the purpose of this study was to compare
these findings to information in the existing literature.

Focus Group Responses

Forty-eight sixth-grade students participated in one of nine student-led focus
groups, with five to six participants in each group.  Two of the groups were
exclusively male, two of the groups were exclusively female, and five of the groups
were mixed.  Two of the students (4.2% of the participants) were from minority
groups, one student was African American and another student was Hispanic-
American.

The researcher utilized the impressions of the Natural Helpers during the data
analysis and further evaluated the focus group results by listening for the frequency,
intensity, and extensiveness that the students spoke about these issues and by making
an analysis sheet for each focus group question (Kruger, 1998).  The researcher then
clustered the specific worries that were discussed frequently, intensively, and
extensively during the focus groups into categories of worries. The following sections
contain the reported clusters of worries to each of the focus group questions.

Focus Group Question # 1
Let’s talk about the types of things that sixth graders worry about while they

are in school—what do sixth graders worry about?

Exclusively male groups.  The responses to question # 1 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively male groups were clustered into the
following categories:
1. grades and specifically, failing the sixth grade—“Sixth graders worry about

grades.”  “Making it to the next grade and stuff.”



28

2. making and keeping friends and specifically, being popular—“Making friends,
being popular, being with the people you want to be with.”  “Kids want to be
cool.”

3. “getting into trouble” at school
4. school violence and incidents, “Kids worry about what happened in Colorado,

happening here.” “Being killed by other kids.” “All this stuff that can happen—it
makes it hard to concentrate.”

5. drugs use by peers--“I know a lot of kids who do drugs—a lot of people.”

Exclusively female groups. The responses to question # 1 from the focus
group participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into
the following categories:
1. grades and homework—“Kids worry about making good grades.”
2. friends, social life, and specifically conflicts with other girls—“Rumors and

people talking about you.”
3. personal looks—“Most people worry about their hair.”
4. boys making “sexual harassing comments,” such as accusing them of stuffing

their bras—“guys.”
5. bombings at school—afraid that it may happen here—“It is scary to come to

school.”
6. conflicts between parents and divorce
7. parents’ illnesses—“I worry that my mom is going to die.”

Mixed groups. The responses to question # 1 from the focus group participants
who participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. grades, passing the 6th grade, homework—“Worrying about test grades”

“Especially in math class.  Math is the hardest.”
2. school violence—getting beat up & shootings—“People coming in and shooting

us.”
3. friends/social life—conflicts and losing friends—“Having people talk behind your

back, fitting in, and being popular.’
4. getting “made fun of” on the buses
5. drugs—“The drugs at the bus stops.”
6. “getting into trouble” at school
7. home life—“Their problems at home.”

Focus Group Question # 2
What are the biggest worries that make it hard for sixth graders to focus in

school?  (Can anyone identify the top 3 things that sixth graders worry about?)

Exclusively male groups. The sixth graders reported that it is difficult to
concentrate in school because they have a lot of worries.  They identified many of the
same worries that they identified in question # 1. The responses to question # 2 from
the focus group participants who participated in exclusively male groups were
clustered into the following categories:
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1. grades and failing tests—most frequently, intensively and extensively reported
concern—“I know one kid who has tried to work hard but is still doing bad—he
really tries.”  “All his friends will be in the next grade and he’ll still be in sixth.”
“Half of the sixth grade are worry warts.”

2. violence--guns, weapons, and being killed—“One kid who was getting roughed
up told his friends and they stopped it.”

3. parents and family troubles
4. social issues/relationships with friends,  popularity issues, and “being made fun
of”
5. drug use by friends

Exclusively female groups. They identified many of the same worries that they
identified in question # 1. The responses to question # 2 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into the
following categories:
1. social life and friends—most extensively discussed & most frequent topic—

Specifically many of the girls were concerned about the changing social groups
such as worrying about other girls no longer being their friends if they became
cheerleaders.

2. passing tests—“Those SOL tests worry me.”
3. violence in the schools—“Getting shot at school.”
4.  guys and having boyfriends

Mixed groups. They identified many of the same worries that they identified
in question # 1. The responses to question # 2 from the focus group participants who
participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. “Passing the sixth grade.”
2. friends/social issues—“Worry about fitting in and being left out.”  “Rumors.”

“Having the right clothes and fitting in.”
3. violence, specifically shootings—“People say that it is not going to happen here,

but they don’t know for sure.”

Focus Group Question # 3
Let’s be more specific, without naming any names.  What is the most recent

problem that one of your friends has worried about?

Exclusively male groups. The responses to question # 3 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively male groups were clustered into the
following categories:
1. grades & possibly failing the sixth grade—“Getting a good grade on the President

Report.”
2. social issues, relationships with friends, and specifically “being a loser”
3. trouble/discipline problems—such as getting in trouble on the bus—“Taking keys

and throwing them out the window. He just threw them out.”
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Exclusively female groups. The responses to question # 3 from the focus
group participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into
the following categories:
1. social/friends—“Conflicts with other girls.”
2. friends in “unhealthy relationships”—“My friend is in a bad relationship with this

boy.”
3. cheerleading tryouts—“Afraid we will no longer be friends.”
4. violence, specifically massacre in Colorado—“The thing in Colorado.”

Mixed groups. The responses to question # 3 from the focus group participants
who participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. friends & relationships, specifically field trip partners—“Worrying about who

they will sit with on the bus during the field trip.”  “Breaking up with boyfriends
& feeling depressed.”

2. getting into trouble at school—“When they do something to get into trouble.”
3. “grades”
4. shootings/violence in schools

Focus Group Question # 4
Who do sixth graders talk to when they are worried?

Exclusively male groups. The responses to question # 4 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively male groups were clustered into the
following categories:
1. peers—“Mainly tell each other.” “Talk to good friends.”  “They talk to each other,

instead of their parents.”
2. no one—“They keep it to themselves.”  “Some don’t tell anyone.”  “They are just

quiet and keep it inside.”
3. school counselor—“Occasionally tell the counselor.”
4. parents-- rarely mentioned—“Kids who worry a lot will tell their parents.”

Exclusively female groups. The responses to question # 4 from the focus
group participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into
the following categories:
1. peers--“Mainly friends.” “Tell one good friend.”
2. older siblings—“Usually other kids understand things better.”
3. counselor—“Sometimes we go to Mrs. Snow.”
4. “sometimes parents”—Again, students did not report their parents as the main

source for people that they confide in.  “Older people are ancient.  They just say,
‘Let is pass.’”  “I usually don’t talk to my mom.”

Mixed groups. The responses to question # 4 from the focus group participants
who participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. talk to friends the most—“Especially best friends.”
2. older friends/siblings—sometimes peer helpers—“People who are a little older.”
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3. talk to adults about the “more serious questions”

Focus Group Question # 5
Do you think that parents, counselors, and teachers know what kind of stuff

sixth graders worry about?

Exclusively male groups. The responses to question # 5 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively male groups were clustered into the
following categories:
1. Generally, the students reported that parents and teachers do not know “what we

[they] are going through.” “They don’t know.  It was different back then—slower
schools, and they didn’t get in trouble as much.”  “They sorta know but not really.
They are big and can fend for themselves.”  “They take classes and stuff, but they
don’t really know.”  “You want to make a good impression on the teachers.”

2. Generally, the students that reported that their friends were “the only ones who
understand.”  “People tell me. Ask me to help.”

Exclusively female groups. The responses to question # 5 from the focus
group participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into
the following categories:
1. Overall, the students reported that adults don’t understand.  Some mentioned how

“things are easier for parents.” “Parents and teachers have forgotten want it is
like.” “I don’t think teachers understand—they don’t.”

2. They again mentioned that their friends seem to understand more than anyone.

Mixed groups. The responses to question # 5 from the focus group participants
who participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. Generally, the participants verbalized that they felt like parents don’t understand

but said that parents notice when they are worrying.  “They were our age once but
that was a long time before.”  “Kinda know.” “I don’t think some parents know,
like those parents in Colorado.”

2. Again, they reiterated that they go to their friends when they are worried.

Focus Group Question # 6
If sixth graders could make one person understand what bothers them, who

would they make understand their worries? Also, what would sixth graders make that
person understand?

Exclusively male groups. The responses to question # 6 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively male groups were clustered into the
following category:
1. Overwhelmingly, the students identified their parents as the people that they

would make understand what bothers sixth graders.  Specifically, they said that
they would make their parents understand: how it feels to have homework and
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how it feels to get into trouble at school—“how getting written up feels.”  “You
want an adult to understand because they can do something about it.”

Exclusively female groups. The responses to question # 6 from the focus
group participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into
the following categories:
1. parents—They said that sixth graders would like for their parents to understand:

what “going out” (with boys) means, what “we are going through, ”how it feels to
have conflicts.” “Make my parents understand what going out means.” “Life.”

2. friends—They said that they would like for their friends to be able “to
sympathize.”

3. teachers—mentioned less frequently

Mixed groups. The responses to question # 6 from the focus group participants
who participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. friends—It appeared important that their friends understand how they feel.
2. parents—They want them to understand “popularity,” and their concerns about

school, their concerns about violence, and their concerns about homework.  “My
mom or my dad.”

Focus Group Question # 7
In general, if sixth graders could make one worry disappear while they were

sleeping, what would disappear?  In other words, what worry would they make go
away?

Exclusively male groups. The responses to question # 7 from the focus group
participants who participated in exclusively male groups were clustered into the
following categories:
1. grades (especially bad grades)—most intensely & frequently discussed—“Grades

would be better.”  “I would always have my homework on time.”  “Not worry
about bad grades.”

2. fear of getting into fights—no longer would be afraid—“Could go to school and
not worry about stuff that might happen.”

3. fear of getting “some disease” and fear of dying—“Not worry about someone
coming in with a shot gun.”

Exclusively female groups. The responses to question # 7 from the focus
group participants who participated in exclusively female groups were clustered into
the following categories:
1. parents would have more time for them—mentioned several times—“My mom

wouldn’t be asleep when I get home.”  “My mom has to work until like 1:00 a.m.”
“My parents would have more time for me.”

2. parents would get along—“I’m worried that my dad will get mad and not let us
in.”

3. parents’ illnesses—“My parents would never die.”
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4. peers—“no more cliques”
5. no more name-calling or rumors—“What people say about you.”
6. boyfriend—“I would have a boyfriend.”
7. no more tests—“No more tests or stress.”
8. no more violence in school—“Like what happened in Colorado.”

Mixed groups. The responses to question # 7 from the focus group participants
who participated in mixed groups were clustered into the following categories:
1. no longer have to worry about passing the sixth grade or about grades—“I don’t

feel like I have the right answers.”  “SOL scores.”
2. social issues--conflicts with & between friends—“Not have to worry about fitting

in.”
3. violent people
4. drugs
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Problem Checklist Responses

The 48 participants completed the a problem checklist one week before they
participated in the focus groups.  The checklist asked, “What types of things do you
worry about when you are at school?”  This section contains the ranked-ordered
results from the problem checklist.

Table 1
Problem Checklist Responses

Rank
order

Worry Number of
students who

 identified
 it as a worry

Approximate
percentage of
students who
identified it as

a worry
1 whether or not I’ll get good grades 36 11.9 %
2 whether or not I’ll pass the SOL tests 24 7.9 %
3 having friends 23 7.6 %
4 getting into trouble 21 7.0 %
5 arguments that I have with other kids 16 5.3 %
5 the health of my family members 16 5.3 %
5 whether or not I’m good-looking 16 5.3 %
9 my parents 15 5.0 %
10 concerns about my life at home 14 4.6 %
11 whether or not I’m popular enough 13 4.3 %
12 feeling unsafe/violence 12 4.0 %
13 drugs/alcohol 10 3.3 %
13 girlfriends/boyfriend problems 10 3.3 %
13 my health/illness 10 3.3 %
13 things that I hear about on the news 10 3.3 %
17 dressing out for P.E. and/or participating in P.E. 9 3.0 %
18 things that happen in the hallway 8 2.6 %
19 things that happen on the bus and at bus stops 6 2.0 %
19 dying 6 2.0 %
21 older kids 5 1.7 %
22 things that happen at lunch time 4 1.3 %
23 sibling conflicts 3 1.0 %

Other If I’ll get a boyfriend
If I’m too fat

Being called “shorty”
Someone asking me to have sexual intercourse

1
1
1
1

.03 %

.03 %

.03 %

.03 %
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Results of the Tally

Over a two month period, the researcher kept a tally of the types of worries
and concerns about which sixth grade students came to talk to her as the sixth-grade
guidance counselor.  The researcher documented the concerns about which the
students sought assistance from her, and she documented the number of students who
sought help for these concerns.  Some of the students were seen individually and
others were seen with other students who also were involved with the same concerns
or worries. The specific issues were clustered into categories of worries.  This
sections contains the results of the tally.

Table 2
Results of Tally

Rank
Order

Worry/Concern/Problem # of students
seen

Approximate
percentage of
students seen

1 Social concerns/friendship issues/minor conflicts 53 42.1 %
2 Violence or potential violence issues/threats 20 15.9 %
3 Family concerns 13 10.3 %
4 Academic Concerns 11 8.7 %
5 Trouble at school—avoiding trouble or after-the-fact 10 7.9 %
6 Boyfriend/girlfriend issues 5 4.0 %
6 Feeling sad/depressed 5

(1 suicide
threat)

4.0 %

8 Issues regarding drugs/alcohol 3 2.4 %
9 Feeling sick 2 1.6 %
9 Anxiety issues 2 1.6 %
9 Being picked on/name-calling by others 2 1.6 %
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Summary of Research Questions

The following section reviews the five research questions and summarizes the
findings of this study.

Research Question # 1
The first research question was “What did sixth-grade students report during

the focus groups as being issues about which they spend time in school worrying?”
The sixth graders verbalized that they worry about issues that concern grades, tests,
homework and passing the sixth grade; issues that concern their social lives such as
making and keeping friends, being popular, being “made fun of,” conflicts between
friends, rumors and personal looks; issues that concern violence such as getting “beat
up” or shot at school; issues that concern getting in trouble at school and drugs use by
peers (reported more frequently by males and the mixed groups); and issues that
concern their family lives such as conflicts between their parents and family troubles.

Research Question # 2
The second research question was “Did sixth-grade students report similar

worries on the personal problem checklist as they did during the focus groups? In
other words, did the checklist produce information that was as useful as the
information that was gathered through the focus groups?”  The results of the checklist
indicate that the participants had several issues about which they worried while they
were in school.  Forty-eight students completed the survey and a total of  302
responses were marked as worries; therefore, each student had an average of  6.3
worries out of a possible 24 worries (including the “other” category).  The survey
produced results that were similar to the results of the focus groups.  The responses
that were most frequently marked on the checklist pertained to issues that concerned
grades and SOL tests (Standard of Learning Tests), friends/social issues, trouble at
school, and family life.  The participants spoke about these same issues intensely,
extensively, and frequently during the focus groups. However, there also were a few
differences.  The participants spoke about issues concerning drugs and violence
during the focus groups, but only 11 of the students identified violence as a concern
(twelfth highest concern) on the checklist and 10 of the students identified
drugs/alcohol (thirteenth highest concern) on the checklist. Although the focus groups
allowed the participants the opportunity to identify more specific issues about which
sixth-grade students worry, the two methodologies produced similar findings overall.

Research Question # 3
The third research question was “For what types of issues did sixth-grade

students seek assistance from their guidance counselor?”  Over the two month period,
the researcher/sixth-grade guidance counselor had 126 student contacts.  Of these
student contacts, 107 (84.9 %) were regarding social/friendship issues, violence,
family, academic, and trouble at school issues.  These issues were the same issues that
the participants spoke about in the focus groups.  Therefore, the sixth grade
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population sought help for the same issues that the sample of sixth graders identified
as concerns during the focus groups.  Also, with the exception of issues pertaining to
violence, these are the same issues that the participants frequently marked as worries
on the problem checklist.

Research Question # 4
The fourth research question was “Did sixth-grade students report concerns

that were similar to those that were identified in the professional literature?”  Yes, the
participants reported concerns that were similar to the many of the concerns that were
reported by adolescents in the professional literature. First, they reported a variety of
concerns, similar to the findings of Feldman (1996).  Their worries included concerns
that were related to getting good grades which is consistent with the findings of Carr
and Schmidt (1994), Henker et al. (1995), Spruijt-Metz and Spruijt (1997), Silverman
et al. (1995) and which indicated that “Generation X” cares about their academic
progress; concerns that were related to friends/social concerns which was consistent
with the findings of Carr & Schmidt (1994), Henker et al., (1995), Spruijt-Metz and
Spruijt (1997), D’Andrea and Bradley (1995), and Feldman (1996); concerns that
were related to violence (being shot/hurt/killed) which is consistent with the findings
of  Silverman et al. (1995) and with the findings of Gullone & King (1993), King et
al. (1998), and Henker et al. (1995) which found that students worry about issues that
are related to death and dying; and concerns that were related to their family lives
which is consistent with the findings of Henker et al. (1995); Spruijt-Metz & Spruijt
(1997); D’Andrea & Bradley (1995).  Furthermore, there were interesting results that
were reported by the exclusively female groups that were consistent with information
in the literature.  The exclusively female groups reported worries that were related to
sexual harassment issues which is consistent with the findings of D’Andrea (1994)
who found that female participants reported significantly greater concerns about
sexual issues than male participants.

However, this study reported some findings that were dissimilar to the results
of other studies.  Although some studies reported drug use as an adolescent concern,
other studies such as Carr & Schmidt’s (19940 study indicated that drug use was not a
prevalent concern.  Furthermore, the participants in this study did not report worldly
issues, such as social ills or environmental degradation, as being issues about which
they worry, as did the participants reported in Henker et al.’s (1995) study nor did
they report issues concerning their futures (other than possible grade level retention
and SOL tests) as in Spruijt-Metz & Spruijt’s (1997) study.  Furthermore, the
participants in this study frequently reported concerns that were related to getting into
trouble at school; this finding was not identified as an issue that was reported
frequently in the literature.

Overall, the findings were consistent with the developmental literature.  The
participants indicated the egocentrism which is consistent with the developmental
information of Howe (1993); although, there were some reported concerns regarding
the health of parents and concerns about their friends in unhealthy relationships, most
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of their concerns pertained to themselves.  They also reported many concerns about
social issues, peer group issues and how they “fit in” with their peers, which is
consistent with the developmental literature of Elias & Branden-Muller (1994) and
Bean (1991a), and concerns about boyfriend/girlfriend issues, which is consistent
with Elias & Branden-Muller (1994). The sixth-grade participants reported many
worries regarding conflicts with their peers; these reports were consistent with the
developmental information of  Howe (1993) and Elais & Branden-Muller (1994)
which indicated that early adolescence is marked with increased conflicts between
peers.  Although the participants reported many concerns regarding peer conflicts,
they frequently reported that their peers were often the people in whom they confided
when they were having problems, which is consistent with the information of
Henriksen (1991). Overall, the participants in this study reported worries that were
consistent with the literature on the worries of adolescents and that were consistent
with the early adolescence developmental literature as well.

Research Question # 5
The fifth research question was “Did exclusively male and/or exclusively

female focus groups generate information that was different from the groups that had
a mixture of females and males?”  There were some noted differences.  First, the male
participants who were in the exclusively male groups spoke more and discussed
issues in greater depth  than the males who were in the mixed groups.  Also, the
exclusively male groups and the mixed groups spoke more about issues that pertained
to getting into trouble at school and about peer drug use than the exclusively female
groups.  On the other hand, the female participants appeared to speak fairly openly in
both the exclusively female groups and the groups that contained males and females.
However, the females who were in the exclusively female groups spoke more about
concerns related to boyfriends and sexual issues, such as sexual harassment, than
females who were in the mixed groups.   Overall, the groups reported similar
concerns.

Summary

In this chapter, the researcher presented the results of the study, reviewed each
of the focus group questions, and reported the results by exclusively male groups,
exclusively female groups, and mixed groups.  This chapter also includes the results
of the problem checklist and the results of the tally sheet.  Research questions were
reviewed and responses were provided to each of them.
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CHAPTER V

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter provides a summary of the results of this study and provides a
review of the research questions, methodology, and findings.  The conclusions and a
section on discussion and recommendations for future research and for the counseling
profession also are included.

Review of the Research Questions and Methodology

This qualitative study sought to discover the kinds of issues that were
troubling sixth-grade students who attend a middle school in the Roanoke Valley in
Virginia.  Through the use of three different methodologies, this study investigated
the answers to the following research questions:
1. What did sixth-grade students report during the focus groups as being issues about

which they spend time in school worrying?
2. Did sixth-grade students report similar worries on the personal problem checklist

as they did during the focus groups? In other words, did the checklist produce
information that was as useful as the information that was gathered through the
focus groups?

3. For what types of issues did sixth-grade students seek assistance from their
guidance counselor?

4. Did sixth-grade students report concerns that were similar to those that were
identified in the professional literature?

5. Did exclusively male and/or exclusively female focus groups generate information
that was different from the groups that had a mixture of females and males?

The focus group participants were 48 sixth-grade students whose
heterogeneously-grouped, sixth-grade classes at a suburban middle school in the
Roanoke Valley in Virginia were randomly selected to participate in this study.  There
were a total of 861 students in grades six through eight at this middle school:  96 % of
the student population (796 students) were classified as Caucasian, 4% of the student
population were classified as minorities in the school (American Indian/Alaskan
Native = 3 students, African-American = 26 students, Asian or Pacific Islander = 4
students, and Hispanic = 3 students), and 14.5% of the student population (125
students) met the federal guidelines for and receive free or reduced lunch.  The sixth-
grade students randomly were assigned to classes, without regard to their abilities.
Therefore, classes that were selected for this study included students of low, average,
and high abilities and included students who received special education services and
who had individual education programs. The researcher chose to utilize randomly
selected, heterogeneous classes in the interest of scheduling the focus groups
participants and in the interest of minimizing the time that the Natural Helpers would
miss from their academic classes.
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The researcher reviewed the informed consent forms, the participant and
parental, with all of the potential participants from the randomly selected classes. All
of the students who participated in this study completed the informed consent forms
and returned completed parental informed consent forms.  Then the 48 participants
completed a personal problem checklist and, one week later, participated in one of
nine focus groups; each focus group contained two Natural Helpers (focus group
leaders) and  five or six, sixth-grade participants.  The researcher kept a tally of the
number of students who sought her assistance as the sixth-grade guidance counselor
and the types of concerns/worries that they reported over a two month period.

Summary of the Findings

 The results of this study were used to provide answers to the stated research
questions.
1. What did sixth-grade students report during the focus groups as being issues about

which they spend time in school worrying?  The participants reported a variety of
issues about which sixth graders worry, but the majority of their discussions
clustered into issues concerning grades, social lives, violence, trouble at school,
and family issues.

2. Did sixth-grade students report similar worries on the personal problem checklist
as they did during the focus groups?  In other words, did the checklist produce
information that was a s useful as the information that was gathered through the
focus groups?  Yes, they reported very similar issues through both of the
methodologies. However, concerns regarding drugs and violence did not rank in
the top 10 list of concerns on the checklist, but the participants frequently
discussed these issues during the focus groups. Overall, the two methods
produced similar findings.

3. For what types of issues did sixth-grade students seek assistance from their
guidance counselor?  The researcher kept a tally of the number of students who
sought her assistance and a tally of the types of issues about which they sought
help over a two month period.  One hundred seven of the 126 student contacts
were in regards to issues pertaining to social/friendship issues, violence, family,
academic, and trouble (problems with discipline) at school.  These issues were
similar to the issues that the students spoke about during the focus groups and
similar to the issues that they reported on the checklist.

4. Did sixth-grade students report concerns that were similar to those that were
identified in the professional literature?  Overall, the participants reported
concerns that were similar to the concerns that were reported by other adolescents
in the professional literature and they reported concerns that were consistent with
the literature on the developmental characteristics of early adolescents. However,
many of the participants in this study reported concerns about trouble in school in
the focus groups and on the problem checklist and sought assistance from their
guidance counselor for these issues.  This finding is different from many of the
previously reported findings.
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5. Did exclusively male and/or female focus groups generate information that was
different from the groups that had a mixture of females and males?  All three
types of groups generated similar information with a few noted differences.  The
males spoke more extensively and frequently in groups that were exclusively
male.  Females spoke in both exclusively female groups and mixed groups.
However, the content of their conversations were varied between the two types of
groups.  Females in the exclusively female groups spoke more frequently about
boys and sexual issues than females in the mixed groups.  The exclusively male
groups and the mixed group spoke more frequently about issues concerning
trouble in school and drug use by peers.  Overall, the findings in all three groups
were very similar.

Conclusions and Discussion

All three methodologies, the focus groups, the problem checklist, and the tally
sheet produced similar findings.  However, there were some interesting results that
warrant further discussion.  One noted finding is that during the two month period in
which the researcher kept a tally of the numbers and types of worries for which
students sought help, “violence or potential violence issues/threats” ranked second;
twenty students sought assistance for these concerns.  Furthermore, focus group
participants spoke frequently, extensively, intensely about worrying about violence in
schools, such as getting shot or getting beat up.  However, one week earlier, “feeling
unsafe/violence” was reported as only the twelfth highest worry out of 24 possible
worries on the checklist;  twelve students out of 48 listed this as a worry. Through the
results of the tally sheet and the focus groups, it appears as if violence or the potential
threat of violence was an issue that was worrying these participants.  However, why
does it appear as if the worry regarding violence was underreported through the
checklist method?

More than likely, the worry regarding violence was not underreported on the
checklists.  People are affected by the types of social issues about which they hear
through the popular media. After the students completed the checklist but before they
participated in the focus groups, a deadly shooting rampage took place in Littleton,
Colorado at Columbine High School, leaving several students dead, injured, and
emotionally scarred (“As many as,” 1999). Therefore, one week earlier, violence in
schools may have been a worry of some of the students, but it then became a worry of
many other students by the time they participated in the focus groups due to the recent
occurrences and the media coverage. Furthermore, students began seeking assistance
from their counselor in response to truthful information that they were hearing and in
response to the many false rumors that were circulating among their peers as well.
This situation represented one of those “more serious issues” that adolescents seek
assistance from adults (Tanaka & Reid, 1997). In summary, violence in the schools is
a worry for many students but is further exacerbated by when violent episodes occur
in other schools.
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Another interesting finding that came out of the focus groups is that students
have a tendency to confide in their peers when they are worry about something.  This
finding is consistent with the developmental literature of  Tanaka & Reid (1997) and
Gartner, (1997) which says that early adolescents are more likely to turn to other
adolescents when they have worries and problems.  However, focus group questions
numbers five, six, and seven generated some interesting findings.  When the focus
group leaders asked the participants, “If sixth graders could make one person
understand what bothers them, who would they make understand their worries?”
parents frequently were mentioned.  Although the participants reported that they often
confide in their peers when they worry, they also indicated that they want their parents
to understand their worries; however, this may be difficult since developmentally,
adolescents are moving away from their families and towards their peers (Howe,
1993). Overall, the focus group participants responded to focus group question # 5
that they feel as if adults do not understand the types of issues about which they worry
but in question # 6, the participants responded that they would like for their parents to
understand.  This further reiterates the information of Elias and Branden-Muller
(1994) that adolescents still need positive adult role models.  Anther finding that is
related to the previous findings came from responses to focus group question # 7
which asked, “In general, if sixth graders could make one worry disappear while they
were sleeping, what would disappear?”  Participants in the exclusively female groups
responded that their parents would have more time for them.  Therefore, although
they may be concerned about their social groups and peers, early adolescents in this
study still have a desire for their parents to spend time for them.

Finally, another interesting finding of this study pertains to the SOL tests (the
Standards of Learning Tests) which are end-of-the year tests that eighth grade
students in Virginia are expected to pass.  At the time of this study, the SOL tests
were approximately two years into the participants’ futures.  However, the checklist
indicated that the sixth-grade participants already were worrying about these tests; in
fact, the participants ranked, “whether or not I’ll pass the SOL tests” as their second
highest worry on the checklists and in addition, the exclusively female focus groups
discussed their worries regarding the SOL test.  If students were worried about these
eighth-grade tests as sixth graders, then their level of stress regarding these tests likely
will be even greater by the time the testing time becomes more imminent.  Although
the transition from elementary school to middle school is marked as a time of
increased psychological distress for many students (Chung et al., 1998), their
psychological distress may not dissipate throughout middle school due to the
increased academic expectations.

Recommendations

The results from this study provide a basis for recommendations for future
research and recommendations for the school counseling profession.
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Recommendations for Future Research
1. The ways in which the SOL tests are affecting students warrants further study.

Does sixth grade mark a time when students developmentally are aware of the
importance of these future tests, or are the elementary students feeling
psychological distress over the SOL tests as well?  Are high school students
feeling increased stress from these tests?

2. Additional studies should be conducted at different grades levels to assess the
developmental guidance needs.  Perhaps this could be accomplished at some
grade levels by administering an open-ended questionnaire at the beginning of
each semester or by administering a short problem checklist.

3. When world events occur that affect the students’ worries such as the shooting
massacre in Colorado, researchers should assess the students’ degree of
understanding of the facts.  For example, was the participants’ increased concern
regarding violence in the schools solely based on the incidents at Colorado or was
it affected by the false rumors that were circulating in the school?

4. Since the problem checklist appeared to produce results that were similar to the
more time-consuming focus groups, the checklist could be improved and revised
and appropriately changed for other grade levels.  The checklists could
periodically give a glimpse of the students’ concerns.  Are their concerns different
in the spring verses the fall?  If so, this information could affect the guidance
delivery services that are utilized throughout different times of the year.

5. Further investigation into the relationship between early adolescents and their
parents should be conducted.  This study generated some interesting results that
indicated that some students wish that their parents had more time for them and
understood their worries.  These findings warrant further study.

Recommendations for the Profession
1. The worries and concerns of students may vary from locality and change as their

developmental characteristics change.  School counselors should assess the
general needs of their target population and plan their guidance services
accordingly.  By developing guidance services in accordance to the specific needs
of the population as recommended by Durrant (1995), school counselors may be
able to serve more students in a time-efficient manner.

2. Developmentally, adolescents are beginning to have more formal operational
thinking (Elias & Branden-Muller, 1994), are beginning to develop reasoning
skills (Howe, 1993), and are beginning to converse more with their peers as they
have become more cognizant of concerns (Beane, 1991).  However, they also have
maintained a sense of egocentrism (Howe, 1993). Consequently, they have begun
to engage in increased conflicts with their peers.  These developmental
characteristics present a further problem because early adolescents are very
concerned about “fitting in” and being a part of their social groups (Howe, 1993).
School counselors should take the opportunity to teach early adolescents about
basic peer counseling skills and conflict mediation skills (in addition to the
students who are involved in these programs as helpers). These lessons may be
taught through classroom guidance, role playing and small group counseling
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sessions and may help to enhance the self-esteem of these early adolescents, as
recommended by Beane (1991a).

3. Developmentally early adolescents have moved closer to their peers (Howe,
1993); however, it is important that adults remain positive role models in their
lives and remain accessible to the students.  After all, early adolescents may
initially turn to their peers when they have worries and concerns, but they seek
assistance from adults for more serious issues (Tanaka & Reid, 1997).  Also, some
of the participants in the focus groups indicated that they feel as if adults do not
understand the types of issues about which they worry; however, many of the
participants also said, if they could make one person in their lives understand their
worries, they would make their parents understand.  Furthermore, some of the
participants also indicated that they wished that their parents had more time for
them.  School counselors may be able to facilitate the communication between the
parents and the early adolescents. When adolescents seek the assistance of school
counselors, they should encourage students to speak with their parents about their
worries and concerns as well.  School counselors may ask students if they would
like to contact their parents at the time of the counseling sessions or may ask the
students to come back the next day and update them after they (the students) share
the information with parents.  School counselors should communicate the
message to students that it is okay to seek help from their parents and that they
should keep their parents informed about the issues that concern them.

4. Schools should take advantage of the natural resources within the school  by
utilizing peer-helping programs in the schools.  When selecting the helpers, it
should not be necessary to pick the best academic students but instead the best
role models for other students.  These peer helpers should use their creativity to
communicate positive messages to the other students through posters, special
programs, and involvement with the other students.

5. School counselors should encourage students to interact with one another and to
communicate. If students are involved in conflicts or have concerns, the school
counselor may actually assist the students in saving time that they may otherwise
waste.  After all, many of the participants in this study reported that they worry
about social issues, such as rumors.  The rumors may originate from the fact that
perhaps the students who are involved in the problems are not communicating
with each other but with other people. By giving the students a few minutes to talk
about their concerns, worries, and/or conflicts with others who are involved, the
school counselor may assist the students in saving unneeded heartache and lost
time and enable the students to return to class more focused.

Summary

In this chapter, the researcher presented a summary of the results of this study
and provided a review of the research questions, methodology, and findings.  The
researcher’s conclusions were included, along with discussion and recommendations
for future research and for the counseling profession.



45

References

As many as 25 may be dead in attack at Colo. High school.  (1999, April 21).  The
Roanoke Times, p. A1, A3.

Baker, J. A.  (1998).  Are we missing the forest for the trees? Considering the social
context of school violence.  Journal of School Psychology, 36, 29- 43.

Beane, J.  (1991a).  Sorting out the self-esteem controversy.  Educational Leadership,
49, 25-30.

Beane, J.  (1991b).  The middle school:  The natural home of integrated curriculum.
Educational Leadership, 49, 9-13.

Bonnington, S. B.  (1994).  Solution-focused brief therapy:  Helpful interventions for
school counselors.  The School Counselor, 41, 126-128.

Brown, J. H.  (1997).  Listen to the kids.  American School Board Journal, 184,
38, 40, 47.

Brown, N. L., Pennylegion, M. T., Hillard, P.  (1997).  A process evaluation of
condom availability in the Seattle, Washington Public Schools.  Journal of
School Health, 67, 336-340.

Bruce, M. A. & Hopper, G. C.  (1994)  Brief counseling versus traditional counseling:
A comparison of effectiveness.  The School Counselor, 44, 171-184.

Carr, T. & Schmidt, J. J.  (1994).  Who’s afraid of the…?: A survey of eighth graders’
concerns.  The School Counselor, 42, 67-71.

Chung, H., Elias, M. & Schneider, K. (1998).  Patterns of individual adjustment
changes during middle school transition.  Journal of School Psychology, 36,
83-101.

Charlesworth, L. W. & Rodwell, M. K.  (1997).  Focus groups with children:  A
resource for sexual abuse prevention program evaluation.  Child Abuse &
Neglect:  The International Journal, 21, 1205-1216.

Commonwealth of Virginia, Department of Education. (1988).   Standards for
Accrediting Public Schools in Virginia.  Richmond:  Virginia.

Crockett, L. J., Peterson, A. C., Graber, J. A., Schulenberg, J. E., & Ebata, A. (1989).
School transitions and adjustment during early adolescence.  Journal of Early
Adolescence, 9, 181-210.



46

D’Andrea, M.  (1994).  The concerns of Native American youth.  Journal of
Multicultural Counseling and Development, 22, 173-181.

D’Andrea, M., Bradley, L.  (1995).  A comparative study of the worries of Mexican
American and white students:  Implications of school counselors.  Journal of
Humanistic Education and Development, 33, 183-192.

Delores, J., Rienzo, B. A., Frazee, C. (197)  Using focus groups to develop a nutrition
education video for high school students.  Journal of School Health, 67, 376-
379.

Durrant, M.  (1995).  Creative Strategies for School Problems.  New York W. W. 
Norton & Company.

Eisenberg, M. E., Wagenaar, A., Neumark-Sztainer, D.  (1997).  Viewpoints of
Minnesota students on school-based sexuality education.  Journal of School
Health, 67, 322-326.

Elias, M. J. & Branden-Muller, L. R.  (1994).  Social and life skills development 
during the middle school years: An emerging perspective.  Middle School 
Journal, 25, 3-7.

Feldman, J. H.  (1996).  Do today’s kids worry too much?  Learning, 24, 54-56.

Garbarino, J. (1995)  Raising Children in a Socially Toxic Environment. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Gartner, A.  (1997).  Converting peer pressure.  Social Policy, 27, 47-49.

Gullone, E. & King, N. J. (1993).  The fears of youth in the 1990s:  Contemporary
normative data.  The Journal of Genetic Psychology, 154, 137-153.

Henker, B., Whalen, C., & O’Neil, R.  (1995).  Worldly and workaday worries:
Contemporary concerns of children and young adolescents.  Journal of
Abnormal Child Psychology, 23, 685-702.

Henriksen, E. M.  (1991).  A peer helping program for the middle school.  Canadian
Journal of Counselling, 25, 12-18.

Hirsch, B. J. & Rapkin, B. D. (1987).  The transition to junior high school:  A
longitudinal study of self-esteem, psychological symptomatology, school life
and social support.  Child Development, 58, 1235-1243.

Howe, F. C.  (1993).  The sixth grader.  Child Study Journal, 23, 113-125.



47

King, N. J., Ollier, K., Iacuone, R., Schuster, S., Bays, K., Gullone, E.,
Ollendick, T. H. (1989).  Fears of children and adolescents: A cross-sectional 
Australian study using the Revised Fear Survey Schedule for Children.  
Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 30, 775-784.

Krueger, R. A. (1998).  Analyzing & Reporting Focus Group Results.  Thousand 
Oaks, California:  SAGE  Publications Inc.

Krueger, R. A. (1998).  Developing Questions for Focus Groups.  Thousand Oaks, 
California: SAGE Publications Inc.

LaFountain, R. M., Garner, N. D., & Elliason, G. T.  (1996).  Solution-focused
counseling groups:  A key for school counselors. The School Counselor, 43,
256-267.

Lord, S. E.,  Eccles, J. S., & McCarthy, K. A.  (1994).  Surviving the junior high
school transition:  Family processes and self-perceptions as protective and risk
factors.  Journal of Early Adolescence, 14, 162-199.

Manning, M. L.  (1993).  Cultural and gender differences in young adolescents.
Middle School Journal, 25, 13-17.

Mieczkowski, T., Newel, R. & Wraight, B.  (1998).  Using hair analysis, urinalysis,
and self-reports to estimate drug use in a sample of detained juveniles.
Substance Use & Misuse, 33, 1547-1567.

Millar, R. & Gallagher, M.  (1996).  The “Things I Worry About Scale:  Further
developments in surveying the worries of postprimary school pupils.
Educational and Psychological Measurement, 56, 972-994.

Mosert, D. L., Johnson, E., & Mosert, M. P.  (1997).  The utility of solution-focused,
brief counseling in schools:  Potential from an initial study.  Professional
School Counselor, 1, 21-24.

Murphy, J. J. (1994).  Brief therapy for school problems.  School Psychology
International, 15, 115-131.

Murphy, J. J. (1996).  Solution focused brief therapy in the school.  Handbook of
Solution Focused Brief Therapy.  San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass Inc.

Murphy, J. J. (1994).  Working With What Works:  A Solution-Focused Approach to
School Behavior Problems.  The School Counselor,  42, 59-65.

Personal Problem Checklist-Adolescent.  (1985). Odessa, Florida:  Psychological
Assessment Resources, Inc.



48

Ribak-Rosenthal, N.  (1994).  Reasons individuals become school administrators,
school counselors, and teachers.  School Counselor, 41, 158-164.

Silverman, W. K., La Greca, A. M., & Wasserstein, S.  (1995).  What do children
worry about?  Worries and their relation to anxiety.  Child Development, 66,
671-686.

Simon, A. & Ward, L. O.  (1982).  Sex-related patterns of worry in secondary school
pupils.  British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 21, 63-64.

Spruijt-Metz, D. & Spruijt, R.  (1997).  Worries and health in adolescence: A latent
variable approach.  Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 26, 485-501.

Tanaka, G. & Reid, K.  (1997).  Peer helpers: Encouraging kids to confide.
Educational Leadership, 55, 29-31.

Tindall, J. A.  (1995).  Peer Programs:  An In-depth Look at Peer Helping.  Bristol,
Pennsylvania: Taylor & Francis.

Ward, V. M., Bertrand, J. T., Brown, L. F.  (1991).  The comparability of focus group
and survey results:  Three case studies.  Evaluation Review, 15, 266-283.

Wilkins, R. & Lewis, C.  (1993).  Sex and drugs and nuclear war:  Secular,
Developmental and Type A influences upon adolescents’ fears of the nuclear
threat, AIDS and drug addiction.  Journal of Adolescence, 16, 23-41.



49

Appendix A

 Table A-1

Problem Checklist

Please do not write your name on this checklist.

What types of things do you worry about when you are at school?

____ whether or not I’ll get good grades
____ drugs/alcohol
____ having friends
____ arguments that I have with other kids
____ concerns about my life at home
____ my parents
____ girlfriend/boyfriend problems
____ whether or not I’m popular enough
____ dressing out for P.E. and/or participating in P.E.
____ things that happen at lunch time
____ feeling unsafe/violence
____ getting into trouble
____ whether or not I’ll look foolish in front of my friends
____ dying
____ things that happen in the hallway
____ the health of my family members
____ things that happen on the school bus and at the bus stops
____ older kids
____ whether or not I’ll pass the SOL tests
____ whether or not I’m good-looking
____ sibling conflicts
____ my health/illness
____ things that I hear about on the news
____ other—Please list
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Appendix B

Natural Helpers Focus Groups
Remember—one person is primarily responsible for asking questions and the other person is primarily
responsible for taking good notes—however, the note taker may ask follow-up questions to the sixth
graders responses, as thoughts occur.

Before asking the questions:
**  Explain the purpose of the group—to find out what sixth graders worry about in general—to
develop good guidance services for next year—classroom guidance lessons, groups, etc.
� elaborate in your own words
**  Confidentiality, confidentiality, confidentiality
� Mrs. Snow is the only one who will listen to the tape for the purpose of collecting data—
information will not be identified with anyone’s name—make them feel as comfortable as possible
about the tape recorder—explain that we are leaving adults out of this one.
� although we will take notes, we will not write down anyone’s name in our notes
� what you say will remain confidential—we expect you to keep the information confidential as well
(explain this further—by participating, they have agreed not to go back to their classes and say, “So in
so said this……”)
** Explain that anyone may make appointments to see the guidance counselors if they feel like they
have individual & specific worries that they need to address—in this group, we will be talking about
sixth-graders’ “general worries,” not specific worries.

This is an outline of the questions that you should ask—however, remember that you should ask
additional and follow-up questions, as themes emerge!!!!!  Allow for silence—encourage all to
respond-if group is quiet, answers questions in a circular fashion, allowing each person to
respond.

1. Let’s talk about the types of things that sixth graders worry about while they are in
school—what do sixth graders worry about?

2. What are the biggest worries that make it hard for sixth graders to focus in
school? (Can anyone identify the top 3 things that sixth graders worry about?)

3. Let’s be more specific, without naming any names.  What is the most recent
problem that one of your friends has worried about?

4. Who do sixth-graders talk to when they are worried?  Follow-up:  Without
naming anyone’s name, can anyone give me a specific incident?

5. Do you think that parents, counselors, and teachers know what kind of stuff sixth-
graders worry about?

6. If sixth-graders could make one person understand what bothers them, who would
they make understand their worries?  Also, what would sixth graders make that
person understand?

7. In general, if sixth graders could make one worry disappear while they were
sleeping, what would disappear?  In other words, what worry would they make go
away  (what would be different)?

Thank the participants for their help.  Give them each a reese’s cup and tell them that they can eat it in
the classroom.  Come see me as soon as possible so that we can talk start evaluating the results. Thanks
for all of your help!!!!
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Appendix C

Table A-2

Researcher’s Overall Feeling of Frequency, Intensity, and Extensiveness
of Focus Groups’ Responses

Focus Groups’
Worries

Reported
Frequently

Reported
Intensely

Reported
Extensively

Grades * * *
Social Lives * * *
Violence * * *
Trouble at school *
Family issues *
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