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The Popularity Gap

Sarah Kliff, Newsweek Web Exclusive, May 15, 2008, http://www.newsweek.com/id/137033
Perhaps no period of life is fuller with obsessive worries about popularity, social hierarchies and reputations than that three-year period known as middle school. In films about it, teens and pre-teens spend entire hours and episodes agonizing over what their peers think. Figuring out whether you'll end up being a cool prom king or the kid who eats alone in the cafeteria--is an integral part of becoming a teenager. 

Turns out, it doesn't necessarily matter. Whether or not your high class voted you "most popular," teenagers who perceive themselves as well liked are just as socially successful over time as the kids who actually are part of the in-crowd, according to Kathleen Boykin McElhaney, a research associate in psychology at University of Virginia who conducted a new study. Her findings add to a growing body of research suggesting that our perception of how we fit into the social world is just as important--if not more important--than our real-life position in the social world. 

The researchers asked 164 students at a public middle school to tackle two nerve-wracking questions: how well liked were they among their class and who they would most like to spend time on a Saturday night. Half of the finding wasn't particularly surprising: the popular kids fare great socially, with their peers becoming more interested in hanging out with them over the year. But the teenagers who felt good about their place on the social ladder did just as well; they became less hostile and their peers became more interested in spending Saturday night with them even if they weren't ranked as particularly well liked. 

One of McElhaney's most interesting findings is that self-perceived and peer-perceived popularity don't line up too well; most of the well-liked kids do not perceive themselves as well liked and visa versa. Why such a perception gap? For one thing, humans are notoriously bad at estimating what others think of us, whether it's a musical performance or on a first date. We're usually way off base thinking we did far worse or far better than others think we did. 
The research also does go into what effect these perceptions have in the long run--whether those who see themselves as popular or those who actually are well liked will have more social success in their adult lives. McElhaney is hesitant to guess but does emphasize that how social standing evolves in adulthood is likely to be much more complex than who is hot and who is not in high school. "It may be that other measures of social standing than popularity are more telling in the long run," says McElhaney. 

Other social psychologists place their bets on the kids who perceive themselves as well liked, not those deemed to be popular. A psychologist at University of Chicago, has done research following children and loneliness, finding that the perception of social isolation predicts a higher risk for depression and other health problems; the perception of social acceptance, it seems, protects against such ailments. In other words, it's not the objective isolation, but the perceived isolation, that is at the core of what loneliness is. 

Our perception of the social world--whether we view it as welcoming or hostile--can have a big impact on our mental and physical well-being. Individuals with many friends can often report being lonely and to be suffering from some of the negative physical effects of loneliness, while, on the reverse side, those with a few friends might say they're getting along just fine. This gives some hope to teens going through middle school who find themselves not to be the popular kid. There are other ways to achieve the same psychological benefits of feeling connectedness, without being the football player or the cheerleader. Finding a group, even if it's small, in which you comfortable and well liked can be just as rewarding as being the one with the most MySpace friends.
1. Which sentence summarizes best the article and could be used as a subtitle?

A) A new study reveals that for teens, it's not whether you're really popular. It's whether you think you are.
B) New research fails to prove the benefits of popularity among teens and its benefits in adulthood.
C) The one of the most MySpace friends is also the one who feels most lonely according to a research study at the University of Virginia. 

2. Finish the sentences based on the information in the article.
Teenagers are obsessed with…

Researchers asked how…

Most well-liked kids fail to see…

Popular kids fare just as well as…

Social standing in adulthood does not depend on…

Even in a small group you can

Loneliness and popularity depend on…

3. Find the meaning of the word or expression.

	A) nerve-wracking 
	1. the feeling people have that they are members of a group in society and that they share particular qualities with other members of that group

	B) agonize
	2. to spend a lot of time in a particular place or with particular people

	C) fare great
	3. a situation that makes you feel very nervous or worried

	D) hang out (with)
	4. an illness that is not very serious

	E) evolve
	5. to be successful

	F) connectedness
	6. to develop and change gradually over a long period of time

	G) ailment
	7. to think about a difficult decision very carefully and with a lot of effort


4. What does the author mean by saying…
Being part of the in-crowd:

We’re usually way off base:

On the reverse side:

Peer-perceived popularity:

Be more telling in the long run:

5. The prepositions were left out in the sentences below. Fill in the gaps.  

Not everyone ends ____ being cool in school.
As it turned ____, even popular people can suffer ____ loneliness.

Less popular students can be just ____ successful ____ their more popular peers and they do just ____ well.

The research adds ____ a growing number studies with similar results.

Most people don’t feel good _____ their social standing.

You have to find a group ____ which you are comfortable.

Popularity depends ____ how you feel not how others feel. 

6. Read the article again. Now, turn the paper and try and summarize the article in 2 (or so) sentences as simply as you can. Avoid the psychological terms that are used in the article. Strictly in your own words!
7. Discuss. 
“Finding a group in which you are comfortable can be just as rewarding as being the most with the most MySpace friends.” 
To what extent do you agree with the statement? Have you found a group like that? Who are the others in the group? Why are they important to you? What do you receive from them? What do you provide for them? 
Key:

1. A

2. Teenagers are obsessed with what others/their peers think of them. Researchers asked how well liked teenagers were among their class. Most well-liked kids fail to see themselves as popular/well-liked. Popular kids fare just as well as the ones who feel good about their place on the social ladder/who feel good about their social standing. Social standing in adulthood does not depend on popularity in school. Even in a small group you can feel comfortable/connectedness. Loneliness and popularity depend on perception. 

3. A-3, B-7, C-5, D-2, E-6, F-1, G-4
4. Being part of the in-crowd: being popular/socially accepted. We’re usually way off base: we are usually not right and quite far from the truth. On the reverse side: the other side of an object or an idea. Peer-perceived popularity: how others (people that are of the same social standing/age/job) think about our popularity. Be more telling in the long run: it turns out later, on long term.  
5. up, out, from, as, as, as, to, about, in, on 
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