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Welcome 
 

	  
I am delighted to provide the welcome for the second issue of Unconventional Wisdom: 
University of Montevallo McNair Scholars Program Research Journal. The McNair Scholars 
Program combines two of my higher education passions: access for those who are 
underrepresented in U.S. higher education and undergraduate research. 
 
As this is a research journal it is only appropriate I cite research about the benefits of 
undergraduate research. The American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
identifies 10 high-impact practices, which benefit undergraduate students (Kuh, 2008). One of 
these is undergraduate research. 
  
Research by Dr. George Kuh (2008) suggests that while most students benefit from high-impact 
practices, these practices may be more beneficial for traditionally underrepresented students. This 
“compensatory effect” results in a larger accrual of benefits to those who are less prepared when 
they enter college (Finley & McNair, 2013). Undergraduate research can narrow the gap. 
 
It has been a true joy to see the McNair Scholars as they progress through the program. From 
their research proposals presented to the University of Montevallo community in the spring, 
through the workshops and working with faculty mentors in May and June, to the presentations of 
their results in June, to the publication of this journal, I have seen such growth in the McNair 
Scholars as students, researchers, and human beings. One of the greatest pleasures is to see them 
accepted into graduate programs as a result of their dedication and hard work and the support of 
the program director, Dr. Roberta Leichnitz, and the program coordinator, Ms. Tonya Giddens. 
 
Please enjoy the fruits of their labor in this journal. I encourage you to reach out to the McNair 
Scholars, ask them questions about their research, and congratulate them on successfully 
completing such a rigorous program. 
 
Dr. TyAnn Lindell 
Executive Director of the Academic Success Center 
McNair Scholars Enthusiast 
 
Finley, A. and McNair, Tia. (2013). Assessing Underserved Students’ Engagement in High-Impact 

Practices. Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
Kuh, G. D. (2008). High-Impact Educational Practices: What They Are, Who Has Access to Them, and 

Why They Matter. Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
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History of the University of Montevallo 
 

 
Due to the efforts of Julia Tutwiler who advocated for the technical training of girls, the 
University of Montevallo opened in October 1896 as the Alabama Girls’ Industrial 
School (AGIS), a women-only technical school that also offered high school-level 
courses. AGIS became the Alabama Girls’ Technical Institute in 1911, further adding 
"and College for Women" in 1919. The school gradually phased into being a traditional 
degree-granting institution, becoming Alabama College, State College for Women in 
1923. 

The school's supporters lobbied the Alabama Legislature which passed a bill on January 
15, 1956 that dropped the designation "State College for Women", effectively making the 
school coeducational. The first men entered the school that same month. In 1965, the 
board of trustees authorized President D. P. Culp to sign the Certificates of Assurance of 
Compliance with the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In the fall of 1968, three African 
American women, Carolyn Buprop, Ruby Kennbrew, and Dorothy (Lilly) Turner, 
enrolled in the university. On September 1, 1969, Alabama College was renamed the 
University of Montevallo. Today, the University of Montevallo is the only public liberal 
arts college in Alabama and is a member of the prestigious Council of Public Liberal Arts 
Colleges (COPLAC). 

Montevallo is located in the geographic center of the state of Alabama in an area rich 
with Civil War history. With slightly over 3,000 students, the university generates a 
significant economic impact on the surrounding communities in Shelby County. 
Many of the buildings on campus predate the founding of the college, including King 
House and Reynolds Hall. The King House is reserved for special guests of the campus, 
and Reynolds Hall is still used by the Theater Department and alumni relations. King 
House was reportedly the first home in Alabama to receive pane glass windows. 
Montevallo's campus is considered an architectural jewel. Its appearance is more in line 
with private, elite institutions. The central part of campus is a National Historic District, 
listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The Olmsted Brothers’ firm, who also 
designed the grounds for the Biltmore House in North Carolina, designed the main 
portion of the campus. Frederick Law Olmsted designed Central Park in New York. 
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Synthesis and Characterization of a Novel Porphyrin  
 
Alexia Carter 

Cynthia Tidwell, Ph.D. and L. Dalila Mathews, Ph.D. 

Abstract 

The copper complex of the novel porphyrin 5,10,15,20-tetrakis-(3,4-bis-benzyloxy-phenyl) 
porphyrin, TDBOPP, was synthesized.  The CuTDBOPP was purified using column 
chromatography and then characterized by electronic absorption spectrophotometry.  The spectral 
data were in agreement with the proposed structure. The UV-Vis absorption spectrum of 
TDBOPP shows characteristic spectral patterns similar to those of tetraphenyl porphyrin with a 
Soret band at 424 nm and four (or three) Q bands at 519, 556, 592 and 650 nm. The copper 
complex exhibited a shift in the Soret band to 421 nm and the extinction coefficient for the Soret 
band was 4.3 x 105 cm-1M-1.  Also observed was the disappearance of some of the Q bands as was 
expected upon metallation of porphyrin.  The Q bands were 541 and 578 nm and had 
corresponding extinction coefficients of 2.2 x 104 cm-1M-1 and 4.5 x 103 cm-1M-1.   
 

Introduction 

Porphyrins are large, stable molecules that can have many different metal centers. 

Because of the versatility of porphyrins they are studied in many areas of research, 

including photodynamic therapy, solar energy, conducting polymers, hormone synthesis 

and sensors. Photodynamic therapy (PTD) (also called photoradiation therapy, 

phototherapy, or photochemotherapy2) can be used in the areas of cancer, (age related) 

muscular degeneration, psoriasis, and other chronic diseases1.  This technique is based on 

the discovery that photosensitizing agents can kill one-celled organisms when they are 

exposed to light (laser or filament)2.  

 The PDT technique is simple: photosensitizer + visible light + oxygen = tissue 

response1. Photodynamic therapy combines light and porphyrins (light sensitive 

molecules) in an environment filled with oxygen3. Lasers are the major light source for 

activation of porphyrins because laser light is monochromatic, consistent, and intense3. 
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Light Emitting Diodes and florescent light sources are used as well3.  The heme in 

hemoglobin is a porphyrin, which is a part of red blood cells3. The hemoglobin is a major 

part of the human body because it carries the oxygen in the blood3. Porphyrins that are 

not used in the oxygen transportation process can absorb energy from photons and also 

transfer that energy to the oxygen molecules that are in close proximity3. This causes 

singlet oxygen and free radicals to form3. This can cause damage to proteins, nucleic 

acids, lipids and other cellular components3. Porphyrins use the energy from light to 

produce toxic oxygen species (singlet oxygen and free radicals) just as the magnesium 

porphyrin in chlorophyll uses energy from (sun) light to make sugar3. 

  A typical photodynamic session starts with an I.V. injection of a porphyrin in the 

body3. The porphyrin is absorbed by cells all over the body but it remains in the cancer 

cells longer than the normal cells2.  Light is then used as a means to activate the 

photosensitizer; the molecule absorbs the light energy1. In this excited state it interacts 

with the oxygen rich environment and forms singlet oxygen, which is toxic to the cells1. 

Because the porphyrin is concentrated in the tumor where the light is directed so the 

tumoricidal activity and damage to vasculature (that feeds the tumor for without it the 

tumor cannot develop or survive4) destroys the tumor cells, resulting in the death of the 

cancer cells1. Tumors that are close to the surface are exposed to direct lighting, but 

tumors located deeper within the body need illumination by fiber optic light4. Light 

exposure must be timed so most of the photosensitizing agent has left the normal healthy 

cells but is still present in the cancer cells2.  The effectiveness of the treatment relies on 

the wavelength and PDT agent being used1. Because PDT is a “cold” photochemical 

process, there really is not any thermal damage to the cells1. With this approach there is 
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minimal discomfort after the procedure and the patients would have to protect themselves 

from direct sunlight for 6 weeks or more1. PDT is a less harmful treatment that causes 

minimal damage to the healthy cells1. There are no cumulative toxic effects with this 

technique (unlike radiation or chemotherapy) so the process can be repeated if needed 

and is effective on all types of cancer and is not specific to the cell type of cancer like 

chemo and radiation5. 

 Solar cells are another area of research done with porphyrins.  Solar cells are cells 

that convert sun energy to electricity6. The most common solar cells are called 

photovoltaic (PV) cells7 (meaning light electricity) and can be found in various items 

such as calculators, satellites that orbit earth6, direct current motors, and light bulbs8. 

These objects do not need batteries, in most cases, as long as there is enough light 

available7. As long as light is available their capacity to function does not change9.  

  The sun emits about 1,000 watts of energy per square meter of earth’s surface. If 

captured it could power homes, schools, hospitals and a multitude of other places7. But 

there is much more research to be done to make this a cost effective technique to harvest 

the sun’s light9. 

 In solar cells when light hits the cell some of it is absorbed or transferred to the 

semiconductor material, which knocks electrons loose so they flow freely7. Solar cells 

like PV cells have the ability to force the free electrons in a certain direction7. By this 

means a current can be created and placing metal contacts on the top and bottom of the 

PV cell will draw the current off7. The current produced and the cells voltage gives the 

wattage that the solar cell can produce7.  
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 A lot of materials used to create energy (generate electricity) necessary to power 

multiply things pollute the atmosphere9. These materials increase the carbon dioxide 

concentrations in the atmosphere, which is one of the primary causes of global warming9.  

  Porphyrins can also be used in conducting polymers. The conductivity of 

porphyrins is understandable because of their wide range of metals10.  There are electron, 

proton, and ion conducting polymers. They are used in battery displays, plastic wires, 

solar energy conversion and many other applications11. Polymer materials are strong, 

flexible, easy to handle, elastic, moldable, and stable12 making them more easily 

processed than metals11. They can provide electromagnetic shielding of electronic circuits 

and are used as antistatic coating materials. They can be used in mobile telephones and in 

the emissive layer in full-color video matrix displays. 

 The focal point of this paper is to give an account of the synthesis and electronic 

absorption spectroscopy of the copper complex 5,10,15,20-tetrakis-(3,4-bis-benzyloxy-

phenyl) porphyrin.   

Experimental Section 

Chemicals and Reagents 

Reagents and solvents used in the synthesis and metallization of TDBOPP, NMR 

measurements, and UV-vis where purchased from Fisher Scientific. 

Instrumentation 

Ultraviolet-visible (UV-vis) absorption spectra were recorded on a Jasco V-530 UV-Vis 

spectrophotometer. 
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Synthesis 

The synthesis of the base porphyrin took place by measuring 250ml of propionic acid in a 

graduated cylinder, then adding 14.9989g of aldehyde to a 500ml round bottom flask. 

Then 3.4995g of pyrrole was added to a round bottom flask and the remaining propionic 

acid was added to the flask with a stir bar. The mixture was then put on a heating mantle 

and condenser. Next the water, stir plate, and heating mantle were turned on. The mix 

was then brought to reflux for 30mins and transferred into a large beaker. The remaining 

reaction mixture was rinsed into a beaker using distilled water. A slurry of sodium 

carbonate and distilled water was added slowly to the beaker to neutralize the acid and it 

was then filtered using a Bucher Funnel and water aspirator. When finished a black 

substance was left. Then column chromatography was done to purify the porphyrin. 

 The copper complex 5,10,15,20-tetrakis-(3,4-bis-benzyloxy-phenyl) porphyrin 

(shown in Figure1) was prepared using purified TDBOPP (1.005g,  6.58x10^-4 mol), in 

enough chloroform to dissolve the porphyrin. The dissolved porphyrin was then 

transferred into a two neck round bottom flask. (100ml of chloroform was used in 

dissolving the porphyrin and transferring in to flask. A stir bar was added to flask while 

being clamped to a heating mantle with a condenser attached. It was then heated for about 

5mins. Next was the addition of 3ml of a saturated solution of copper(ll) acetate 

monohydrate in methanol to the reaction mixture using the side arm. It was then brought 

to reflux and monitored with UV-Vis. When the reaction finished it was rotovaped to 

dryness. For 1.005g (6.58x10^-4mol) of TDBOPP, 0.142g (9.30x10^-5 of CuTDBOPP 

was obtained giving a yield of 14.1%. 
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Figure 1 The synthesis of CuTDBOPP from purified TDBOPP. 

Results and Discussion 

When the Uv-Vis of the TDBOPP was taken there was a Soret band found at the 

wavelength of 424nm and four Q-bands found at the wavelengths of 519nm, 557nm, 

592nm and 650nm, (as shown in Figure 2).         

 

Figure 2 The UV-Vis of TDBOPP with a Soret band at 424nm. 

The UV-Vis of the metalated TDBOPP showed a Soret band at the wavelength of 421nm 

and only two Q-bands appeared (because the molecule is now symmetrical as shown in  

Figure 3. 
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Figure 3 The UV-Vis of CuTDBOPP with a Soret band at 421nm. 

 Below (in Figs.4, 5, 6 and Table 1) are the results from the Beer’s Law study. 

This study is important because it reveals the molar absorptivity of the CuTDBOPP 

made. The molar absorptivity tells how much light the molecule absorbs. It if absorbs 

light strongly it is going to have a high molar absorptivity and if it does not absorb light 

well it will have a low molar absorptivity. Porphyrins absorb light strongly so they all 

have a high molar absorptivity. What is shown in the figures below is the Beer’s Law 

study for the one Soret and two Q-bands left after the metallization of the TDBOPP. The 

non-metalated TDBOPP has molar absorptivity at the wavelengths of 424, 519, 557, 592, 

and 650. At 424nm the molar absorptivity is 3.9x10^4M-1cm-1, at 519nm the molar 

absorptivity is 1.6x10^3 M-1cm-1, at 557nm the molar absorptivity is 1.1x10^3 M-1cm-1, 

at 592nm the molar absorptivity is 5.3x10^2 M-1cm-1, and at 650nm the molar 

absorptivity is 5.0x10^2 M-1cm-1. The molar absorptivity for the metalated TDBOPP 

(shown in Table 1) is slightly higher that the ones found in the non-metalated TDBOPP.  
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Figure 4 The Beer’s Law Study for CuTDBOPP’s Soret band at 421nm. 

 

Figure 5 The Beer’s Law Study for CuTDBOPP’s Q-band at 541nm. 
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Figure 6 The Beer’s Law Study for CuTDBOPP’s Q-band at 578 nm. 

Table 1 Chart of the Soret band and Q-band wavelengths with their molar absorptivity. 

Wavelength (nm) Molar Absorptivity (cm-

1M-1) 

421 4.3 x 105 

541 2.2 x 104 

578 4.5 x 103 

 
 

Conclusion 

All data observed for the copper complex of CuTDBOPP follow trends expected when 

compared to other copper complexes. 
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The Relationship between Individuals’ Characteristics and Color 
 
Jacob Guyton 
 
Michelle Johnston, Ph.D. and Gregory Longo, Ph.D. 
   

Abstract 
 

This paper discusses the process of priming and masking and their effects through one’s self-
proclaimed characteristics. There are multiple cases that deal with implicit decision making 
through priming by color and its combination with words. Priming is an implicit memory effect 
in which exposure to one stimulus influences a response to another stimulus. Implicit memory, 
also known as priming, is a separate brain process from explicit memory. Explicit memory, or 
conscious memory, depends on intentional recollection, rather than unintentional. This technique 
is used massively in advertising and psychology. There are 55 participants used (35 females and 
20 males) in this study. This article analyzes how effective the use of five specific colors and 
seven characteristics correlate through a series of questions and a visual presentation in an 
experiment. It also examines a different method of priming from the perspective of full-time 
undergraduate students between the ages of 18-22 years old. Target marketing and target words, 
the innate prime word(s), are used heavily to find an accurate depiction of a relationship between 
the specific colors and words. These practices, along with masking, are effective systems that 
produce much success. This conducted experiment’s conclusion should prove that there is a 
relative relationship between an individual’s personal conception of self and colors, when primed. 
There are multiple variables that are taken into account to produce the success of the project. 
There were not many findings that were distinct enough to prove that my hypothesis was precise; 
although, there were interesting findings from this research that had unexpected correlations.	  	  
	  

Introduction 

Priming is an implicit memory effect in which exposure to one stimulus 

influences a response to another stimulus. As a result, the research chosen was the 

relationship between individuals’ characteristics and specific colors through perceptual 

priming and target words. The use of priming, through color, is extremely prominent and 

what is so amazing about its abilities is that, color does not talk or move; it is just there. 

Color has a mass impact on every decision a person makes in his or her activities of daily 

living. This phenomenon is used so much that some people do not even know it exists.  

Significance of Study 

The process of priming affects every human being every day, without even 

knowing, especially through color. According to Hilliard (2013), colors such as blue and 
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green, in lighter hues, are associated with peace, gentleness, calm, and pleasant. But, 

colors such as red are associated with being active, emotional, hot, and vibrant. Marketers 

and advertising agencies use this information to determine the way we feel about a 

certain product or service. This method, in fact, is a variable in dictating our individual 

personalities and personal views. Implicit biases can be and are activated without any 

explicit memory, or by choice. Biases vary between each individual and there is a 

difference in how they are formed.  

Purpose of Study 

Similar studies have been done using implicit biases.  According to Kang, et al., 

(2012), “implicit bias refers to the attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, 

actions, and decisions in an unconscious manner” (p. 1132).  These favoritisms, which 

can be both favorable and unfavorable assessments, are stimulated with an involuntary 

nature and without an individual’s awareness (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006, p. 950). In 

the subconscious, these biases are different from biases that an individual would 

consciously accept, and are kept with the individual to avoid any publicly 

uncharacteristic views of themselves.  

Research Hypothesis 

Given the data support done in previous research, the significance between color 

and characteristics should be fairly noticeable.  There are multiple factors that have an 

impact on the outcome of the experiment, one of them being the sample size.  

Perceptual Priming 

This study encompasses an experiment that uses attention without the need for 

consciousness. According to Koch and Tsuchiya (2006) subjects can watch a certain 
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location for many seconds and fail to recognize one or more attributes of an object at that 

location. In their study, male and female nudes attract attention when they are reduced to 

completely invisible by continuous flash suppression. The study concluded that 

heterosexuals are more likely to see a member of the opposite sex. This is similar to the 

method used in the experiment to study individuals’ characteristics and specific colors. 

Comparable to the heterosexuals seeing what they were attracted to, in Koch and 

Tsuchiya’s study, participants in the color study are believed to do the same, based on 

their personal viewing of their own characteristic. The study conducted for this research, 

attempts to discover a correlation between characteristics chosen by each individual and 

the color related to it, based on previous research. 

For marketers, persuasion is the key to success. Though there are many factors 

that influence how and what consumers buy. Yet, a great deal is decided by visual cues, 

the strongest and most influential being color. When new products are marketed, it is 

crucial to consider that consumers place visual appearance and color above other factors 

such as sound, smell and texture. Hilliard (2013) explains the difference between innate 

and learned reactions to color. He states that innate reactions to color are produced at a 

fundamental level in the brain and are considered universal. On the other hand, learned 

reactions are based on an individual’s experience with color. Therefore, it is based upon 

gender, age, culture and knowledge.  

The Kose (2008) study suggests that age has a very influential role in the impact 

of color on an individual. This research identified that pink is preferred for girls from 6 to 

17 years old, but this color is less preferred by women in their 50s. They prefer more 
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saturated colors such as red. In addition, men within the same age group appeared to 

progress from blue to red as they matured. 

  

Figure 1. How color and emotion are used in advertising to sell products. 

With an understanding of the way color works on the human mind, a process 

called priming is constantly used to expose the characteristics of an individual. The 

majority of this study is based on a method called perceptual priming, or “masking” 

which is one of the most powerful forms of priming. This examination uses this type of 

priming given that, participants are not aware of the effect that the presented colors 

implicitly have on them. Not only are the colors an extremely important factor in the 

experiment, the characteristics provided for the participants to choose from are 

influential. Each characteristic is matched with a specific color shown in the presentation.  

Perceptual priming used on patients with amnesia has proven the existence of 

multiple memory systems. Within the implicit memory system, the human brain 
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processes what it sees with attention and consciousness, no attention and no 

consciousness, attention without consciousness, or consciousness with near absence of 

attention (Wiggs, Martin, & Sunderland, 1997). In recent studies, researchers have 

examined explicit memory, or conscious memory. This everyday used memory depends 

on intentional recollection, rather than unintentional. Perceptual priming makes a long-

term impression on the one being primed. Although it is sensitive to changes in physical 

appearance, in some instances, such as alterations to color or pattern, the stimuli tends to 

remain the same from one presentation to another.  

Semantic Priming 

Semantic priming is another form of priming commonly used in advertising to 

produce certain reactions from a person. This specific form of priming is used verbally, 

but it can be used in a written word form as well. This system is used in the survey when 

the students choose their best fitting characteristic and are told to keep them in mind as 

the video is being shown. The Bargh and Pietromonaco (1982) study showed some 

people neutral words while others were shown hostile words, very briefly flashed up on a 

computer screen. Both groups then read about a character with ambiguous behavior. 

Those who had been primed with hostile words interpreted the behavior as being more 

hostile and those who read more neutral words had a more positive connotation on the 

character.  

Characteristics Associated with Color and Culture 

 A color which presents positive priming effects on one culture can have a 

negative priming effect on another. There are significance variations in universal 

meaning of color. For example, according to Childress (2008), Eastern cultures associate 
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red with prosperity, good fortune, worn by brides, and a symbol of joy. The Middle East 

connections red with danger and evil and Western cultures links red with excitement, 

danger, love, passion, stop, and Christmas. Eastern cultures relate green with eternity, 

family, health, prosperity, peace, new life, and fertility. In the Middle East green 

symbolizes goodness, hope, new beginnings, harvest, virtue, fertility, and luck. People in 

Western cultures associate green with spring, new birth, go, money, and Christmas. 

Childress’ study, rather than providing a comprehensive listing, simply illustrated some 

key differences that have been identified for various cultures.  

Methodology 

Participants 
 
 There were 55 participants, 35 (63.6%) females and 20 (36.4%) males. They 

included 14 (25.5%) African Americans, 40 (72.7%) Caucasians, and 1 (1.8%) Hispanic. 

Two (3.6%) were freshmen, 24 (43.6%) were sophomores, 20 (36.4%) were juniors, and 

9 (16.3%) were seniors. Only 13 (23.6%) worked full-time, 24 (43.6%) worked part-time, 

and 18 (32.7%) did not work. All of the participants were single and only one had a child 

between the ages of 1 and 6. The primary language of the majority (52 participants, 

94.5%) was English. One participant spoke Spanish and two spoke Norwegian. 

Procedures 

Participants were solicited in classrooms during spring semester at a small liberal 

arts university in the south. After completing a consent form the participants were asked 

to complete a survey asking demographic questions. After the demographics section was 

completed, the participants were asked to stop before turning the page. They were then 

instructed to watch a short video (1 minute and 15 seconds) of 5 different colors: red, 
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blue, pink, yellow, and green. Each color was presented for five seconds a piece, in 

random order for an equal amount of time. Each characteristic is matched with a specific 

color shown in the presentation. After the student selected their characteristic, I told them 

to “think about the characteristic you chose, as you watch the video.”   

After the video has been played, in its entirety, the participants were given 

permission to finish the survey. That part of the survey asked them questions about the 

video such as: which color was shown the most amount of times? Was your favorite color 

shown? 

The survey data was entered into the IBM SPSS Statistics Data Editor for 

analysis. I analyzed all collected data through cross-tabulation examination. Through this 

procedure, the relationship between color and individual characteristics, or any other 

combination can be calculated based on their significance.  

Results 

No significant differences between column proportions were found (p < .05). Red, 

blue and green were selected the most frequently as the color most shown. There could be 

a correlation between these colors (red, white, and blue), money (green) and what the 

individual chose as an applicable characteristic. Red was chosen 21.8% of the time, blue 

27.3% and green 20% of the time.  

In order to test the hypothesis, all collected data was translated in the SPSS 

database software. There was no significant discovery to support the hypothesis. Of the 

55 participants in the study, at most, 19 participants selected red as the color most shown 

and only 5 selected yellow. The characteristics chosen most were “independent” (32.7%), 
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“calm” (14.5%) and “shy” (14.5%). Based on previous research, “independent” and green 

are related and in this study, it had the greatest correlation.  

Discussion 

 This research was projected to discover an association with words and color 

shown to participants, through priming. The primary goal of this study was to examine 

the relationship between an individual’s characteristic and color. Data was collected and 

processed using the SPSS database system. Differences in cell proportions were tested 

using z-test comparisons. Based on previous experiments, colors convey certain emotions 

and cause different senses of self-depiction. This study attempts to raise this function 

through a process called priming. Through this process, the participants’ subconscious is 

being targeted to give information. Although, there were some findings in the study that 

were initially not searched for, none were significant findings to determine the result of 

the study; but there were correlations between variables. This study found that 

participants selected red, blue, and green as the color selected the most number of times 

and “independent” as the most favorable characteristic. The characteristic independent 

and the color green are related to each other, based on previous studies.  

 Methods used in past studies consisted of the study of citizens of countries and the 

way they connect color with feeling. Each country or region has a significant difference 

in how every specific color is viewed based on cultural backgrounds and lifestyles 

(Hilliard, 2013). There are other methods, other than color, that assist researchers in 

understanding the implicit memory effects on an individual. Koch and Tsuchiya (2006) 

created an experiment using masking through gender. There were groups of heterosexual 

men and heterosexual women that were flashed pictures of nude men and women. Each 
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picture was flashed roughly 20ms a piece. The study concluded that, the heterosexual 

men only retain the image of the nude women and the heterosexual women only retained 

the image of the nude men. This study shows that the brain retains what it likes, when 

going through a “masking” process.  

The attempt to retrieve a certain sense of self-depiction through color is similar to 

the techniques used in other studies. The procedures of masking and priming relate to this 

study, in that, each student in the experiment was told to choose a provided characteristic 

and think about it at the time the color video was shown. With the students thinking of 

their chosen characteristic it would, in turn, relate to the color they believed was viewed 

the most times.  

Limitations and Recommendations 

This study had much strength, such as a detailed amount of demographic 

information, no extensive time restraints, and the study can be easily continued. There are 

weaknesses in the current study as well. These include a small sample size, narrowed 

criteria for participants to be eligible to participate, and a minimum amount of 

diversification. The previous studies, successful in findings, had a large number of 

participants to contribute to the overall conclusion. In an effort to maximize concrete 

findings within the study, a large sample size is needed, as well as use of logistic 

regression. With the purpose of continuing this study, or one similar to it, a more diverse 

demographic pool would be necessary, such as more variety in age, geographical location 

and ethnic/cultural backgrounds is needed to determine significant differences.  
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Abstract 

Often, the most effective method of discussing a controversial topic is telling a story—using real 
examples or creating characters and situations that people can relate to allows dialogue to stem 
from a more well rounded perspective concerning the issue at hand. This fiction piece explores 
the dynamics of a closed triad (a polyamorous relationship involving three people) while also 
examining intersectional issues including gender, sexuality, geographical location, and religion. 
Tolerance among family, friends, and acquaintances also plays a key role, as many consider 
polyamory to be deviant from the norm, immoral, and even dangerous, despite evidence to the 
contrary. It may be necessary to differentiate polyamory from the two better-known forms of 
polygamy (plural marriage): polygyny (multiple wives) and polyandry (multiple husbands). 
Polyamory is not defined by any sole or dominating sex, sexuality, gender, or number of partners. 
My work strives to give not only mechanical knowledge of the relationship style, but an 
emotional understanding of the relationships as well. Prior to this, I’ve worked almost exclusively 
with short pieces. This piece also began as a short story but its expansion has served several 
purposes. Along with creating the story itself, I’ve used this project as a means to assess my own 
writing process and the dynamics of longer fiction. I’ve wrestled with and analyzed aspects of my 
writing including organization, inspiration, time and perspective shifts, tone, voice, 
characterization, and style. While this a creative study, it is also very much a study in creativity. 
 

Introduction 

 Several months ago, I wrote a seven-page short story, tentatively titled “Trimūrti.” 

The title was a nod to the spirituality of one of the characters, Claude, and a reference to 

the triune godhead made up of Brahma (creator), Vishnu (preservation), and Shiva 

(cleansing). It was meant to be a small glimpse into the lives of Erin Brierfield, Drew 

Kieric, and Claude Salvas. They gardened, read books, and liked coffee; they had 

religious opinions, favorite foods, and complex family relationships. They were ordinary 

people simply living their lives. However, many would consider them an unconventional 

group of people because together, they made up a triad, or a polyamorous relationship 

involving three people. “Trimūrti” was not simply meant to provide insight into these 

characters; it was also very important for me to provide some small—and hopefully 



	   22	  

safe—visibility for the poly community. Since its inception, this story has stayed on my 

mind almost constantly. I never planned to expand the story into a longer piece of fiction, 

in part because of my own fear of not being able to fulfill the potential of such a project, 

but also because I simply had no clue how to go about a project of such breadth. Despite 

my best efforts not to expand into longer fiction, the story grew. Over the course of the 

McNair program, my goal was to take that step forward into long fiction, to better serve 

my story and to learn myself as a writer, and to expand not only the world of Erin, Drew, 

and Claude, but that of myself as well, deconstructing my comfortable barriers around 

short fiction. This desire culminated in weeks of research into my subject matter as well 

as serious introspection of my writing process and the various elements of the craft, 

including aspects such as characterization and voice.  

The Research: Common Misconceptions and Resistance 

 When attempting to explain polyamory, the most useful (and the most 

appropriate) question is often overlooked: why monogamy? Monogamy is such an 

integrated part of so many societies that people often simply do not think to deconstruct 

what many in the poly community refer to as the “default setting.” When faced with the 

question “why one man and one woman?” answers often have a short range, citing 

religion, often groundless tradition, and the ever popular “it just is.” In the West, 

particularly, many have become so comfortable with the idea of heteronormative, 

monogamous unions that the alternatives are often never even considered. It seems to 

many to be the same as suggesting someone wearing shoes on their head—this paradigm 

simply doesn’t function any other way apart from this way. To be accepted, one would 
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conform to the norm—being single or being (serially) monogamous—without 

considering, or being aware that they could consider, alternatives.  

The potential negative impacts of the monogamous mindset are examined in 

“Deconstructing Monogamy: Boundaries, Identities, and Fluidities across Relationships” 

by Katherine Frank and John DeLamater. They found that shame, guilt, and betrayal were 

quite prevalent in monogamous relationship, even those in which both partners had been 

faithful. The “definition” of cheating ranged from the typical extramarital intercourse all 

the way to pornography, enjoying the platonic company of another member of the 

opposite sex, and even remembering sexual experiences with partners long before the 

current partner (11-15). On the other hand, Elizabeth Sheff (and others) notes:  

Polyamorous relationships provide the flexible and plentiful relationship 
choices that conventional monogamous relationships, with their firmly 
defined roles and well explored models, cannot. […] While the 
disadvantages are generally those associated with being in a blended 
family [adoption, divorce, step-parents and –siblings, single parents, etc.] 
and occur culturewide, the advantages are specifically polyamorous. These 
advantages have helped long-term poly families to become uniquely 
resilient. (275-76) 

 
That is not to say that monogamy is not a valid relationship style, only that it should not 

be blindly considered to be the only relationship style. In the introduction to her book 

Polyamory in the 21st Century: Love and Intimacy with Multiple Partners, Deborah 

Anapol notes:  

[T]he idea that monogamy, which is freely and consciously chosen, is a 
totally different affair from monogamy, which is demanded as a condition 
for love or enforced by legal codes, religious strictures, financial 
considerations, or social pressure, has been put forth by a number of 
thoughtful individuals. (xiii)  

 
Most often, the first question in response to the word “polyamory” relates instead 

to the forms of polygamy (plural marriage). Perhaps one of the most important issues at 
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hand is the distinction between polyamory and polygyny/polyandry. Polygyny, becoming 

more and more well known due to pop culture like TLC’s Sister Wives and My Five 

Wives, is a system under which a man may (or must) take more than one wife and, in 

most instances, the wives must be sexually and romantically faithful to only him, 

excluding any possibility of outside lovers or of sexual or romantic contact between the 

wives. Likewise, polyandry, though practiced in extreme scarcity, is the system under 

which a woman may (or must) take more than one husband and, in most instances, the 

husbands must be sexually and romantically faithful to only her, excluding any 

possibility of outside lovers or of sexual or romantic contact between the husbands. 

Polygyny sprouts most often from religious ideas or in areas that promote male 

ownership of women, integrated sexism, and traditional gender roles, whereas polyandry 

tends toward areas where resources such as food, land, and women (note that women are 

considered resources) are scarce, allowing that men share wives, rather than that women 

have more than one husband. In this way, polyandry is also often a system in which 

women are more property than people. In both relationships, men are typically the 

controlling factor, the acting agent. Regardless of how consensual these relationships 

sometimes seem, one must consider, as noted above in the discussion of default 

monogamy, the societal, religious, and familial and peer pressures--even those so well 

integrated into the system as to be invisible--that govern the conditions under which one 

consents to such unions. When one form is considered the “correct” form of 

romantic/sexual relationship society shapes itself around that form in such a way as to 

make it a norm, not necessarily a choice. Alternatives are not considered. There are, of 

course, exceptions to every rule; however, these distinctions are extremely important 
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when attempting to define polyamory, especially to an audience unfamiliar with the 

reality of the lifestyle, mistaking it instead for either of the systems above. 

Polyamory, on the other hand, upholds egalitarianism, honesty, communication, 

and mutual benefit as key pillars of successful and ethical relationships. While some 

within the community consider polyamory to be superior to monogamy (or even serial 

monogamy), many consider it simply a viable alternative rather than a replacement (see 

Sheff, 54-56, 65, 177-80). The ultimate goal of polyamory is to provide everyone with 

the type(s) of relationship(s) that work for them, be they monogamous or polyamorous, 

and with only personal preference as the guiding factor for consideration of sex and 

gender (i.e. there are no rules governing all relationships: gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

straight orientations have no impact on the type of relationship one has).  

The next word that typically comes to mind about polyamory is “swingers.” 

While swinging and polyamory do sometimes intersect (“swolly” is the term coined by 

Ken Haslam), the distinction is important. Whereas swinging focuses on sexual play and 

sexual relationships while holding onto emotional monogamy, polyamory focuses on 

emotional connections, with or without sexual aspects. Here, again, it is vital to recognize 

that categories are not always appropriate: ideas, attitudes, and practices can sometimes 

overlap. Prior to the inception of the word “polyamory,” the word “swinger” applied to 

both types of relationships. Many would argue that they are one and the same. Matters of 

vocabulary can only take us so far and serve their purpose here to simply help outline 

what is a large umbrella of a term. Deborah Anapol truly says it best in her book:  

[T]he most important aspect of polyamory is not how many partners a 
person has. Rather, it is the surrendering of conditioned beliefs about the 
form a loving relationship should take and allowing love itself to 
determine the form most appropriate for all parties. If the truth is that two 
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people freely embrace sexual exclusivity not because somebody made 
them do it or because they’re afraid of the consequences of doing 
something else, I would still consider that couple polyamorous. (4) 

 
Because of this, it is sometimes impossible to distinguish what appears to be monogamy, 

polygyny, or polyandry from polyamory because if they are truly chosen freely, they are 

“the form[s] most appropriate for all parties;” they are, as I said earlier, the type(s) of 

relationship(s) that work for those involved. They become part of the poly umbrella.  

 What is also necessary to an introduction on polyamory, brief though it may be, is 

a quick overview of the vocabulary used to describe relationship forms. The typical 

monogamous (or current serial monogamous) relationship is a closed dyad. “Closed,” 

here, indicates that the relationship is exclusive to those involved. On the other side is the 

open relationship, a term becoming more and more familiar to the general public in the 

form of open marriage. “Open” indicates that the relationship is open to receiving new 

partners. The number of partners in a relationship, as well as the types of relationships 

between members, also has a hand in the naming process. The process itself has come to 

be known as poly geometry. For example, typically a triad involves three people; a quad, 

four; a moresome, five or more. Any number of partners can constitute what are called 

“groups” or “families,” although those terms tend more toward relationships with larger 

numbers. 

Yet the types of relationships among members can also change things. If all three 

members are romantically/sexually involved, the group is typically referred to as a triad; 

however, if one member (A) is romantically/sexually involved separately with members 

B and C, but they are not similarly involved with each other, they are often called a V. 

Again, the categorizing is never so simple, especially when one is attempting to explain 
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the relationship(s) of another, and it isn’t all that important. More than anything, it is a 

tool to simplify the sometimes complicated mental map of parties involved when 

discussing the dynamics of the various relationships, negotiating safer sex agreements 

(also a staple of the poly community), or trying to discuss one’s relationship(s) with 

others. For the sake of clarity, Erin, Claude, and Drew move through a series of these 

relationship forms: Erin and Drew begin as an open dyad, eventually Claude joins them 

and they form an open triad, and, due to the events of the story, switch over to a closed 

triad temporarily. 

The Writing Process 

 I began the process of this story long before the commencement of this particular 

project. “Trimūrti” was submitted to workshop as a short story, which I had originally 

planned to revise slightly, build a few pages longer, and leave be. However, I never quite 

set it aside. Drew, Erin, and Claude grew on me, like all of my characters, but aspects of 

their personalities kept coming to mind months after I thought the story was “finished.” 

At first, I kept these things on a mental list—a private knowledge I had of them as 

characters—but the list began to grow. Scenes, relationships with families of origin, 

favorite smells, hair texture, and the like began to overwhelm me and I started writing 

them down, everywhere from my writing notebooks to pieces of napkins, even the back 

of a tax return. Occasionally, I was asked what I was “working on” at the time, and my 

go-to answer was simply “oh, just pieces of something.” Mentally, I didn’t want to accept 

that the story had already gone far beyond short fiction. I would say that while much of 

my trepidation came from my uncertainty of how to proceed, much more of it came from 
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my lack of confidence in my own skill as a writer—failure was terrifying, and I had 

simply been assuming that I would fail. 

 However, I was more afraid to not write than I was to brave the unfamiliar waters 

of long fiction. So, in an effort to not “forget” my characters, or my story, I began to 

seriously consider how to move forward. I refused to give myself any sense of a page 

quota, afraid to set myself up as the clichéd “naïve, young novelist,” and instead focused 

on what I wanted for the characters. I was aware that I had specific goals for the story—

what I wanted to happen, what I wanted it to accomplish—but what was more important 

to me was being true to these people whom I had come to so intimately know over the 

course of my time in Writer Denial Wonderland. I knew only a couple of things for 

certain: I wanted to use the first-person point of view and have the perspective shift 

between the three characters, and I wanted to keep it as simple and triad-focused as 

possible. I have since thrown up my hands and tossed both of those snippets of certainty 

out the window, which has been one of the best decisions I could have made for the 

piece. Because I was so unfamiliar with the process of writing long fiction, I began with 

no idea of how to proceed. Over the course of the project, I tried several techniques and 

found that some worked far better than others, at least for me. 

In the vein of Janet Emig, I tried orally composing: writing or planning while 

speaking aloud everything that was going through my mind. In a way, it was a familiar 

method, as I often use friends and mentors as sounding boards. However, I found that this 

method in particular was the least useful to me. Along with the awkwardness of speaking 

to an empty room, trying to formulate exactly what I was thinking was a hindrance. My 

mind often worked so much more quickly that I either lost my train of thought while my 
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clumsy lips tried to catch up, or I abandoned speaking altogether in favor of working 

through the idea. When I did make an effort to keep up the spoken composition and listen 

to the recordings later for revision or clarification, I found that I was so distracted by my 

own voice that I could hardly focus on what I was saying, or at least trying to say. I 

quickly, and permanently, set aside that technique. 

 Outlining was the most familiar. Since high school, I’ve been using a variant of 

the typical outline for academics papers, but prior to this story, I had only used the barest 

skeleton of a format to outline a very few of my stories. In a way, it was somewhat useful 

to mentally organize, but I found it constricting despite my awareness that I could easily 

shuffle things around. It helped me place events chronologically, although, for the most 

part, only events leading up to the story I was telling and not the arcs themselves. It also 

never helped me to write, to fill in the spaces between the bullet points. In the end, the 

outline was sparse and included several events that led to the story as opposed to being 

part of the story, and so there I was with a mostly useless outline and a headache. The 

process turned out to be useful to me in the same way it had in the past: I used it to help 

write this introduction.  

 Similar to outlining in purpose, although different in mentality, was visual 

mapping. I borrowed the idea from a playwright I’d met several months before who made 

liberal use of sticky notes and index cards. The idea, as I said, was similar to outlining: it 

required that I write (or draw even, in some instances) the core of an idea or scene on an 

index card or sticky note and then, once I’d created a note card for everything, to simply 

place them in order. There were a couple of reasons I found this to be more useful to me 

than the typical outline. One was that rearranging text on a computer document, or on 
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paper, seemed oddly disruptive. It felt unnatural to cut, paste, erase, and scratch out. The 

anxiety that I would mess something up, lose something important, never be able to get it 

quite the same way again had me saving new documents with every little change and 

almost unable to erase pencil marks on paper at all. Laying index cards on the floor and 

then stacking them in order for later felt more natural, more “real” in the tangible. My 

computer crashing would have no impact on index cards; the grid-like structure I used for 

placement felt less rigid because, for whatever reason, it was more easily moved, 

swapped, put back, remembered. I believe this is heavily based on my particular style of 

learning, which favors visual and tactile feedback. Secondly, and most importantly, 

visual mapping allowed me to create multiple outlines right next to each other and 

compare. This meant I could essentially do a “playthrough” of one outline, decide what 

didn’t work, and create another one to compensate. It also meant that I could do outlines 

for each character, one right next to the other, allowing me to think about things from all 

sides of a moment at once (i.e. if Drew has done this already, but Erin doesn’t know, she 

will respond to this situation this way, whereas Claude, who has done this and this will 

respond another way). 

 This work was, of course, only the organizational side of it. When it came down 

to the actual writing, I got along much like I (and others) generally have: I had bursts of 

inspiration, wrote for hours, felt at least somewhat accomplished, and then I would have 

day long bouts of writer’s block, frustration, and maybe squeeze out a few pitiful 

paragraphs of tosh. Often, I would give myself assignments: write five pages of a scene, 

write what would happen if Erin went grocery shopping, if Drew went to visit his mother, 

if Claude went to the dog pound, etc. These exercises often resulted in something useful, 
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though not always, but they almost always got me back into the mentality I needed to 

write. Otherwise, that time was spent on research, so at the very least, I was 

accomplishing something, intangible though it felt.  

The act of balancing the roles of researcher and writer proved quite difficult as 

well. On the one hand, all writers are researchers: we must be familiar with our topics, 

familiar with tangential ideas, able to comfortably and correctly use information to give 

our writing substance and honesty. Yet, on the other hand, we must be careful to not 

write information into our creative fiction like a textbook. The goal is to tell a story and 

impart understanding along the way. If a character cooks a snake, as in one of my other 

stories, he must approach it as a man who knows how to clean and cook a snake because 

he has had to do so before, not as a biology teacher explaining how to safely clean and 

cook a snake to lab students. Because of this tricky balance, it was, at times, difficult to 

provide context to dynamics so misunderstood by, or even completely unknown to, the 

general public without overdoing it, without adding too much information. At other 

times, it was difficult to appropriately add any contextual information that wouldn’t have 

seemed forced and disruptive, even inauthentic to the voice of the characters. 

The Piece: Art and Craft 

 Although the piece is, obviously, not complete after the brief stretch allowed by 

the program, the process was extremely useful for taking that first step toward 

completion. As a writer, I have a better understanding of how to proceed and my drafts 

are much more developed. Specifically, I worked very diligently on characterization, 

perspective, and tone and voice. 
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 Originally, I’d wanted the first-person point of view and resulting shifts in 

character perspective to create a sense of intimacy between reader and character to offset 

the idea of “poly people are different from me” ethically, mentally, or emotionally. I 

found, though, that the first person simply was not accomplishing that intimacy quite to 

the level I needed and that the shifts and necessary distinction among the sections made 

the first person more troublesome than it was worth. My resistance to attempting third 

person for so long landed me in the position of rewriting drafts, but it was certainly worth 

it. The change to third person results in what I believe is an even more intimate psychic 

distance between the reader and the characters. It allows me to work from within the 

minds of Erin, Drew, and Claude, which will assist in destroying the barriers that prevent 

a reader from identifying with them. It also allows me to work outside the characters, 

which in turn allows me to draw the reader’s attention to things which provide context for 

those unfamiliar with polyamory but which the characters themselves may not take notice 

of. I was greatly influenced by the perspective Eric Puchner created in his short story, 

“Beautiful Monsters.” I found the distance and the unexpected intimacy to be a delicate, 

often uncomfortable place while still being informative and perfectly positioned as an 

interface between the reader and characters. 

 I also spent far too much time writing down ideas that I knew were relevant but 

which could never fit neatly into the story: relationships with family members, personal 

histories, religious affiliations, jobs, hobbies, and the like. Poly relationships are already 

so complicated that the thought of trying to include everything else central to their lives 

was terrifying, but luckily I realized how central those things were. A character cannot 

exist in a well-developed way outside of their place of residence, their relationships, their 
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passions. So I had to figure out how to smoothly incorporate these other aspects of their 

lives. Instead of trying to simply write out entire backstories, I focused on making the 

distinct voice of each character as apparent as possible, which allowed me to slip in bits 

of personality and history much more fluidly. While working in first person, this was 

somewhat easier because it allowed me to focus on things that only Drew, or Erin, or 

Claude would focus on themselves, to say and think the way they would. In third person, 

it was slightly more difficult but I still felt that the third person was worth the extra effort. 

Along with making clear their thoughts and attitudes, I also tried to focus on creating a 

distinct tone with each. Although I tried to keep a consistent style throughout, I also tried 

to subtly shift the language and tone when shifting from one character to the next.  

For Drew, I wanted the language and presentation to reflect the more controlled 

aspects of his character—his seemingly cool-headed command, his need to shelter and 

protect—so that when his moments of weakness came, the reader could more readily 

recognize just how much of his behavior, even his private behavior, is performative 

rather than simply “Drew.” He behaves the way he believes he must until his walls break 

down, and though he has this in common with everyone, Drew takes it a step or two 

further than the norm. It was important to me that the language used to convey his mental 

state teeter dangerously between cool-headed and cold-hearted, somehow without ever 

detracting from the warmth he has for his family. I’ve seen similar tones in Arthur 

Golden’s Memoirs of a Geisha and Elaine Chiew’s “Leng Lui is for Pretty Lady.” 

This excerpt from Golden demonstrates a certain detachment from emotions, 

memories, and relationships that I was striving to create with Drew: 

Inside this tipsy house, I lived something of a lopsided life. Because from 
my earliest years I was very much like my mother, and hardly at all like 
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my father or older sister. My mother said it was because we were made 
just the same, she and I […] I told my mother I thought someone had 
poked a hole in her eyes and all the ink had drained out, which she thought 
very funny. (8-9) 
 

Here, Sayuri, the “I,” describes a memory of her home, her family, her strange, innocent 

happiness, all of which are long since lost to her. Such an emotionally charged memory 

would typically bring about strong emotional reactions, represented in the language; 

Sayuri, however, describes it not coldly, but as though she is describing the family photo 

of another person. Her cool detachment, much like Drew’s, is the result of a need for 

distance, a coping mechanism for dealing with overwhelming sorrow, also much like 

Drew. 

With Erin, I found myself in a dangerous place: she is a soft person, often timid 

and non-confrontational, sweet and consistently nurturing in her own quiet way, although 

surprisingly enthusiastic, and of slight frame and features. My concern was that she 

would too quickly be overwhelmed by the men, particularly Drew, and that she might 

come across as weak, incompetent, unable or unwilling to stand up for herself or make 

her own decisions. While I didn’t want to force her into the “strong female lead” trope, I 

also didn’t want her falling into anything similar to the “supporting role” of the cinema 

and literary world or the “unicorn” of the poly community (a “unicorn” is the rare but 

much sought after “hot bisexual babe” who is willing to enter an already fully 

development dyad with no outside life of her own and who is happy to take on the 

responsibilities of nanny, house maid, and sex toy; needless to say, this person is not 

representational of the poly community—she is a myth, idealized by those not actually in 

line with poly values). I had a particularly difficult time rendering her stop-and-start 

speech patterns, and even creating a tone centered around her that didn’t come across as 
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too childish or too quiet. In reality, Drew, especially, is an overwhelming personality, 

particularly in contrast to Erin, but I tried to tread carefully to avoid excess in either 

direction. I actually focused on music to render the tone I desired for Erin, gleaning 

inspiration from Regina Spektor, The Wailin’ Jennys, Sunita Staneslow, and Yiruma (Lee 

Ru-ma). I found these artists had a commonality in their music: their soft melodies were 

often offset by unexpected harmonies. Light piano, soprano voices, and gentle harp were 

accompanied by an undercurrent of quick rhythm, charged lyrics, and heavy, somewhat 

unusual instrumentation. This dynamic—delicate on the surface and delightfully 

surprising structures beneath—was perfectly in line with Erin’s character. 

Claude also presented a particular set of problems. He was not nearly as 

forthcoming with me about himself as the other two were. Long after I had developed a 

deep sense of who Erin and Drew were, Claude was still eluding me. It wasn’t until this 

spring, when I was in Ireland, sitting on a bus for a particularly long ride, that I began to 

really get to know him. In fact, at one point, I looked out the window, completely 

frustrated, saw a rock quarry and then everything just hit me. I saw Claude, as a child, 

climbing clumsily up the slope, rocks sliding out from under his hands, gravel scraping 

his knees, until he reached the top and stood there, arms in the air as though he had 

conquered a vast land rather than a pile of rocks in the quarry where his father worked. 

With my prior uncertainty of his character in mind, he was quite difficult to write 

preceding this project, even as a vital part of the original seven page story. While 

Claude’s character isn’t one well described by the word “dark,” I did tend toward that 

tone with him, especially the further into the story I went. As events unfold, Claude 

unravels differently than Erin and Drew. While they all sink a bit as the story progresses, 
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Claude is the one who most easily loses his faith—in his spirituality, in the relationship, 

and in his partners. While the story, and Claude himself, are very unlike what poet Emma 

Bolden depicts in her book, Maleficae, I felt that the tone was very similar to what I was 

going for with Claude. I tried to make the language surrounding him reminiscent of 

descending, of lurking sadness, even slightly dark in some places, and I found her work 

to be very helpful as I worked in Claude’s character. To offset the gloom of all that, 

however, I also spent a lot of time with the Bhagavad Gita; this was also useful to help 

develop Claude as a character, as it provided me with inspiration which tended toward a 

more loving, nurturing tone as well as provided with me with some extra reference into 

his spiritual practices. 

Reading Selection from Work in Progress 

	   Early	  this	  morning,	  Erin	  had	  climbed—as	  slowly	  and	  gently	  as	  possible—

over	  Claude’s	  sleeping	  body	  and	  out	  of	  bed.	  Despite	  her	  caution,	  her	  slow	  inching	  

and	  the	  careful	  placement	  of	  her	  hands,	  Claude	  woke	  up	  right	  as	  she	  stepped	  one	  

foot	  off	  the	  mattress.	  

	   “Where	  are	  you	  going?”	  He’d	  asked,	  mumbling	  and	  only	  half	  awake.	  

	   “Nowhere,”	  she’d	  said.	  He	  didn’t	  hear	  the	  squeak	  of	  panic	  in	  her	  voice	  and	  

then	  the	  small	  exhale	  of	  relief	  as	  she	  realized	  she	  hadn’t	  actually	  been	  caught	  doing	  

anything.	  “To	  the	  bathroom.	  Go	  back	  to	  sleep.”	  	  

	   Claude	  nodded,	  kind	  of,	  and	  turned	  over,	  slinging	  his	  arm	  around	  Drew’s	  

torso	  while	  Erin	  quietly	  headed	  to	  the	  bathroom,	  shutting	  the	  door	  behind	  her.	  

	   A	  few	  moments	  later,	  he	  wakes	  up,	  fully,	  and	  lies	  in	  bed	  looking	  at	  the	  back	  of	  

Drew’s	  head.	  His	  dark	  hair	  sticking	  out	  in	  all	  directions,	  the	  tag	  peeking	  out	  of	  the	  
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neck	  of	  his	  t-‐shirt,	  and	  Claude	  can	  hear	  his	  breathing.	  There’s	  light	  outside;	  despite	  

the	  curtains,	  the	  sun	  shines	  into	  the	  room	  and	  from	  this	  angle,	  he	  can	  see	  the	  dust	  

motes	  drifting	  through	  the	  air,	  see	  the	  light	  silhouette	  a	  few	  stray	  strands	  of	  Drew’s	  

messy	  hair.	  He	  stays	  there	  a	  few	  minutes	  more,	  hesitant	  to	  leave.	  

	   But	  he	  just	  can’t	  go	  back	  to	  sleep.	  He	  runs	  his	  hand	  over	  the	  back	  of	  Drew’s	  

hair,	  straightening	  it	  out	  a	  little,	  and	  leans	  over	  to	  kiss	  his	  temple,	  before	  quietly	  

getting	  out	  of	  bed.	  He	  slips	  on	  a	  shirt,	  a	  red,	  oversized,	  moth-‐eaten	  thing	  that	  Drew	  

calls	  The	  Saturday	  Shirt.	  It	  seems	  to	  always	  be	  in	  the	  same	  place-‐-‐even	  after	  having	  

been	  through	  the	  laundry,	  the	  shirt	  finds	  its	  way	  back	  to	  a	  small	  basket	  by	  the	  

dresser	  where	  he,	  Erin,	  and	  Drew	  keep	  the	  comfortable,	  too-‐stained-‐to-‐save	  clothes	  

they	  always	  garden	  in.	  Drew	  had	  once	  tried	  to	  make	  a	  point	  of	  keeping	  them	  in	  the	  

dresser	  but	  he	  hadn’t	  been	  satisfied	  with	  any	  of	  the	  drawers.	  He’d	  said	  “I	  can’t	  put	  

our	  Saturday	  clothes	  in	  any	  of	  these;	  they	  all	  already	  have	  things	  in	  them.	  What	  am	  I	  

supposed	  to	  do,	  put	  them	  in	  the	  sock	  drawer?	  It’s	  a	  sock	  drawer.	  For	  socks.”	  	  

	   “Well	  just	  empty	  one	  out	  then,	  if	  it	  bothers	  you	  so	  much,”	  Claude	  hadn’t	  been	  

able	  to	  help	  laughing	  about	  it.	  He’d	  wondered	  then	  how	  Drew	  had	  ever	  functioned	  

without	  him	  and	  Erin.	  How	  would	  anyone	  else	  have	  the	  patience	  to	  deal	  with	  someone	  

who	  can’t	  even	  have	  a	  couple	  of	  t-‐shirts	  in	  a	  sock	  drawer,	  he’d	  thought.	  

	   “I	  can’t	  empty	  one	  out,”	  Drew	  moved	  his	  hands	  as	  he	  spoke,	  pointing	  with	  his	  

whole	  hands,	  fingers	  tightly	  together,	  from	  one	  drawer	  to	  another.	  “If	  I	  empty	  one,	  

then	  I	  have	  to	  find	  new	  places	  for	  those	  clothes	  and	  that’d	  be	  even	  more	  trouble.	  

Just,”	  he	  made	  a	  disgruntled	  sound	  in	  his	  throat,	  “just	  fine.	  They	  can	  stay	  in	  the	  pile.	  

But	  they	  have	  to	  be	  folded	  or	  something.	  It	  looks	  like	  we	  don’t	  even	  do	  laundry.”	  
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Drew	  had	  quickly	  realized	  that	  no	  one	  was	  going	  to	  fold	  the	  Saturday	  clothes	  but	  

him	  and	  so,	  rather	  than	  look	  at	  a	  small	  pile	  of	  t-‐shirts	  and	  shorts,	  he	  had	  bought	  a	  

basket.	  	  

	   Claude	  smiles	  at	  the	  memory	  as	  he	  opens	  the	  bedroom	  door	  and	  heads	  to	  the	  

basement.	  The	  bathroom	  door	  opens	  and	  Erin	  steps	  out,	  holding	  a	  bag	  of	  trash.	  She	  

closes	  the	  door	  slowly,	  having	  not	  yet	  seen	  Claude	  behind	  her.	  

	   “What	  are	  you	  doing?”	  He	  asks.	  	  

She	  jumps	  and	  lets	  out	  a	  short	  shriek.	  She	  puts	  her	  hand	  over	  her	  heart	  and	  

turns	  around,	  letting	  out	  a	  big	  breath.	  “You	  scared	  me.	  I	  thought	  you	  were	  asleep.”	  

“Sorry.	  Are	  you	  taking	  the	  trash	  out?	  It’s	  Saturday.”	  	  

“I	  know.”	  She	  smoothes	  a	  lock	  of	  her	  hair	  behind	  her	  ear.	  It’s	  too	  short	  to	  stay	  

in	  place	  though,	  and	  falls	  back	  over	  her	  eyebrow.	  “I	  know,	  I	  just-‐-‐I	  mean,	  it	  was	  full	  

so	  I	  was	  just	  going	  to	  go	  ahead	  and	  take	  it	  out.”	  She	  again	  tries	  to	  brush	  the	  lock	  of	  

hair	  behind	  her	  ear.	  	  

“Well,	  here,	  let	  me	  take	  it.”	  He	  holds	  his	  hand	  out	  to	  take	  the	  bag	  but	  Erin	  just	  

holds	  it	  with	  both	  hands.	  

“No,	  I’ve	  got	  it.	  You	  go	  ahead	  down	  to	  the	  basement.	  I’ll	  just	  drop	  it	  in	  the	  bin	  

outside	  and	  start	  making	  some	  coffee.”	  She	  smiles	  at	  him	  and	  he	  shrugs.	  

“Ok	  then,	  hon.	  I’ll	  be	  up	  in	  a	  bit.”	  He	  turns	  and	  begins	  stepping	  down	  the	  

stairs.	  Erin	  waits	  in	  the	  hallway	  a	  moment,	  listening	  for	  the	  slight	  click	  of	  the	  

basement	  door	  closing,	  the	  soft	  beat	  of	  music	  signaling	  the	  beginning	  of	  Claude’s	  

morning	  mantra.	  Only	  when	  she	  hears	  it	  does	  she	  loosen	  her	  grip	  on	  the	  trash	  bag	  

and	  turn	  toward	  the	  kitchen.	  	  
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She	  shoves	  the	  bag	  down	  into	  the	  garbage	  can	  and	  carries	  the	  whole	  thing	  outside,	  

walks	  around	  the	  drive	  way	  into	  the	  garage,	  and	  empties	  the	  trash	  into	  the	  green	  

bin.	  Then	  she	  turns	  around	  and	  heads	  back	  into	  the	  kitchen.	  She	  moves	  

automatically,	  purposefully	  thinking	  of	  other	  things:	  that	  Claude	  will	  want	  Bailey’s	  

creamer	  in	  his	  coffee,	  the	  words	  of	  his	  mantras	  that	  she	  doesn’t	  understand,	  the	  

sound	  of	  her	  bare	  feet	  against	  the	  wood	  floor	  and	  the	  way	  her	  feet	  feel	  gritty	  after	  

walking	  outside	  without	  her	  shoes.	  	  

She	  turns	  on	  the	  tap,	  letting	  the	  cold	  water	  run	  hotter	  and	  hotter	  over	  her	  

still	  hands,	  enjoying	  the	  warmth	  of	  it	  against	  the	  cool	  morning	  air	  until	  it	  begins	  to	  

burn	  her.	  Soap.	  Scrub.	  Rinse.	  Ouch.	  She	  doesn’t	  turn	  on	  the	  cold	  water,	  thinking	  that	  

would	  be	  too	  easy.	  She	  only	  pushes	  her	  hands	  in	  quickly,	  then	  pulls	  them	  out	  again	  

over	  and	  over	  until	  the	  soap	  is	  rinsed	  off.	  She	  pats	  them	  dry	  with	  a	  towel	  and	  starts	  

the	  coffee	  pot.	  

Conclusion: Aspirations 

If I may claim that the story has any “real life” applications, or aspirations at least, 

I would say that they are many. Primarily, of course, this is a story to be told. It is fiction. 

There is a certain satisfaction in the creation of a story that perhaps only those who write 

stories can understand. Beneath that layer, though, I would hope that this piece can begin 

to start good dialogue about polyamory, to help people unfamiliar with it approach it in 

an analytical but not cynical way. I hope that identifying with the feelings, experiences, 

and struggles with the characters will help readers consider polyamory to be an 

acceptable and healthy alternative (not replacement) to monogamy. I would like to 

illustrate a relationship, made up of individuals, that demonstrates honesty, 
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egalitarianism, and love (key tenets of the poly community) and, to be frank, happiness. 

So much of the LGBT canon focuses on the tragedies of life: discrimination, abuse, 

pressure, familial estrangement, suicide. It would be unrealistic not to mention these 

troubling aspects of life as they are real problems facing the LGBT and poly 

communities, but I would like to deal with some of them as secondary issues, choosing 

instead to focus more on the dynamics of a healthy relationship. Coupled with this is the 

fact that much of what can be called the “poly canon” is made up of how-to texts, studies, 

guidebooks, and the like. Very little of the literature is fiction, or even narrative, and I 

would like to help fill in that gap. Finally, the story takes place in the Southeast. This is a 

complicated issue as most of the reported poly community resides in suburban areas in 

the North and West of the United States. In part, it is important to me to create this 

complex relationship between place and social support and explore how location and 

rurality affect networking, especially under such delicate circumstances. Secondly, I 

would like to deconstruct the monolithic “South.” With a cultural history still defined by 

movies like Gone with the Wind and constant news coverage defining the region by a 

long history of bigotry toward minorities of all kinds, it is unsurprising that this area and 

the people hailing from it carry a stigma. I do not seek to discredit the harm that has come 

from this area of the country, only to give a more contemporary and accurate view of 

attitudes as they are now. 
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Abstract 
 
Research in idiom comprehension has demonstrated that the use of idioms plays a significant role 
in language development and enriches communication (Ackerman, 1982). This study analyzes 
whether musical preferences influence the comprehension of transparent, opaque, or novel 
idioms. All musical lyrics are rich in metaphors, imagery, and idioms, however, analysis of two 
common genres, hip hop and country, revealed that hip hop music has significantly more opaque 
and novel idioms. Musical genres that have a higher number of novel and opaque idioms might 
influence the listener's ability to quickly process idioms in contexts that are unfamiliar. One 
hundred and forty-two college students at a small liberal arts university in the south were 
recruited to participate in an idiom comprehension task. The participants were divided into five 
groups based on their responses from a survey of musical preferences. The experimental task 
consisted of five opaque and five transparent idioms, each from the lyrics of major country and 
hip hop artists; five opaque and five transparent idioms that are common in American Standard 
English (Nippold, 2003), and 10 novel idioms literally translated from other languages. The 
idioms were presented in a short sentence followed by a forced-choice task assessing their 
knowledge of idioms. Results revealed that students in the hip hop group had higher scores on the 
task that presented novel idioms translated from other language; however, this was only 
significant for the group with no musical preferences. 
 

Introduction 

Understanding the meaning of idioms, such as “cop the new drop”, “backwoods 

legit” or “a pedal in sauerkraut”, may not be easy to comprehend as everyday common 

idioms (e.g. It’s raining cats and dogs), but idioms are very unique in form and are used 

in our everyday language. A set expression of two or more words that mean something 

other than the literal meaning of its individual word is the correct definition of an idiom 

(Smith & Zygouris-Coe, 2009). There are different types of idioms such as: transparent 

idioms, opaque idioms, and novel idioms. Each type is distinctive in what it expresses, in 

particular. Transparent idioms are expressions in which the meaning of the words can be 

derived from the literal meaning of the individual words (e.g. make up one’s mind) 

(Smith & Zygouris-Coe, 2009). Past research has shown that transparent idioms are 
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easier to interpret than opaque idioms (Nippold, 1998). Opaque idioms are expressions, 

where the literal meaning cannot be derived from the individual meaning (e.g. it's raining 

cats and dogs) (Smith & Zygouris-Coe, 2009). The most unique type of idioms are novel 

idioms. Novel idioms are phrases in which the meaning of the expression is very specific 

to its context and/or a specific cultural group (e.g. She copped the new drop) (Cain, 

Knight, & Towse, 2008). In today’s musical genres and selections, idioms are heavily 

prevalent. 

Past research has shown that there is a strong relationship between idiom 

acquisition and academic achievement (Nippold & Martin, 1989). A primary theory in 

idiom acquisition is that they are processed as giant lexical units (Ackerman, 1982), and 

are acquired over a period of time through exposure (Nippold & Duthie, 2003). This 

study analyzed whether students who listen to Hip Hop/Rap and/or Country genres of 

music have a better comprehension of transparent, opaque, or novel idioms. It was the 

researchers’ hypothesis that students who listen to music with a greater amount of opaque 

idioms will have a higher ability to process and comprehend novel idioms. 

Literature Review 

Although extensive research has not been completed on how music helps us 

understand idioms, there has been a substantial amount of research discharged on how we 

learn and comprehend these particular idioms. Learning idioms is not seen to be a hard 

task, but we learn them as we grow in age and experience different life situations. The 

use of idioms takes place in some type of manner, daily. Idioms vary depending on the 

location and time era. The list continues to grow as certain idioms become more popular. 
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There has been research that demonstrates that we gain understanding of idioms as we 

grow in age (Cain, Knight, & Towse, 2009). 

In the research conducted by Callies and Sourn-Bissaoui sought to investigate the 

comprehension of idiomatic expressions of five, six, and seven year old children. The 

purpose of this study was to determine if a child understands the literal interpretations of 

idioms or do they believe that the speaker is implying something of another origin. The 

researchers took 26: five-year-old students, 30: six-year-old students, and 25: seven-year-

old students and tested them on idiomatic expressions. Investigators of this project used 

20 ambiguous idiomatic expressions with a literal and idiomatic meaning to each. Both 

were chosen from French descriptive norms that they received from a previous study 

(Callies & Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008). In order for researchers to adequately test their 

subjects, prior to testing the children, they gave 200 adults a survey to rate idiomatic 

expressions based on familiarity. After researchers received the familiarity results, they 

asked the children if they had heard or seen those defined idioms. After students 

establishing common ground of the idioms which the children knew, researchers tested 

each child individually through a verbal aptitude test. This aptitude test was given to 

make sure that each child was on somewhat of the same level. After these pre-procedures 

were completed, researchers let the children pick different objects out of the box. After 

the objects where selected, researchers asked the child a question and before they moved 

on investigators asked what they thought about what they just asked, and were prompted 

to elaborate. Investigators determined in their results that six- and seven-year-olds 

answered questions more accurately than five-year-olds. The research showed that 
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decomposable expressions are earlier and easier to understand the non-decomposable 

expressions. 

 Along with children being able to learn idioms and come up with the exact 

meaning, research has been motivated to define what type of idioms children understand 

versus the idioms that adults understand. A primary theory in idiom acquisition is that the 

idioms are processed as giant lexical units (Ackerman, 1982), and are acquired over a 

period of time through exposure (Nippold & Duthie, 2003). In a recent article The 

Development of Idiom Comprehension: An Investigation of Semantic and Contextual 

Processing Skills, investigators analyzed two different language processing skills to 

determine if children understand the meaning of idioms compared to adult 

comprehension. The investigators’ goals were to determine how the different language 

processing skills contribute to the developmental differences in idiom comprehension. To 

complete these tasks investigators came up with two separate experiments to weigh their 

hypothesis. All forty of the subjects, of this experiment spoke British English and 

attended either a village grade school, or local university. The first experiment was used 

to investigate if children and adults differ in their use of analysis and inference from 

context to understand idioms. Researchers selected 24 idioms, 12 were common idioms 

and the other 12 were translations of European idioms that were considered novel. The 

subjects’ understanding of each idiom was assessed by a multiple-choice task. The 

researchers concluded that for the adult participants, the final scores show that they 

understood familiar transparent, opaque, and novel transparent idioms more so than the 

children. This study did show a difference in the separation of the younger versus older 

children. The older children did far better meaning-wise in selecting the familiar 
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transparent idioms and the familiar novel idioms, which shows that as you grow in age 

you gain a better knowledge of different types of idioms. Although researchers have 

extensively sought to understand why this may be, they have only found that it is 

important for children to know and learn idioms.  

In another study conducted by Nippold and Taylor, investigators wanted to show 

how important it was that young people understand the meaning of idioms.  

Past developmental studies have shown that idioms that are higher in familiarity and 

transparency are easier for children and adolescents to understand than idioms that were 

less familiar or more opaque (Nippold & Taylor, 2002). The purpose of this particular 

research was to determine how children judge familiarity and transparency of idioms, and 

to compare their ratings with those produced by adolescents. Also, the study serves the 

purpose of determining if their ratings are associated with their own understanding of the 

expressions, and to identify the difference in how children judge the familiarity and 

transparency of idioms compared to the adolescents. To complete this research Nippold 

and Taylor took 50 children and 50 adolescents from public schools enrolled in grades 6 

and 12. The researchers used 20 idioms on a multiple choice test, and had them perform 

the tasks of familiarity judgment, idiom comprehension, and transparency judgment. The 

researchers proved that children rated the idioms as less familiar, compared to 

adolescents. The study showed that children were less familiar with idioms and had 

greater difficulty comprehending them than adolescents, but the groups did not differ in 

transparency judgments. Most studies have demonstrated that idiom comprehension starts 

during early childhood and gradually improves throughout the school-age years, 

adolescence, and all the way into adulthood.   
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In past research, scholars have also raised the question of: why are some idioms 

easier for adults to comprehend? A study by Nippold and Duthie (2003) on mental 

imagery and idiom comprehension used adolescents and adults as participants to further 

answer this question. And it revealed that transparent idioms are easier for children to 

understand, over opaque idioms, because children process idioms internally, where adults 

gained more familiarity with age. Nippold and Duthie believe that it is because they have 

not been exposed to the linguistic context of these particular idioms, and when 

adolescents transcribe idioms it goes through mental imagery, before it is completely 

understood. This research showed that even without the child being exposed to idioms, 

he/she can process the expression to make it have logic. The purpose of this study was to 

investigate how mental imagery relates to the discrepancy in difficulty between 

transparent and opaque expressions. The researchers took 20 familiar idioms, some 

transparent and the others opaque, and presented then to 40 school-age children and 40 

adults. The investigators’ assessments were on mental imagery followed by an idiom 

comprehension test. In the study the subjects were asked to describe in writing their own 

mental images from each expression they were given. When the study was complete it 

showed that mental imagery for idioms undergoes a developmental process. The research 

also conveyed that adults’ images were more concrete, but studies also showed they did 

not understand the full definition of the idiom, when compared to the adolescents.  

While present researchers continue to investigate idiom use in children, 

adolescents, and adults, early research on idioms dealt asked if the use of idioms in 

readings were affecting our children. In a previous study conducted by Peter Edwards 

(1974), the researcher sought to investigate whether idioms cause difficulty for children 
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in the reading and understanding of prose.The purpose of the study was to design a test to 

determine why the reading difficulty is occurring. To begin the study Edwards went to 

two secondary schools where four eighth grade classes were randomly selected from each 

school. He had a participation pool of 128, and each participant received a set of 18 

passages of prose. The first part of the test consisted of prose passages that included 

idiomatic language, the next section included passages written in literal English, and the 

third section included the entire test (18 questions) all written in literal English. As the 

participants took the test, they were timed, to ensure that all students could complete the 

work in an entire class period. The results of the study showed that there were significant 

differences between all pairs of means except in one school where two of the classes had 

a high proportion and understanding of idiomatic terms, compared to the others. Edwards 

states that there have been other researchers who have looked at classroom studies, and 

have concluded that idiomatic language should be taught as a part of English language 

classes in schools (Edwards, 1974). The results of the study showed that there were 

significant differences between all pairs of means except in one school where two of the 

classes had a high proportion and understanding of idiomatic terms, compared to the 

others. Edwards’ data showed that the differences between the classes were significant 

beyond the (.00001) level. Therefore the researcher concluded that idioms have a 

considerable effect on children’s ability to understand prose, and to further understand 

why there were differences in the different classes another test would have to be 

investigated (Edwards, 1974). This study also showed that sometimes it depends on the 

child and how much they have been exposed to different idioms, but research has shown 

that idioms are important for children to understand, and to be comprehensive of them, 
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and it will improve academic achievement, because it allows them to think outside of the 

box.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study is to analyze whether college-age students whose 

musical preference is Hip Hop music will have great ability to process unique or novel 

idioms. Specifically, this study is designed to answer the following questions: 

1. Will college-age student whose musical preference is Hip Hop perform better 

on an idiom comprehension task consisting of novel oblique and novel 

transparent idioms when compared to students with other musical 

preferences? 

2. Will college-age students whose musical preference is Hip Hop perform better 

on an idiom comprehension task consisting of literal translations of idioms 

from other languages when compared to students with other musical 

preferences? 

3. Will college-age students who musical preference is Country perform better 

on an idiom comprehension task consisting of novel oblique and novel 

transparent idioms when compared to students with other musical 

preferences? 

Methods 

Participants  

The participants were 141 adults with an age range of 18 to 30 (104 female, 37 

male). All participants were undergraduate students, at a small liberal arts college in the 

south. All individuals completed a demographics questionnaire, which asked about their 
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age, major ,and ethnicity. All individuals volunteered to participant in the study. We 

assumed that all participants were free of any known deficits in language, learning, or 

cognition. However, no formal test scores were available to the investigators.  

Idiom Comprehension Task 

To begin the study, investigators chose top artists in hip hop and country music, 

from the Billboard top 100 charts. Initially, for each genre, eighteen songs were chosen, 

and separated into the opaque, transparent, or novel idiom categories. After the songs 

were selected the investigators then annotated the songs to identify idioms. The 

researchers not only used their own knowledge, but sought the help of online resources 

such as (rapgenius.com) to adequately understand each idiom so that the test would be as 

accurate as possible. After the songs were chosen and annotated the idioms were then 

selected. Researchers randomly chose five opaque, and five transparent idioms from hip 

hop/rap. The same method was used for the country music (five opaque, five transparent). 

After the first 20 questions were selected, the next ten questions were common idioms. 

The idioms that were selected in the common category came from a larger list of idioms 

(Nippold, 1998). Researchers had a common knowledge of the answers to the questions, 

so no outside resources were needed. The last ten questions of the 40-question test 

consisted of idioms from other languages. Researchers went to the website 

(ominglot.com) to find accurate idioms in various languages. There was a large pool of 

idioms from languages such as Arabic, Armenian, French, German, and many more. The 

investigators chose ten idioms from the website, to conclude the test. Each number on the 

40-question test included an idiom phrase (e.g. To see the bottom floor), and the subjects 

were asked to rate familiarity (1 = never, 2 = few times 3= many times). After the 
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subjects rated the idioms, researchers provided the subjects with a sentence so that they 

could further understand the question in a small scenario. After the scenario, there was a 

choice of four possible answers.  

Procedures 

The study was conducted using one survey to determine the subjects’ musical preference. 

The subjects were asked how many hours a day they listen to music, and a 40-question 

test, which helped in determining if the subjects’ musical preferences aided them in 

understanding opaque, transparent, or novel idioms. The test was administered to various 

classes at a small liberal arts college in the south.  

Before the subjects were allowed to start, the test administrator gave a brief 

explanation of the procedure. The administrator let the subjects know that they would not 

be given any information about the test they were preparing to take. The participants 

were told that the test was on idioms and that the questions should be answered to the 

best of their abilities. Participants were also prompted to make sure their name was not 

present on any paper given. There were not any identifiers to the participants; numbers 

were used on the consent forms to ensure that everyone had signed one. Students signed a 

consent form to ensure that the study was voluntary and caused no harm. After the 

consent forms were signed, students were told to turn the page and begin. The first 

section was a survey that asked about the subjects’ major, ethnicity, gender, how many 

hours they listened to music, and musical preferences. Next, the subjects were able to 

begin the test, which consisted of transparent, opaque, and novel idioms ranging from hip 

hop/rap and country musical genres.  
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Data Analysis 

An ANOVA (Analysis of the Variance) with Bonferroni corrections was used to 

analyze the differences between group means. Post Hoc analyses were also completed to 

determine any significant differences between the groups and musical genre. Dependent 

variables included musical preferences (hip-hop, country, rock, other, no preference), and 

gender. Independent variables included transparent and opaque idioms from hip hop, 

country, common American idioms, and idioms literally translated from other world 

languages. 

Results 

The main purpose of this study was to determine if students who listen to music 

with a larger amount of opaque idioms will have a higher ability to process and 

comprehend novel idioms. In the beginning of the research, investigators recognized that 

hip hop music had far more opaque idioms than country music. Researchers found that in 

fact hip hop showed to had almost 80% more opaque idioms when compared to country 

music. In order to collect an adequate number of idioms for hip hop music, the lyrics of 

18 songs were analyzed. However, in order to obtaine a large enough number of idioms 

from country music, it was necessary to analyze 62 songs. In the present study, 

researchers used an ANOVA test to identify the difference between groups on the 4 

idioms comprehension tasks (hip hop, country, common, and novel). The study results 

show the mean scores of each group and the tasks. Although researchers saw no 

significant differences in each of the mean scores, there were slight differences in each.  
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Fig.	  1.1:	  Analysis	  of	  the	  hip	  hop	  idiom	  task.	  The	  graph	  represents	  numbers	  1	  -‐	  10	  
on	  the	  idiom	  test.	  This	  chart	  is	  the	  mean	  score	  of	  how	  each	  of	  the	  five	  groups	  scored	  
on	  the	  hip	  hop	  portion	  of	  the	  test.	  

Fig	  1.2:	  Analysis	  of	  the	  country	  idiom	  task.	  The	  graph	  represents	  numbers	  11	  -‐	  20	  
questions	  on	  the	  idiom	  test.	  This	  chart	  shows	  the	  mean	  scores	  of	  how	  each	  of	  the	  
five	  groups	  scored	  on	  the	  country	  portion	  of	  the	  test.	  
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Fig	  1.4:	  	  Analysis	  of	  the	  novel	  idiom	  task.	  The	  graph	  represents	  numbers	  31	  -‐	  40	  
questions	  on	  the	  idiom	  test.	  This	  chart	  shows	  the	  mean	  scores	  of	  how	  each	  of	  the	  five	  
groups	  scored	  on	  the	  novel	  portion	  of	  the	  test.	  

Fig	  1.3:	  Analysis	  of	  the	  common	  idiom	  task.	  The	  graph	  represents	  numbers	  21	  -‐	  
30	  questions	  on	  the	  idiom	  test.	  This	  chart	  shows	  the	  mean	  scores	  of	  how	  each	  of	  
the	  five	  groups	  scored	  on	  the	  common	  portion	  of	  the	  test.	  
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For investigators to further analyze the data, investigators also used a Post-HOC 

analysis, which used Bonferroni corrections to view the differences in the multiple 

comparisons. With the Post- HOC analysis researchers saw that the Hip Hop group did 

significantly better on the hip hop task  (p=.15)  than the Other group, which mainly 

consisted of gospel and Christian music listeners. Also, this test finding shows that the 

hip hop group did considerably better that the no preference group on the novel task with 

finding of ( p = 0.41). Researchers also completed a one-way paired t-test which was 

used to compare the means of the four musical genres. This test showed that the Hip Hop 

task mean score was significantly lower when compared to Country (t = .001), Common 

(t = .001) and Novel (t = .001).  

 

 

 

Fig	  2:	  This	  chart	  represents	  the	  mean	  scores	  of	  the	  breakdown	  of	  each	  portion	  of	  the	  idiom	  test.	  	  
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There were no gender differences in the study, results show on the individual task that 

each group had no significant male to female ratio differences: Hip Hop  (p=.827), 

Country (p=.178), Common (p=.364), and Novel (p=.137). 

Table 1: Paired Sample t-tests comparing means of idiom tasks. 

 
Pair t df p-value 

HH- Country -13.12 140 >.001 

HH- Common -13.29 140 >.001 

HH- Novel -7.38 140 >.001 

Country – Common .877 140 .382 

Country – Novel 5.405 140 >.001 

Common- Novel 5.576 140 >.001 

 Table 1: (Graph of means of tasks) 

Table 2: ANOVA: Comparison of idioms tasks between groups. 

Idiom Task SS df MS F Sig 

HH 25.62 4 6.40 2.734 .031 

Country 13.09 4 3.27 1.35 .253 

Common 3.51 4 .877 .58 .678 

Novel 24.64 4 6.16 2.26 .066 

 

 

 

Table	  2:	  	  Post	  Hoc	  analysis	  with	  a	  Bonferroni	  correction	  compared	  the	  scores	  on	  the	  four	  idiom	  
tasks	  among	  the	  5	  musical	  preferences	  groups.	  Students	  in	  the	  HH	  group	  preformed	  significant	  
better	  than	  those	  in	  the	  Gospel	  group	  on	  the	  HH	  idiom	  task	  (p	  =	  .015.	  Also	  the	  HH	  mean	  score	  on	  the	  
Novel	  idiom	  task	  was	  significantly	  higher	  for	  the	  No	  Preference	  group	  (p	  =	  .041).	  All	  other	  group	  
means	  were	  scores	  idiom	  tasks	  did	  not	  reach	  statistical	  significance.	  	  
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Conclusion and Discussion 

Research sought to investigate if students who listen to more hip hop will perform 

better on a idiom comprehension task composed of literally translated idioms from other 

languages. Researchers believed that students who listen to music with a greater amount 

of opaque idioms would have a higher ability to process and comprehend novel idioms.  

What researchers quickly discovered was that hip hop music contained many idioms 

(opaque and transparent), but investigators had to identify four times as many songs in 

country music just to acquire idioms (transparent and opaque) to randomly select for the 

test. Right away researchers discovered that the task that they believed would be the 

hardest for their subjects to complete (novel task) was not so difficult. The task that was 

hardest for each group to comprehend was the Hip Hop task. The Gospel 

group received a number of (P = .015), which makes this finding significant, in showing 

that our subjects who listened to gospel music could not quite comprehend the hip hop 

idioms. With the number of correct responses on the task, this demonstrated that the 

responses for the task was large enough to be different. Researchers also discovered that 

the hip hop group did better in three (hip hop, common, and novel) tasks, although it was 

not a significant finding, it did let researchers know that further research could find this to 

be significant. 

 This research also demonstrated that the hip hop group did far better than the no 

musical preference group on the novel task portion (p = .041), which also raised an 

important question to the researchers: Do the lyrics of some musical genres facilitate 

idiom comprehension? When conducting further research, investigators suggest ensuring 

subject sizes for each group are equal or approximate. Also, to make sure idiom 
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interpretations were correct, researchers for this project used personal and outside 

knowledge, but for future projects, it would be more profitable to test familiarity before 

administering the idiom test. This procedure will help future researchers identify idioms 

that are and should be used in testing. They will also have a comparison on what they 

assume idioms mean and those that are successful in identifying.  
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Abstract 

The	  tendency	  to	  rely	  on	  consumer	  goods	  for	  'completion'	  is	  a	  major	  theme	  in	  Chris	  Ware's	  
comics.	   One	   character	   uses	   his	   Superman	   paraphernalia	   to	   mitigate	   the	   void	   left	   by	   his	  
absentee	  father,	  one	  clings	  to	  a	  guitar	  in	  hopes	  that	  his	  talent	  will	  make	  girls	  interested	  in	  
him,	   and	   yet	   another	   deals	   with	   a	   hostile	   school	   environment	   by	   treating	   his	   Super	   Girl	  
action	   figure	   as	   if	   she	   were	   his	   soul	   mate.	   The	   notion	   that	   consumer	   goods	   can	   act	   as	  
repositories	  of	  social	  meaning	  is	  emblematic	  of	  what	  T.J.	  Jackson	  Lears	  calls	  the	  therapeutic	  
ethos,	  which	  accompanied	  the	  shift	  from	  rural	  to	  urban	  environments	  during	  the	  Industrial	  
Revolution.	   Rather	   than	   prizing	   an	   autonomous	   sense	   of	   self,	   the	   therapeutic	   ethos	   takes	  
account	   of	   the	   interdependence	   of	   urban	   environments	   and	   thus	   focuses	   on	   impression	  
management.	  Advertisers,	  sensing	  this	  shift,	  began	  associating	  consumer	  goods	  with	  social	  
values,	   from	   which	   the	   sign	   system	   of	   objects	   eventually	   developed.	   As	   Jean	   Baudrillard	  
argues	  in	  "The	  System	  of	  Objects,"	  the	  sign	  system	  of	  objects	  allows	  consumers	  to	  obtain	  a	  
better	  position	  in	  the	  social	  hierarchy	  by	  purchasing	  commodities	  that	  reflect	  social	  values.	  
From	   the	   Columbian	   Exposition	   to	   a	   dystopian,	   technologically-‐dependent	   future,	  Ware's	  
cast	   of	   characters	   repeatedly	   turns	   to	   consumer	   goods	   for	   fulfillment	   and	   are	   invariably	  
disappointed,	  questioning	  the	  viability	  of	  a	  society	  that	  can	  only	  obtain	  completion	  through	  
consumption.	  
 

 Chris Ware’s comics are unruly; they refuse to acknowledge boundaries, instead 

spilling from the pages to the front matter, the cover, or rejecting the self-containment of 

the book entirely. The cover of Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth unfolds to 

reveal additional bits of the narrative and Building Stories, his latest, consists of various 

pieces—a Little Golden Book, newspapers, booklets, and even a backdrop—that come 

assembled in a box large enough to house the average board game. As Katherine Roeder 

attests, Ware’s reputation as an expert formalist hinges on his “willingness to embrace the 

comic-strip grid as a formal element to play with,” eschewing the medium’s traditionally 

linear conventions for a “larger understanding of the whole that [comics] compose (27; 

Dittmer 228, 229). He not only recognizes the page as the site at which linear narratives 
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unfold via rows of panels, but also demonstrates that the medium does not have to be 

restricted to the usage of “[sets] of panels rhythmically following each other like breaths” 

(Dittmer 228). However, the topic at hand is not Ware's innovative form, but rather his 

focus on what Hillary Chute calls "a specifically American loneliness" (758). Take the 

titular protagonist of Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth, who works a 

nondescript office job and spends his time either trying to avoid his mother's overbearing 

surveillance or fantasizing about asking one of his coworkers on a date. That is, until he 

receives an invitation to spend Thanksgiving with his absentee father. Because he has no 

memory of his father, Jimmy faces this visit with trepidation, which is only magnified by 

his troubled relationship with the sign system of objects. 

 In "The System of Objects," Jean Baudrillard characterizes the sign system of 

objects a "range of precarious freedoms" (11). Advertising efforts at the turn of the 20th 

century to associate products with social values and lifestyles created the notion that 

products "have become complicated beings" and that ownership of these products "[has] 

the same value as any human interaction" ("The System of Objects" 14, emphasis his). 

By using products' "stereotyped personalities," one could utilize their social meanings to 

fill a void—in Jimmy Corrigan's case, the void left by his father ("The System of 

Objects" 16). However, as Ware demonstrates, this use of consumer goods is not without 

its drawbacks.  

 In Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth, Chris Ware engages Baudrillard's 

reading of consumer objects as stereotyped personalities via his focus on Superman. The 

titular character is fixated on the superhero and interacts with several physical 

incarnations of the character throughout the story—all of which challenge the one-
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dimensional understanding of the superhero that is wrapped up in his consumer presence. 

The values encoded in Superman's persona—strength, courage, integrity—are initially 

embraced by a young Jimmy Corrigan, who is taken to a car show in the book's opening 

pages to see the man who plays Superman on television. Shortly before leaving the 

house, Jimmy ties a red fabric mask around his head. In the car, he sticks his arm out of 

the window and imagines that he is flying. These small gestures denote Jimmy's effort to 

“define [himself] in relation to objects,” or, more specifically, the broad values associated 

with them ("The System of Objects" 16). By consuming the Superman mythos in all of its 

medium-specific iterations, Jimmy establishes himself as the kind of person who wants to 

be associated with its significations. And in the frames leading up to his first 'real-world 

encounter' with Superman, this consumption gives him a sense of fulfillment. 

 As a cultural construct, Superman's one-dimensionality is believable so long as it 

is contained in the highly controlled arena of television series, comic books, and 

merchandise. When he consumes Superman-related items, Jimmy Corrigan utilizes 

objects that have been painstakingly crafted to fit into the larger semiotic vision of the 

Superman franchise. By wearing the red mask, watching the television show, and 

consuming any other affiliated products, Jimmy builds a repertoire of objects that 

collectively promote a set group of values. However, as Ware is quick to point out, the 

fulfillment offered by this repertoire is jeopardized by the discrepancy between its 

regulated “system of recognition of social statuses” and values and the unpredictable 

semiotics of non-objects ("The System of Objects" 19). Once Jimmy Corrigan meets the 

actor who plays Superman in the television series, the repository of representative objects 

begins to lose its semiotic authority. 
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 Baudrillard's assessment of the sign system of objects as impoverished relative to 

non-objects is addressed head-on when Jimmy and his mother arrive at the car show. 

Until Jimmy meets the television actor after his stage performance as Superman, he 

derives his perception of what it means to be Superman from a repertoire of stable, 

immutable things. According to Baudrillard, this perception is inherently flawed, as any 

labels assigned to the objects constrain them to specific roles even as they give them 

meaning. The sign advertising the actor's performance is in congruence with the overall 

Superman mythos even though it specifically highlights certain aspects of the actor—his 

fame, his physical attractiveness, etc.—to draw interest in the show. With that considered, 

the actual performance marks the point at which the repertoire of objects loses its 

monopoly on Superman's signification. Although Jimmy is seen chuckling throughout the 

actor's performance, the mortality of this real-world Superman jeopardizes the neat, 

polished symbolism provided by the objects that represent the Superman mythos. As a 

mortal human being, the actor cannot possibly measure up to the ideal of the nearly 

invincible superhero he imitates—a fact that becomes painfully clear when the actor 

becomes interested in Jimmy's mother and takes them out to dinner. The actor's fame, 

which is loudly proclaimed on the sign advertising his performance as Superman, is 

juxtaposed against the restaurant he chooses. 

 The messy establishment, gaudily named “Kountry Kookin',” is sparsely 

populated with diners who sprawl out in its booths and are asleep on its tables. Jimmy is 

visibly distracted during dinner, constantly turning around to survey his surroundings 

(Ware). The cause of his discomfort is highlighted in the next panel, in which Jimmy 

quietly sits in the back seat of his mother's car, staring longingly at his autographed 
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photograph of Superman even though the pictured television star is sitting in the front 

seat. The actor has long since taken his costume off, but Jimmy still conflates him with 

his television role. And because the actor constantly generates his own meaning in an 

unscripted, unpredictable manner, Jimmy's perception of Superman is complicated. On 

the way home, he is at once confronted with the semiotic stability of the autographed 

picture and the mortality of the man in the front seat. It is almost as if the actor's costume 

has left behind a semiotic residue; because Jimmy came in contact with him by way of 

the Superman franchise, it follows that Jimmy sees him through the lens of that franchise. 

The impoverishment that occurs on the level of the object is intensified when human 

beings are being used as signifiers. Compared to the process of “radical simplification” 

needed to create a “combinatorial matrix or a repertoire” out of consumer goods, which 

limits objects to whatever “stereotyped personalities” they have been assigned, the 

attempt to apply the same process to living beings is unsatisfying ("The System of 

Objects" 20, 20, 16). Unlike the object, which cannot rebel against its assigned meaning, 

the human-as-signifier has the freedom to act in ways that complicate or outright deny 

their assigned significations. The cognitive dissonance Jimmy experiences when 

confronted with the semiotically ambiguous actor, then, is justifiable. 

 I am reminded of the thought experiment Baudrillard describes at the beginning of 

“The System of Objects,” in which he asks the reader to imagine that all advertising has 

been replaced with the meaningless term 'GARAP.' He imagines people seeing the term 

and wondering what it means, to which Baudrillard responds that it signifies "a society 

capable of generating such a sign” ("The System of Objects" 10). Having grown up under 

the influence of advertising that urges consumers to perceive goods as a “schema of 
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collective and mythological projection” by which they can act out culturally desirable 

values, Jimmy has no idea what to make of his beloved franchise once its stable 

signification is complicated by the humanity of the actor ("The System of Objects" 11). 

The dissonance caused by the man's desire to eat at a run-down restaurant is compounded 

by the events that transpire once the trio returns to Jimmy's home. Jimmy is not shown 

communicating with the actor once they get home; almost immediately after he is 

pictured mulling over the photograph on the ride home, he is shown in bed. Again staring 

off into space, it appears that the gap between the ideal and the man is still troubling him. 

 The next morning we see Jimmy go into the kitchen looking noticeably refreshed, 

where he pours himself a bowl of cereal and begins to eat by himself. Not long after, the 

actor wanders into the kitchen and urges Jimmy not to wake his mother, offering his red 

mask as an incentive. Whatever dissonance Jimmy experienced the previous night 

dissipates upon the reception of this gift. Because the mask is given in conjunction with 

the actor's departure, Jimmy's discomfort at least temporarily ceases. Baudrillard would 

chalk this temporary satisfaction up to the symbolic exchange that takes place between 

Jimmy and the actor.  As he argues in “The Ideological Genesis of Needs,” the object is 

not an object when it is part of a symbolic exchange. Rather than functioning as part of 

the codified sign system of objects, the given object functions as a “transferential pact” 

between the giver and the receiver ("The Ideological Genesis" 58). To understand its 

meaning, we must first understand why the giver has chosen to “[separate] himself from 

[the object] in order to give it” ("The Ideological Genesis" 58). The actor's decision to 

give Jimmy his mask serves a few functions. First, it wins Jimmy over to the actor's side; 

the man wants to get out of the house as quickly as possible, and the mask keeps Jimmy 
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from wondering why the man didn't want to wake up Mrs. Corrigan. However, it is worth 

pointing out the actor's decision to give the mask—which is part of the repertoire of 

Superman-related goods—denotes his willingness to part ways with the values it 

represents. The actor's desire to leave the Corrigan household before Mrs. Corrigan 

wakes up is prioritized above his desire to keep his mask in possession. Even as Jimmy 

happily receives the mask, he does so only because the actor decides that he does not 

need it. As Baudrillard maintains, the object's sign value is suspended while the process 

of symbolic exchange is underway, only resuming when it “no longer gathers its meaning 

in the concrete relationship between two people” ("The Ideological Genesis" 59). Once 

the man leaves, the mask is no longer his. Now one of Jimmy's possessions, the mask 

regains its symbolic meaning and becomes part of Jimmy's repertoire. However, because 

the repertoire has been challenged by the actor's semiotic instability, its message is no 

longer stable. 

 Jimmy's fascination with Superman continues into adulthood, although noticeably 

complicated by his early encounter with the television actor. Superman continues to be 

represented by various objects in Jimmy's possession—the stack of comics laying beside 

his bed, a t-shirt he wears during his visit with his father, etc.—but he also appears as the 

costumed man who jumps from a skyscraper, the sprite-like figure that appears on 

Jimmy's windowsill, the terrifying giant that picks up Corrigan's house and dashes it to 

the ground, and the list goes on. These situations, which characterize Superman as a sort 

of chaotic-neutral entity whose superhuman abilities are just as likely to harm as they are 

to help, reveal Jimmy's complicated relationship with the sign system of objects. He can't 

trust them, but he can't break his reliance on them either. When Jimmy looks out of his 
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office window and sees a man dressed as Superman standing on top of the skyscraper 

across the street, he is delighted. The man appears to notice Jimmy's presence and raises 

his hand in greeting. Jimmy does the same. The next frame shows the man preparing to 

jump, knees deeply bent as if he is actually going to take flight. But the man does not 

have superhuman abilities. He is distinct from the fantastical world of the Superman 

franchise. The next panel shows him lying facedown on the street, his cape lying over his 

head. Jimmy stares at the body, transfixed. In the following panels day turns into night, 

but Jimmy does not budge from the window. When Jimmy flies out to meet his father, he 

sees that the incident has made the front page of what appears to be a local newspaper. 

Beneath the headline, we are told that the man was “definitely not the television actor,” 

confirming the man’s persistent influence on Jimmy’s life (Ware)1. However, the 

intervention of his father’s acquaintance--the exact relationship between the two is 

uncertain--prevents Jimmy from dwelling on this matter. 

The dissonance caused by Superman’s confused signification lies dormant until 

Jimmy is confronted with situations that are similarly ambiguous. Take, for example, the 

first dinner Jimmy shares with his father. Several aspects of this scene vividly recall the 

meal Jimmy shared with the actor and the uncertainty that comes with getting to know 

someone whose reputation has preceded him. In this case, Jimmy draws his preconceived 

notions from a culturally constructed ideal of fatherhood rather than from a repertoire of 

consumer goods. His concept of fatherhood is abstract relative to his concept of 

motherhood, which is made real by the artifacts that represent the time he has spent with 

her. On the other hand, Jimmy’s father is consistently absent in body and in signification. 

Perhaps the most convincing example is the photograph depicted on the book’s cover. 
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The photograph has been torn in half so Jimmy and his mother are shown holding hands 

on one piece of the photograph and his father is pictured alone on the other. The image of 

Mr. Corrigan’s hand resting on Jimmy’s shoulder, brutally cut off mid-arm at the tear, is 

the only visual cue that connects them.  

During this awkward first meal, then, Jimmy is even more at a loss than he was 

during his meal with the actor. Both men function as symbols of discord, but Jimmy’s 

father is unique in that his ambiguity does not derive from his failure to match up with 

ideals established by a repertoire of objects. Unlike the actor, whose reserve of consumer 

goods provides at least a basis for comparison, Mr. Corrigan’s lack of representation in 

the repertoire of Jimmy’s possessions makes him a formidable presence. Armed only with 

a general concept of fatherhood, Jimmy scrambles to close the gap between them. 

Because he lacks a repertoire of objects to give him expectations to measure his father 

against, he is positively baffled. The actor’s mundanity was at odds with the signification 

embodied by the Superman franchise, but the dissonance between the two at least gave 

Jimmy the ability to parse out the actor’s signification. He was mundane, yes, but he was 

mundane in relation to a body of objects that was not mundane. Mr. Corrigan lacks a 

corollary body of objects to give his mundanity context, which makes it difficult for 

Jimmy to determine what his father signifies. Without the stability of the object, Mr. 

Corrigan’s mundane attempts to perform fatherhood seem almost bizarre. When they get 

to the register, Mr. Corrigan offers to pay for both of their meals, showing that he wants 

to treat Jimmy as a son. But when they get back to the table with their food, he abandons 

the reserved father-son dynamic he has just set up by remarking that the waitress has a 

“great set of tits” (Ware). Jimmy is understandably confused. Does his father want to 
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recreate the father-son dynamic that had previously been impossible, or does he see their 

relationship simply as one between two men? However, Jimmy’s lack of faith in the 

stability of objects does not come into play until one of his own possessions ends up in 

his father’s hands.  

When Jimmy accidentally hands one of his possessions to his father--a sticky note 

from a coworker, admonishing him for not noticing that she sat across from him for six 

months--he gives his father an object that is flush with signification, forging a connection 

between them. Rather than fostering a belated father-son connection, however, this 

object-centric connection transforms Mr. Corrigan from a bystander whom Jimmy can 

safely observe to an ambiguous figure that begins to encroach on Jimmy’s already shaky 

relationship with the sign system of objects. Mr. Corrigan interprets the note as a symbol 

of a coy relationship between Jimmy and the author of the note and proceeds from this 

point. He takes his interpretation and runs with it, teasing Jimmy for “playin’ hard to get,” 

advising him to hold off on telling the girl he likes her until he’s had sex with her, and 

just generally assigning this item a signification that is much more positive than it 

actually is (Ware). At this point, there are two clashing interpretations of the note--Mr. 

Corrigan’s, whose interpretation imagines Jimmy as an inexperienced, yet in-demand, 

bachelor who appears to be on the brink of starting a new relationship, and Jimmy’s, 

whose reading of the object is mired in the realization that he has missed the opportunity 

to be with the only woman who appears to have any interest in him. Jimmy drifts into a 

daydream in which he imagines himself in bed with a woman who explains that she 

wants to hold off on having sex. In response, Jimmy gets out of bed, puts his pants on, 

and leaves the woman’s apartment, grumbling about how he has “better things to do than 
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waste [his] time with some cocktease whore” (Ware) This behavior is wildly out of 

character for Jimmy, considering that he can’t even work up the courage to ask a 

coworker on a date, indicating that his father’s misinterpretation of the object troubles 

him. This makes more sense when one views Mr. Corrigan as a parallel to the actor 

Jimmy met in childhood. In both instances, an unfamiliar man troubles the existing 

signification of an object (or group of objects) that belongs to Jimmy, although this latest 

incident hits much closer to home. Instead of attacking the signification of Superman 

merchandise, whose positive values refer to the virtue of a specified character, Mr. 

Corrigan troubles the signification of an object that refers to Jimmy’s own identity.  

Jimmy’s next daydream--just a few pages after the first--affirms the effect his 

father’s sign ambiguation has on his identity. This time, he considers what his life might 

be like if he were as lucky in love as his father believes him to be. He sits on the edge of 

a bed, holding the hand of a child who is never actually pictured in any of the frames. He 

reminisces about the first dinner he shared with his father, characterizing his father’s 

periodic outbursts against the wait staff as a charming quirk that earns a “Granpa did 

that?” from the unseen child (Ware). At this point, he projects his desire for an 

uncomplicated relationship with his father into the future. When they left the restaurant, 

he tells the child, they returned to his father’s house to find “wonderful toys of all sorts 

and kinds...airplanes, boats, trucks, spaceships, animals” and so on (Ware). In the opening 

moments of this fantasy, the object exists not as a complicated message to be decoded, 

but as a testament to the power of imagination. Instead of framing goods as the confusing 

signs he knows them to be, Jimmy gives them a positive role, maintaining that his 

father’s house had “everything you could ever imagine or want” (Ware). However, he 



	   71	  

cannot crowd out his fear of ambiguous signification even in his daydreams. His child 

asks him if he was scared, and the situation quickly escalates from there. Only a few 

frames later, Jimmy looks up to see a tiny Superman standing on the windowsill, peeking 

into the bedroom. “Billy!” he urges his son, “Look who’s on the windowsill! It’s 

Superman! It’s Superman and he’s really small and he’s waving at us" (Ware). This small, 

innocuous Superman fits nicely into the unambiguous interpretation of objects Jimmy has 

just constructed for his son. But, two frames after he appears on the windowsill, 

Superman enters the picture as a gargantuan figure who picks up the house Jimmy is in 

and dashes it to the ground. Emerging from the wreckage, Jimmy searches for his son and 

finds him piece by piece. Hearing his son call out to him, he rushes over to the boy’s 

disembodied head and comforts the dying child before putting him out of his misery by 

smashing his head with a cinderblock.  

 Jimmy’s complicated relationship with Superman, which quickly becomes a 

complicated relationship with goods in general, reaches a fever pitch at an early point in 

the novel, giving context to Jimmy’s internal struggle with consumer products throughout 

the book. From an early scene in which Jimmy succumbs to an advertisement’s 

suggestion that he buy an answering machine to a later scene in which Jimmy closely 

examines all of the products in his father’s house—the package of “Country Morn” 

bacon, the portable television on the kitchen counter—the iconic Chicago poster, the 

consumer good consistently promises fulfillment (Ware). Yet the purchase of the 

answering machine does not generate a surge in popularity, nor do the various goods in 

Mr. Corrigan’s house give Jimmy any insight into his father’s identity. Haunted by the 
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specter of Superman, Jimmy cannot have faith in the stability of the object after seeing 

how easily its transformation can be troubled.  

 The fragility of the sign system of objects is a theme frequently explored in 

Ware's work, as are characters who face difficulty dealing with the fragility of their 

possessions. Jimmy Corrigan is arguably the character most immobilized by the potential 

for objects to become unstable, but Ware’s other works are populated with characters 

who are constantly frustrated by their inability to ‘figure out’ the object. The skeptical 

assessment of consumer products in Jimmy Corrigan should not be taken as a sign of a 

wholesale dismissal of the sign system of objects. Rather, what I think Ware advocates is 

an awareness of the fragility of the sign system. While the ability to read and utilize the 

social meanings of commodities is a necessary skill in modern society, Ware only asks 

that we acknowledge the potential impoverishment of these meanings. Otherwise, we 

may all end up like Jimmy Corrigan, unable to reconcile the ideal significance of the 

consumer object to its real-life counterpart. 

Endnote 
 

1. Chris Ware's Jimmy Corrigan: The Smartest Kid on Earth is unpaginated. Because my 
citation of Ware's text is textual rather than visual, I have opted to forgo including the 
relevant panels as figures every time I reference the text and treat Jimmy Corrigan as if it 
were an unpaginated work of prose.    
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Various species of bird show preference when choosing materials with which individuals 
build their nests. While previous studies have shed light on a number of aspects of avian 
nesting, such as nesting success of individuals in urbanized landscapes (Jackson, 2011) 
and the use of natural tree cavities versus nesting boxes (Purcell, 1997), the present study 
addresses the specific materials used to create nests, and aims to reveal how adaptable 
one population of Eastern Bluebirds (Sialia sialis) is in choosing materials for nest-
building when compared to another population. Weekly nest-box checks were conducted 
on boxes within Oak Mountain State Park and three boxes mounted at the local lake, 
organic garden, and recycling center. Upon the observation of nests within nesting boxes 
located at Oak Mountain State Park, results showed that each box [containing a nest] 
contained a nest made with pine straw. The three locally-mounted boxes remained 
uninhabited throughout the course of the study. This study alone may suggest that Eastern 
Bluebirds are not flexible when choosing materials to build their nests, but may also 
alternatively suggest that various species of pine trees provide the most effective nest-
building material for the individuals. Conclusions may be drawn upon further research. 
 

Introduction 
 

Eastern Bluebirds are a common species of omnivorous birds, native to regions of North 

America including parts of the United States, Mexico, and Canada. The species has 

decreased in number over the past century, but populations are again elevating as a result 

of nesting boxes and bluebird trails.  One study (Purcell, 1997) tested the breeding 

ecology of four species of birds nesting in boxes versus natural cavities. The results 

showed that when nesting in boxes, these species experienced lower predation rates and 

fledged more offspring in comparison to those nesting in cavities. Eastern Bluebirds live 

in meadow-like open areas that are surrounded by trees with suitable nesting holes. They 

are cavity nesters, building their nests in natural cavities within trees, or in nesting boxes. 

According to the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, the male will display and attract the female 

to his hole or box, and supply her with materials that she will then use to build the nest. 
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The nests are typically composed of fallen pine needles, along with blades of grass, 

which are woven into a bowl-like shape. Clutch size is typically between two and seven 

eggs, and some females will lay multiple broods within the same nesting season.   

 Studies show that bluebirds have experienced changes in their nesting habits, 

from cavities to boxes, due to various land-use activities wherein cavities have become 

less abundant. One experiment from 1976 studies the effects of various land-use 

practices, such as timber management and the removal of dead trees, and how it relates to 

the nesting habits of Eastern bluebirds in natural cavities. Results showed that these 

practices could be detrimental to the nesting success of the bluebird because 96 of 98 

cavities were located in dead trees or limbs, 71.5% of these were pines or oaks.  The 

study briefly notes the curious nature of the attraction of the Eastern Bluebird to nesting 

boxes.  

 It is known that birds tend to prefer certain material when building their nests. In 

some avian species, individuals will use certain materials within their nests regardless of 

the availability of that particular material within the immediate vicinity of the nesting 

site. Other species exhibit considerable flexibility in their choice of nest-building 

materials, which results in an apparent variation in the structure and appearance of their 

nests. Birds have been found to be resourceful in their nest building by using any 

available discarded materials. The purpose of this experiment was to test the adaptability 

of bluebirds in this area when choosing their nest-building materials through comparison 

of nests between various populations. The study aims to test whether the nesting 

materials of Eastern Bluebirds is correlated with the availability or abundance of those 
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materials in the nesting site, or whether individuals choose specific materials regardless 

of the availability within the nesting territory.  

While bluebirds are typically known to use pine needles and grasses when 

constructing their nests, this information was used in deciding what locations would be 

visited throughout this study. Oak Mountain State Park contains an abundance of longleaf 

pine species, and therefore acts as an ideal habitat for eastern bluebird populations within 

the area. The various areas to be studied within the park included boxes along the main 

road, where the majority of human traffic occurs, along with nesting boxes along the golf 

course, the private cabin areas, and the camping grounds. In order to compare these nests 

with those build in the absence of abundant pine needles, boxes along Highway 119 were 

also included in this study, along with three boxes mounted in Montevallo at the 

community recycling center, the University Lake, and the UM organic garden. Upon the 

observations of the five comparative locations of nesting boxes, I predicted there would 

be variation in nesting materials between locations due to varying availability of 

materials in regards with the location 

Literature Review 

Many animal species collect and use materials from their environment to complete 

physical tasks, such as building nests, traps, bowers, dams, and protective coverings 

(Bailey, 2014). While these structures may simply be regarded as objects of curiosity or 

wonder, these are products of evolution (Hansell, 2000). We know that each species of 

bird is limited to some extent in its distribution by the surroundings, or habitat, which it is 

prepared to tolerate. Further limitations occur upon the time of breeding, imposed by the 

site and nest materials it will accept. Thus, each species has a typical nesting site, along 
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with a typical nesting structure; however, most species show a degree of tolerance or 

adaptability in adjusting to sites that are slightly less suitable. This tolerance may vary 

considerably from one species to another (Baicich, 1997). Eastern Bluebirds typically 

live in open areas with scattered trees and fencerows: farmlands, orchards, suburbs, and 

golf courses, for example. The species typically prefers to nest within tree cavities, but 

introduced House Sparrows and Starlings have taken over these preferred habitats. 

Fortunately, bluebirds have been adaptable to the extent of nesting within specially 

designed birdhouses (Reader’s Digest, 1982).  

 A difficulty that all birds must overcome is that their future offspring must spend 

a period of time as an egg. Both warmth and continual protection from predators are 

requirements of the egg. Partial success in meeting these requirements is evident in the 

variety of nests that have evolved over time. Some nests may form platforms that lift eggs 

to a higher site, while others may act as structures to hide the eggs from view. Insulated 

cavities shelter the eggs from rain and cooling winds, and allow the body heat of the 

parent bird to be used to best advantage (Baicich, 1997). In spite of the considerable 

amount of diversity in nesting and nest building, we can recognize a limited number of 

obvious types of nests. Most of our birds build cup-shaped nests. Using pliable material, 

the bird typically sits within the structure as it builds. The typical round shape is 

produced by the placing of material, pulling of loose ends, and then tucking them into the 

existing framework to one side or the other. As the softer lining is added, the bird shapes 

the cup to its own body, sitting in it with its bill and tail uplifted, rotating a little, pressing 

with its chin and under-tail coverts, and flexing its bill and tail downwards to consolidate 
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the rim. Pushing backwards with its feet, it enlarges the lower cup. The final structure fits 

snugly around the sitting bird while leaving room for the eggs beneath it (Baicich, 1997).   

 While it is generally assumed that birds’ choice of structurally suitable materials 

for nest building is genetically predetermined, this assumption has been tested. Birds do 

appear able to learn at least some aspects of nest material choice. One particular study of 

zebra finches shows that, through a series of preference tests, birds choose nest material 

based on the structural properties of the material, and that nest material preference is not 

entirely genetically predetermined as both the type and amount of experience influences 

birds’ choices (Bailey, 2014). Competition between species has often resulted in 

considerable differences in the habitats and the nest sites occupied by related species. 

Consequently, differences in the nature of the materials used for nest building are 

apparent, along with form, structure, and placement. Because the building of a nest 

requires a considerable amount of energy expended, natural selection may therefore be 

expected to typically favor anything that tends to economize on effort (Collias, 1964).  

Materials and Methods 
 

Prior to conducting research, the researcher visited Oak Mountain State Park to locate 

nesting boxes. One hundred nesting boxes are scattered throughout park, branching off of 

the seven-mile main road and into the various sections of the park. Nesting boxes are 

mounted on metal rods, telephone poles, or onto trees within the park. The study then 

called for locating nesting boxes along Highway 119 in Pelham just outside the park.  

Additionally, three 12.75-in H x 6.75-in W x 6.5-in D nesting boxes were mounted at the 

Montevallo recycling center, the University Lake, and the UM organic garden. The boxes 

were mounted on either a tree or a telephone pole at a height between four and six feet 
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from the ground, in areas with open space surrounding the box, and shrubbery in the 

surrounding area.  

Over the course of five weeks, weekly checks of nesting boxes were conducted in 

order to observe the nest-building materials used within the various nests. While 

approaching each box, the researcher clapping and used various vocal calls to alert the 

birds. Upon reaching each box, the sides were tapped as a secondary alerting mechanism. 

Each nesting box was then opened, and the contents of each box were photographed and 

noted in a composition notebook. The materials used to build the nests were then 

compared with the availability of that material within the immediate vicinity.  

Each of the nesting boxes located within Oak Mountain State Park was one of two 

models, distinguished by alternative locking mechanisms. The first model (see figure 1) 

opened from the bottom up, with a single nail holding the door in a closed position. A 

hammer was used to remove the nail on these boxes, and to replace the nail after the 

contents had been observed. The second model (see figure 2) opened from the top down, 

with a plastic latch holding the door in the closed position. This model did not require a 

tool, but rather opened by hand. With each trip to Oak Mountain, ten boxes were 

checked. The boxes were spread throughout the different areas of the park, including the 

golf course along the main road, the private cabins area, the picnic area, the 

campgrounds, and the fishing area.  

The nesting boxes along Highway 119, at the recycling center, the lake, and the 

garden were visited weekly and the previously stated method of approaching each box 

was taken with each. Photographs and notes of the contents of each box were also 

recorded.  
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Boxes containing adult bluebirds, eggs and/or offspring were dealt with 

accordingly: upon arrival, the adult, if present, would typically retreat from the nesting 

box. The previously stated method of approaching the box was then taken, and the time 

spent holding the box opened to take pictures and notes was kept to a minimum in an 

attempt to prevent increasing amounts of stress on either the offspring or the nearby 

adults.  

 

 
Figure 1: Empty nesting box with the nail locking mechanism.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	    
 
Figure 2: Empty nesting box with the latch locking mechanism. 
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Results 
 

The outcome of the study shows that after observing a total of 50 boxes at Oak Mountain, 

and one box on Highway 119, the community recycling center, the UM organic garden, 

and the University Lake, and a total of 30 nests, each of the nests was composed of pine 

straw, along with grasses and occasional feathers included in the nest. Nests were either 

empty or occupied by bluebird eggs or hatched offspring. All nesting boxes that 

contained pine straw nests were located in areas containing substantial amounts of fallen 

Longleaf Pine needles. No bluebirds nested in any of the 3 nesting boxes mounted at the 

lake, the recycling center, or the organic garden. Only one box was located on Highway 

119, and it remained empty also throughout the course of the study.  

The large number of nesting boxes at Oak Mountain allowed for the checking of a 

number of boxes one week (see Tables 1 and 2), and then gave the opportunity of moving 

to an alternative set of boxes in the following weeks. Because offspring typically remain 

in the nest for under two weeks, it was also possible to return to previously observed 

nesting boxes and note the changes in the individuals present within the boxes.  

 

Table 1: Total number of nesting boxes visited each week in comparison to total number 
of nests present.    
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Table-2: Nesting boxes observed over the course of five weeks at Oak Mountain (OM), 
the UM Organic Garden (Garden), the University Lake (Lake), the recycling center (Rec. 
Center), and Highway 119 (HWY 119).  

Conclusion and Discussion 
 

Initially, the observation of nesting boxes spread throughout the various recreational 

areas of Oak Mountain State Park was done in hopes of finding nests comprised of things 

Nesting	  Box	  
Nest	  
Present

Nesting	  
Material

Nest	  
Present	  

Nesting	  
Material	  

Nest	  
Present	  

Nesting	  
Material	  

Nest	  
Present

Nesting	  
Material	  

Nest	  
Present	  

Nesting	  
Material	  

OM	  1 Yes Pine	  Straw	  
OM	  3 No NA
OM	  4 No NA
OM	  6 Yes Pine	  Straw	   No NA
OM	  9 Yes Pine	  Straw	   Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  10 No NA No NA Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  11 Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  12 Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  14 Yes Pine	  Straw	  
OM	  15 No NA
OM	  17 No NA No NA
OM	  18 No NA Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  19 Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  22 Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  23 Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw No NA
OM	  24 No NA No NA
OM	  25 Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  26 Yes Pine	  Straw	   Yes Pine	  Straw Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  27 Yes Pine	  Straw	   No NA Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  30 Yes Pine	  Straw	  
OM	  31 Yes Pine	  Straw	  
OM	  32 No NA
OM	  37 No NA
OM	  38 Yes Pine	  Straw	  
OM	  40 No NA Yes	   Pine	  Straw
OM	  45 No NA
OM	  47 No NA
OM	  50 Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  60 Yes Pine	  Straw
OM	  64 No NA
OM	  66 No NA
Garden No NA No NA No NA No NA No NA
Lake No NA No NA No NA No NA No NA
Rec.	  Center No NA No NA No NA No NA No NA
HWY	  119 No NA No NA No NA No NA No NA

Totals:
Boxes	  Visited
Nests	  Present

14
9

14 14 14 14
4 6 3 8

Week	  1 Week	  2 Week	  3 Week	  4 Week	  5

Week	  1 Week	  2 Week	  3 Week	  4 Week	  5
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like string or possibly litter left by park visitors. Throughout the course of the study, 

though, it became apparent that the park contains very little litter due to its “Leave No 

Trace” policy which was visible on signs within the park. Thus, the nests within Oak 

Mountain acted more as a control because they were composed of fallen pine needles and 

grasses, which was expected through researching the typical nest-building materials of 

eastern bluebirds.   

Because no bluebirds nested within any of the three locally mounted nesting 

boxes - all of which would have provided different options for nest-building materials- 

this eliminated the opportunity to make any comparison between the nests of eastern 

bluebirds in differing locations. The lack of visitors to the mounted nesting boxes may, 

on one hand, leave the question of the adaptability of bluebirds when choosing their nest-

building materials unanswered, thus calling for a future study for further observation, 

possibly in additional locations also lacking pine needles. Contrary to this interpretation 

of the results, the negative data may also indicate that because there was a scarcity or 

total lack of pine needles in the areas surrounding the nesting boxes at the recycling 

center, the UM organic garden, and the University Lake, this hindered the attraction of 

any potential residents for these nesting boxes, thus answering the proposed question and 

concluding that bluebirds in this region prefer to use pine straw over other materials when 

building their nests.  

Limitations of the study included the lack of cooperation of bluebirds in the 

Montevallo area, weather conditions, and time constraints. Because this was an individual 

project, and due to limited number of hours of daylight, the locating of all one hundred 

boxes throughout the course of this study would have required a team of researchers. 
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Much of the time spent at Oak Mountain was used in an attempt to locate nesting boxes 

spread far apart enough to make a distinction between the materials used in one area 

versus another. A map or layout of the locations of the nesting boxes was not available. 

The boxes along John Findlay Drive, the main road of the park, were easily spotted and 

in convenient positions to be approached. Nesting boxes within other areas of the park, 

for example areas where grounds-keeping was less kempt, were more difficult to 

approach, due to overgrown vegetation or the boxes being physically out of reach in 

terms of height. 

Future studies may include the addition of previously used nests to the boxes 

mounted at the lake, the garden, and the recycling center, in order to test whether this will 

attract bluebirds to nest within these boxes. Observations may also be made, noting 

whether any materials from these previously used nests are altered by the current nesters. 

Additional studies may include observations of the process of female nest-building in 

comparison to the nesting materials provided by the male. This study may reveal any 

alterations or additions to the materials provided. 
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Identifying Subjectivity in Musical Expression and Interpretation 

Lauren Jones 

Joseph Sargent, Ph.D. 

Abstract 
 
Within the area of vocal study, considerable research has been done on the effectiveness of 
various pedagogical techniques. Voice teachers have widely varying approaches to teaching, and 
students respond in different ways to these techniques. Along with theories of teaching, many 
theories of learning and expression exist which have relevance to a study of vocal students in 
studio seminars. The following study addresses the question of how vocal students develop their 
musical taste and how studio teachers have influenced their methods of learning, interpreting, and 
expressing music. It uses as case studies 12 students studying with three voice teachers at a small 
liberal arts university. Through inquiries of voice professors about their pedagogical techniques, 
observations in vocal studio seminars and post-observation interviews with students, This study 
finds that these singers’ views do not always match that of their voice teacher.  When asked about 
how student/teacher opinions coincide, most of the participants in the interviews said their 
opinion varied greatly. However, many students said that through vocal study under their current 
voice teacher, they have developed a keen appreciation for the type of music they are performing. 
Students have learned to value expressing a message within a piece to an audience, and before 
they studied under their voice teacher they did not have this focus. Through this study, one can 
see that students’ views on the music they are learning are somewhat influenced by the 
pedagogical style of their professor, but other factors also come into play, such as individual 
interpretation of a piece, self guided practice, and growing appreciation of music. 
 

Introduction 

Musical knowledge is a complex issue that invites many methods of critical 

inquiry. Where does one obtain knowledge, how does one obtain it, and what does one do 

with it? If musical knowledge is gained from instructors such as studio teachers, 

professors, and directors, how does what they have learned affect what they teach? Is it 

possible that there is a distinct correlation between the way vocal students are taught in 

vocal study and what vocal students listen for in other singers?  

The present study explores differences among voice studio faculty in how they 

employ musical vocabulary and methods in their teaching, and how students’ 

understanding of musical knowledge varies based on the faculty member with whom they 

study. It seeks to address the strength of this relationship across different pedagogical 
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approaches, and among students who have been studying with their voice teachers for 

varying lengths of time, using as a case study the voice studios at a small liberal arts 

university in Alabama. 

In examining these relationships, the study also addresses fundamental questions 

of epistemology, the study of the applicability of knowledge. The Stanford Encyclopedia 

of Philosophy states that our acquisition of knowledge can only come from memory, 

through “remembering whether [our perceptual faculties] served us well in the past.”1 

There is a possibility that this can go hand-in-hand with studying voice. A teacher 

perhaps would not use a methodology of teaching that did not already contribute to 

success in some past experience. With such a multitude of methods of vocal pedagogy, 

most teachers undoubtedly find that they prefer one method over another.2 Anthony F. 

Grasha addresses this in his book Teaching with Style: “If style is what a teacher is, then 

there are potentially many different styles as there are teachers.”  Of course, one reason 

for a teacher’s particular pedagogy may be because that method is how they were taught. 

In my personal voice studio, I have heard my professor say she listens for a certain 

quality of the voice because that is what her teacher listened for, and then inherently 

taught her to pay attention to the same things.3  Singers strive for good vocal production, 

but with so many different methodologies of teaching there are many different ways to 

achieve this goal.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1  Matthias Steup, “Epistemology,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology/#PER. 4.1 Perception, first published Dec. 
14, 2005.  
2 Anthony F. Grasha, Ph.D. Teaching with Style: A Practical Guide to Enhancing 
Learning by Understanding Teaching & Learning Styles. (San Bernadino: Alliance 
Publishers, 2002), 6. 
3 Melanie Williams, personal communication to author, January 20, 2014. 
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The power of suggestion can also influence one’s perceptions, in music and 

elsewhere. An anecdotal example of this might be if someone said a certain food another 

person is consuming smells like stinky cheese. As soon as the other person is told to 

“taste” the stinky cheese, they may be able to recognize that scent in a food. What if this 

is just as correlative in singing? A voice teacher tells a student to listen for a nasal quality 

in his or her singing, and then it becomes all that student can hear in his or her voice and 

in others’ voices as well. My studio teacher sometimes says the things she focuses on 

with her students for the week may change according to where she has been recently. If 

she just attended a conference focusing on sheer technical work, her teaching reflects 

what she just experienced. If she were to go to an acting workshop, she may encourage 

the singer to let the “acting” aspect of his or her performance be more prevalent.4  

Literature Review 

Assisting with the process of learning, the “memory bank” of knowledge stores 

information.5 The grasp of musical knowledge begins with concepts taught by someone 

else. Daniel L. Kohut shows a correlation in nature to this phenomenon. When a baby 

bird first learns to sing, it develops a song pattern in its brain by duplicating the mother 

bird’s song pattern.6 A student’s musical conception is developed by his or her perception 

of what has been heard throughout his or her musical experiences. Music is stored in the 

brain as a reference point, from which “good” and “bad” music can be judged. When 

voice students are taught by studio teachers, they develop a sense of “good” technique 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4  Melanie Williams, personal communication to author, January 20, 2014. 
5 Daniel Kohut. Musical Performance: Learning Theory and Pedagogy, (New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc, 1985), 62. 
6 Daniel Kohut. Musical Performance: Learning Theory and Pedagogy, (New Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc, 1985), 62. 
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(… that is, if they believe their teacher is a good one). Then, just like the young bird, they 

store this “good” technique in musical memory and recall it later. John A. Sloboda 

explains this “musical memory” by stating that the way a person listens to music is based 

solely on what one remembers of music. Perceiving music is thus based on past musical 

events.7 The mechanism of tonal memory is foundational to the musical mind. Harold 

Shapiro says of the musical mind that, “before it has absorbed a considerable variety of 

tonal experiences it cannot begin to function in a creative way complex enough to be 

considered as art.”8 Shapero uses Bach as an example; he could not have known what a 

saxophone sounds like, for it was not invented when Bach was alive and therefore the 

instrument was not in his musical memory.  

In another study from the reference journal The New Handbook of Research on 

Music Teaching and Learning. Richard Kennell describes the vocal studio as a social 

dyad and says that knowledge in the studio could be socially situated. He uses the term 

“cultural replication” to describe a community of musicians as opposed to an individual 

musician.9 Much of music itself is somehow a “cultural replication.” Musicians in society 

replicate other musicians. It is their job to somehow, based on prior learning, hearing, and 

experience, create new creative interpretations of music and creatively make it 

distinctive.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 John A Sloboda. The Musical Mind: The Cognitive Psychology of Music. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, Inc., 1985), 174-175.  
8 Harold Shapero, “The Musical Mind,” in The Creative Process, A Symposium, Brewster 
Ghiselin. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1954), 50. 
9 Richard Kennell, “Systematic Research in Studio Instruction in Music,” in The New 
Handbook of Research on Music Teaching and Learning, Richard Colwell et al. (Oxford 
University Press, 2002), 254. 
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 This theory of cultural replication can apply to music pedagogy as well. A voice 

teacher’s opinion about a song—its rhythm, style, genre, key, or other musical feature—

shapes his or her method of teaching that song to the student. The manner in which 

teachers express themselves can also shape the student’s musical understanding. Body 

language, tone, vocabulary choice, and emphasis on certain words can all give someone’s 

opinion away immediately. On a personal level, I can recall in voice seminars my teacher 

making a particular comment to one student, and then two years later hearing that same 

student deliver the same comment to another student constructively about his/her piece. 

That student had listened for the same things that the teacher had commented on earlier 

and reproduced them in their commentary, like a baby bird engaging in cultural 

replication. 

 What types of vocal pedagogy are commonly employed at the university level? One 

common technique is known as the auditory method. As defined by Edwin Gordon, 

audiation is "the ability to hear and to comprehend music for which the sound is not 

physically present (as in recall), is no longer physically present (as in listening), or may 

never have been physically present (as in creativity and improvisation)."10 Another 

method is peer learning, as described in Don Lebler’s article “Popular Music Pedagogy: 

Peer Learning in Practice.” Students learn from each other and form their own methods 

of approaching analysis and assessment of music. Some students say that through peer 

learning, they began to understand details of music they had only been aware of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 James S. Hiatt and Sam Cross. “Teaching and Using Audiation in Classroom 
Instruction and Applied Lessons with Advanced Students.” Music Educators Journal 92, 
no. 5 (2006): 46-49. 
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“subconsciously.”11 The practice of learning from a teacher or from each other brings 

about a set of skills one would have had but did not know how to access. 

 James Stark’s Bel canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy describes several theories to 

approach singing. One is Manuel García’s theory of glottal closure. García is the inventor 

of the laryngoscope, a device used for viewing the laryngeal muscles and glottis. García 

says, “The singer should have some idea of the scientific process of the vocal organ while 

singing.” García is an advocate for firm glottal closure with strong adduction of the vocal 

folds. He also advocates tonicity, the “state of partial contraction characteristic of normal 

muscle”12 Another of García’s theories is the coup de la glotte theory, meaning “stroke of 

the glottis.” The process of setting up a tone prior to its production involves a specific 

position of the body and the articulators with long, slow inhalation. He suggests an 

“attack” of the tone on the vowel [a]. He says that this will keep other emissions from 

escaping from the bottom of the throat (at the glottis). This is compared to the action of 

the lips producing the sounds [p] or [k]. This theory is controversial because it does not 

indicate the amount of force used by the singer, and the “plosive” effect of the consonants 

García compares this to could result in too strong of a glottal onset.  García tries to clarify 

this, saying that the stroke of the glottis should not resemble a cough or aspiration.  

 Some more modern theories of vocal onset focus on the balance of relaxation and 

closure of the glottis. Emily Froeschels, a laryngologist, coined the terms “hyperfunction” 

and “hypofunction,” the first describing excessive force in the larynx and glottal muscles, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Don Lebler. “Popular Music Pedagogy: Peer Learning in Practice.” Music Education 
Research 10, no. 2 (2008): 3. 
12 James Stark. Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1999),180. 
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and the latter a tiring of muscles resulting in hoarseness.13  Friedrich S. Brodnitz, a 

medical specialist for vocal disorders, linked hyperfunction to García’s coup de la glotte. 

 A more ancient theory is the “Two Register Theory of the Old Italian School.” 

Lodovico Zacconi described a “head voice” (voce di testa) and a “chest voice” (voce de 

petto) in his Prattica di musica, published in 1596, terms that are still in use today. 

Instead of advocating a blend of the two, like some voice teachers do, he preferred the 

chest voice. However, most of the singers that he described were men, since women were 

not admitted to chapel choirs during his lifetime.14  

 On the issue of musical expression, Stark presents theories that expression is 

manifested through “bodily gestures associated with human emotional behavior.” There 

is a certain amount of tension and release that is associated with these gestures that can 

affect pitch, intensity, articulation, and quality of the voice.15 Charles Darwin, in 

Emotions in Man and Animals (1872), says that there is a correspondence with 

vocalizations and emotional states to expression in music. He also considers vocalization 

a bodily gesture. Johan Sundberg wrote that human attitudes and emotional states are 

signaled though body language. If the body moves in such a way, it may characterize the 

physical movement of the entire voice organ. The mood of body language may in turn 

have an effect on the movement of vocal folds, affecting such things as pitch and 

phonation. He says, “The human voice can be regarded as an organ which converts body 

language into sound. Perhaps this is important to music; it implies that it is the existence 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 James Stark. Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1999), 180. 
14  Lodovico Acconi. Prattica di musica. (Venice: Bartolomeo Carampello, 1596). 
15 James Stark. Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1999), 180. 
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of the human voice which enables us [in] the highly sophisticated interpretation of sound 

which seems to be a prerequisite for musical communication.”16 Owen Jander says that 

the individual voice quality of a singer can create a very specific emotion, as specific as 

the cry of an infant to its mother. A singer with a very distinctive voice has an advantage 

over a singer with a more generic sounding voice. Donald N. Ferguson, in his book Music 

as Metaphor, describes tension and motion as elemental in expression, as they “represent 

familiar characteristics of feeling.”17  

 The idea that music we hear in the womb affects our current musical tastes has been 

studied in infants by Alexandra Lamont.18 She set up an experiment in which babies were 

put in a room on their mother’s lap. Music was played in two speakers, one speaker 

playing a song the infant had heard in the womb, and another a song they had not heard 

in the womb.  When the infant looked at one speaker, she would play one song, then 

when the infant looked at the other speaker; she would play the other song. The 

experiment showed that babies looked longer at the speaker that played the song they had 

heard in the womb. The control group was one-year-old babies who listened to music 

they had never heard before; they did not show a preference to either. The prenatal brain 

is able to store memories and retrieve them over a long period of time.19 A child’s 

environment can affect its development and preferences, both of which are not 

“determined” by what is heard in the womb, but rather “influenced.” 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 James Stark. Bel Canto: A History of Vocal Pedagogy. (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1999), 181. 
17 Donald N. Ferguson, Music as Metaphor. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
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 In a particular study described by John A. Slobody in The Musical Mind: The 

Cognitive Psychology of Music involving memory and pitch judgment, listeners were 

required to determine whether or not two pitches were the same. Half of the pitches were 

indeed the same, while the other half were a semitone apart. In one control group, the 

participants were given the pitches with 5 seconds of silence in between. In a second 

control group, the 5 second interval was filled with spoken numbers. With both of these 

groups, when they were asked about the correlation of the pitches, they answered with 

100 percent accuracy. Within the third control group, the 5 second interval was filled 

with a series of pitches. They were told to ignore the pitches in between. Still, this 

affected the listener’s memory of the first pitch, and results went down to 68% accuracy. 

The effect was specific to pitch and shows that even after a few seconds, musical memory 

can be very poor. This is why most music allows listeners to classify and organize what 

they are hearing through scale and sequential hearing. We perceive as “in tune” all 

pitches based on A4, concert A, or A440 (an A tuned to 440 Hz). Those with absolute 

pitch (AP), usually known as “perfect pitch,” have an increased ability in musical 

memory. In the same type of study as the Deutsch study, the students with AP did much 

better than students without AP. The students with AP could assign “verbal labels” to the 

two notes.20   

Methodology 

 To address the question of how closely a voice teacher’s pedagogy relates to 

student learning, a qualitative case study was used. The researcher observed three vocal 

studios in the department of music at a small liberal arts institution. The observations 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 John A. Sloboda, The Musical Mind: The Cognitive Psychology of Music. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 175-176. 
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included taking note of the pedagogical methods used by each studio teacher, the amount 

of peer involvement in studio seminars, and the vocabulary usage of the other students in 

peer feedback (Does it reflect the word usage of the vocal instructor?). Specific things the 

interviewer took note of were: (1) similar vocabulary used by the students and teacher, as 

a sign that the students follow familiar methods of articulating their comments on the 

music performed and instructing fellow peers; (2) responses to instruction from a new 

student, versus the responses of a student who has studied longer with that studio teacher; 

and (3) the type of repertoire sung in each studio, and how it may compare to the other 

studios. The interviewer also discussed methods of pedagogy with each of the three 

studio teachers. They gave a written response to a summary of the theories explored in 

this study and indicated whether their style of teaching applied to any of the theories 

described in the literature review above. The studio teachers discussed what is important 

to them about teaching individual students and how they emphasize methods of 

expressing music. 

 A second part of the study involved interviews with a sampling of students from 

each of the three voice studios. The questions asked in these interviews involved finding 

out what makes students determine what is “good singing,” what their personal 

preferences are when it comes to listening to other vocalists, how they study 

music/practice, and what their individual private studio lessons are like, covering subjects 

such as musical performance, study, expression, opinion, and interpretation (see 

Appendix). Examples of questions asked in these interviews include: How long have 

these students enjoyed singing “classically?” What did they think when they first heard a 

classical vocalist? How have their views changed? What is important to them about 
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expressing the music they are given to perform? The survey instrument used was an 

audio recorder to gather efficient feedback and correct retelling of what was said. This 

was done with consent and anonymity of all participants, as to allow for elaboration and 

explanation of answers.  

 The answers given by the participants were compared across the vocal studios, then 

compared to my observation notes. The purpose of this was to discover how students 

perform and learn, while obtaining insight from them about how they view expression 

within their performances. 

Findings 

 The data collected from the study show a coinciding view with existing research 

about musical memory in some ways, but in other ways it seems to differ. There were 

three different styles of vocal pedagogy represented in the three studio seminars observed 

(for purposes of this study: Studio A, Studio B, and Studio C). None of these are fixed 

determinants of each studio teacher, but they are true to the observation of these 

particular seminar meetings. The idea that singers listen for some of the same things in 

music as their studio teachers is prevalent, but difficult to prove absolutely from just one 

observation of each studio seminar. However, certain aspects of the observations suggest 

a positive correlation between what studio teachers emphasize and what singers listen for.  

Throughout the observations of three vocal studio seminars, certain elements stood out 

with each voice studio that make each teacher unique.  

Studio A 

 In the discussion about pedagogical method, the Studio A teacher emphasized an 

individualized method of teaching, combining physical, technical, and artistic aspects of 
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singing. For this teacher, an emphasis on the individual student was important. Not every 

student needs the same thing, and using the same methods with all students does not 

produce desired results. This teacher discussed how initial methodology comes from 

collegiate study but is ever-changing and expanding, adapting to each student and his or 

her technical need.  

 In the Studio A observation, the voice teacher seemed to have an emphasis on 

musicality and addressed many technical approaches, involving things such as vowel 

placement, tone clarity, and resonance. For the first performer, the teacher addressed a 

dynamic change at the start of the American art song, suggesting that the student was 

pulling back too much from the initial forte in the beginning. The student performed the 

song again, maintaining a strong, consistent dynamic level. The teacher also addressed a 

vowel placement that was ‘too spread’ and had the student correct it. Another example of 

a focus on technique by this studio teacher was when the next singer performed an Italian 

aria. At the beginning of the aria, the singer has a three note upward run that led into a 

sustained note. The teacher of studio A told the student to keep singing strongly up the 

scale and do not back off from the tone being produced. With another singer, the teacher 

talked about vowel placement in a word from a German art song; the teacher suggests a 

brighter [a] vowel to help the tone. The teacher also emphasized keeping a resonant 

sound at all times, even when under the weather.  The last singer of this seminar 

performed a French art song and the voice teacher made a suggestion to not raise the chin 

when going higher within his/her range. All of these comments were focused on technical 

and scientific approaches to singing, through vowel modification, resonance, and full 
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sounding tones. There were other comments having to do with facial expression and 

meaning of the text, but these were the most prevalent in this seminar.  

 When interviewed, students from Studio A seemed to focus on the technical 

aspect of music as well. One student made a connection to this teacher’s approach 

in commenting on the breath support utilized by a particular singer. Participants 

were asked a series of question. Some of their typical responses included the 

following answers.  

 What do you listen for when you are determining what is ‘good singing?’ 

Participants provided the following responses,  “Resonant sound, focused, good 

diction and breath support.” “A space in the voice-if the voice is more pinched or 

more free.” “Proper technique, making sure people are actually breathing well, 

making sure people don’t over-sing.” “Mainly just having the right pitch, diction, 

vocal quality and also being able to listen to yourself.” In this case, it appears that 

the students here are listening for some of the same things as their voice teacher. 

Studio B 

 Studio teacher B’s methodology of teaching voice is not an imitation of what was 

learned, but rather based on personal experience, or memories of what has been 

successful in past teaching. The method used depends on the student, once again. If a 

student responds better to a more kinesthetic approach than an auditory approach, that 

will be the method used by the studio teacher. This teacher chooses music that takes 

students where they have never gone before, creating new ways for them to express the 

music. In the Studio B observation, there seemed to be a focus on having an 

understanding of the historical context of the pieces being performed and the stories 
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behind each character represented. Before a student sings in seminar, he/she is asked to 

talk about the piece, tell what is happening in the story and describe the character.  

 Studio B’s teacher particularly agreed with the theories of musical expression that 

James Stark illuminates about bodily gestures being associated with human emotion. This 

instructor discussed musical expression in regards to proper technique, saying “With 

experimentation and some training, a singer not only can make sure such tension doesn’t 

affect their voice, but is obligated to do so if they are to be an expressive singer/actor.” 

 One student from Studio B performed a piece by Robert Schumann, and the studio 

teacher commented on the poor circumstances in Schumann’s life that drove him to 

insanity, and how this suffering was deeply represented in his music. When the other 

students performed, the studio teacher would take time to discuss what was going on in 

the background story, or else tell the seminar about the composer, poet, or character 

being portrayed.  

 During interviews, students from studio B appeared to place an emphasis 

on expressing the message within a piece. Participants were asked a series of question. 

Some of their typical responses included the following answers.  

What is important to you in expressing the music you are performing? Student 

responses included, “Look to the words; words are everything for a singer. I’m not just 

singing a song, I’m also saying something. Then I put in all the technical stuff to further 

that.” “I’ll go and look at the translation to my [foreign language] piece and I think about 

it as if I was in that person’s position. If this really happened to me, what would I feel 

like? Then I’ll look at different gestures and make sure everything can flow smoothly.” 

“The message, or the character. I love watching my peers that are not themselves when 
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they walk on stage.” “The most important thing I would want to get across is the message 

of the song. It has to mean something to you. Sometimes I think, I really hope [the 

audience] sees my technique... But the main thing is the message.” These students 

expressed a desire to portray the character, or make the meaning behind what they are 

singing clear to the audience.	  

Studio C 

 The methods employed by Studio teacher C involved a kinesthetic approach, asking 

one student to “dance the music” and getting other studio members involved with 

representation of character proximity.  This teacher emphasized knowing one’s body well 

and the instrument with which sound is produced. The teacher explained: 

I think the best voice teacher is really a guide - a person knowledgeable in the 
anatomy and physiology involved in singing who helps a student gain greater 
understanding of his or her own instrument and how it works for them. I believe 
the best results - the natural voice - will come forth from an approach that works 
with each singer’s individual structure and kinesthetic awareness. A singer must 
learn to work within his or her own body and explore how to ‘play’ his or her own 
unique instrument. (personal communication) 

 
Like the other two instructors, this teacher said a unique approach to the individual 

student is necessary for good progress in teaching voice. Another thought by this teacher 

was notable for connecting with pedagogical theories discussed earlier in this study on 

similar vocabulary used by instructor and student and how it can be helpful for 

understanding of teaching: “I think using specific pedagogical terminology is preferable 

so that the student has a true understanding of structure and function.” This teacher uses 

imagery to help the student understand structure and function of the body. For example, 

when expressing to the student the actual size of their lungs, the student takes a deeper 

breath before singing. This teacher encourages students to “sing from the inside out - 
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learn to produce tone as a perfectly natural function of the body rather than an external - 

foreign - task that has been learned” and to not always mistake the familiar for correct.  

 During this seminar, the teacher engaged students in a tactile activity that allowed 

for freedom of expression. A female student was singing an aria that portrayed a very 

flirtatious character, but she had difficulty expressing that to the audience. The teacher 

instructed a male student to come to the front of the room and pretend to be her love 

interest. The instructor encouraged the female singer to use physical touch to show what 

was being expressed in the text, which was sensuality and romance. The student seemed 

uncomfortable with this method at first, but during the second performance of the aria she 

started to show more engagement with the music. The male student then sat down and the 

teacher instructed her to “sing as if he’s still there . . . give yourself over to that character 

. . . and then the voice follows.”  

 One term used conspicuously in this studio was the phrase, “note-to-note.” Another 

student commented on a singer in this seminar, saying that when she performed that 

piece, she had a habit of singing it note-to-note, meaning not allowing for a phrase’s 

natural musical arc to come forth. In Studio C, unlike in the other two studios, the 

students seem to have a specific vocabulary that helps them understand singing. 

 Student interviews from Studio C were varied in their responses, but there was 

evidence of the kinesthetic approach coming through in their views on performance and 

expression. Students responded to a series of questions.  

 Do you practice performing in the practice rooms, or is your personal practice time 

more technique-based? One student replied, “I do more performance in the practice 

rooms.  I use the mirror a lot. I’ve found that if I put a movement to the translation, then I 
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can remember it better. That’s part of performance. I think it’s important to have specific 

movements that you’re going to do and not just whatever you feel like because it’s 

confusing.” Another student mentioned breath control and posture as being important 

methods of obtaining a good sound in their singing. A third student replied to the 

question,  

 What is most important to you in expressing the music you are performing? One 

participant replied, “Communicating, even if I’m in another language. The most 

important is that it’s beautiful, not just the sound but just the whole experience, the 

performance and everything. Making sure that I can communicate well, that they know 

what I’m saying just by face, music, body movement, or inflection in my voice or 

something.”  

These students in this studio emphasized posture, body movement, and awareness of the 

body to help produce a good sound and perform well. These responses can be applied to 

the views on expression by Stark and Sundberg. Stark’s theory of “bodily gestures 

associated with human emotional behavior” is similar to that of the Studio C teacher. The 

way a singer becomes aware of his/her body can bring out the emotion within. This 

connects with Sundberg’s theory of human attitudes and emotional states being signaled 

through body language; that the human voice is an organ that converts body language 

into sound, and that the mood of body language can affect movement of the vocal folds, 

creating different effects on pitch and phonation.  

Discussion 

 Much of the data collected from interviews, observations, and discussions in this 

study reinforces certain existing theories about musical expression. In regards to the issue 
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of musical memory, the studio teachers’ views reflected a philosophy that musical 

knowledge is ever growing and changing. Musical knowledge comes from every new 

musical experience, not only from past experiences. It changes continuously, and the best 

way to teach students is to understand their past musical experiences. The way of 

teaching that is best for one student is not the best for others. That being said, all of the 

data collected from the teachers’ seminars is very specific to that time and place. It could 

change according to what the student needs at that time.  

 Some of the theories discussed in this study could apply to the studio teachers’ 

pedagogies, although the studio teachers each had their own personalized method of 

teaching. They emphasized the importance of utilizing their own method and not that of 

others, as quoting theories of teaching to students (in their experience) is not useful in the 

studio. However, there are ideas that are adopted from certain theories. For example, the 

“Two Register Theory of the Old Italian School” that Stark mentions is an outdated way 

of thinking that many teachers try to meliorate. Stark transcribes that Zacconi, in his 

method of teaching, advocated a blend of a “head voice” (voce di testa) and a “chest 

voice” (voce de petto). Studio teacher B strongly conceded to this theory, agreeing that he 

also advocates a blend of the two registers. “A well coordinated voice will lead to 

advanced concepts of agility in the voice,” as asserted by studio teacher B. However, the 

theory pointed out by Jander regarding a methodology of “tension and motion” in the 

voice was controversial to studio teacher B. He agreed that there is an amount of tension 

and motion involved in expression, but it must be acted out in such a way that it does not 

manifest over-involvement of muscles that is detrimental to singing.  
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 One flaw with the theories discussed in this study is that theories do not apply to 

all voice students. There is no blanket statement that can cover all vocal teaching. I 

believe that the answer to the question, “Does musical memory change?” is yes. It always 

changes and forms into a new, ever growing entity. Students do listen for some of the 

same things that their studio teachers emphasize in their pedagogy. One student 

responded to the question, “How does your experience performing in vocal seminar 

compare to your other performing experiences?” in a way that helped confirm this theory: 

“There’s more pressure because you’re all being taught by the same person, you hear all 

the same stuff that they do, but in a different way maybe.” Comments such as this support 

this study’s hypothesis about a connection between a particular teacher’s style and 

students’ understanding of musical knowledge. The things singers listen for in music are 

influenced by their pedagogues, but there is also a personal preference that guides their 

interpretation. Most of the singers in this study did not have much previous vocal training 

before their collegiate voice lessons. In this way they are like the baby birds that Kohut 

described, learning from their mother and imitating her song. Each one is still unique, but 

they share an influence of a particular teacher.  

 The student involvement within each of the seminars reflected the hypothesis that 

students used similar methods to that of their teacher. However, it seemed to be a 

stronger correlation in one studio than in the others. Studio C seemed to be closely 

correlative, while the other two were more indistinct. There is an extent to which students 

enforce the concepts of vocal teaching that are more universal in nature. Therefore, in all 

three vocal studios, many of the same concepts were being applied to the students 

performing. However, as aforementioned, the vocabulary reflected that of the studio 
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teacher more closely in studio C. This teacher also articulated a certain language of 

instruction that helps create meaning for every student. One term may help a student 

grasp a concept, while meaning nothing to another student. Sometimes the language 

changes from student to student, but other terms span across a studio, like the phrase 

“note-to-note” in this case. When the studio member used this term to describe her 

singing to the other student, both understood what was being stated. 

 Overall, this study seeks to create a better understanding of how vocal students 

develop personal opinions of the music they are given to sing. Through the interview 

process, it also seeks to locate the sources of vocal students’ musical tastes and how their 

musical memory comes into play within those musical tastes. Within the scope of vocal 

study, this could create a more personal, introspective view of vocal students. While 

existing research on this subject is very informative, there is not enough attention to the 

inner thoughts of the people being studied. This will be helpful to potential vocal studio 

teachers, such as myself and the colleagues who participated in this study, as well as 

current voice teachers. One promising path for future research would be to study how 

vocal students respond to a teacher with whom they have never studied. In the case of 

this research, all students had studied with their current voice teacher for at least a 

semester; they were already familiar with their teacher’s style. Observing how students 

interact with a different teacher could give greater insight on the questions presented in 

this study. Teaching music has much to do with gaining an understanding of the music 

pupil, just as learning requires gaining understanding of the teacher. For future teachers, 

understanding what the student finds important within a piece of music can help to 

instruct that student in the best way possible. 
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Appendix: Student Interview Questions 
 

1. How long have you studied with your voice teacher? 
 

2. Previous voice teachers?  
 

3. What has changed in your approach to singing since you have studied voice with 
your current voice teacher? 
 

4. What do you listen for when you are determining what is “good singing?” 
 

5. Do you have a specific singer that you prefer to listen to? What about his/her 
voice is pleasing to your ear? 

 
6. What is your personal preference- a lyric or a dramatic voice type?  

 
7. How long have you enjoyed singing classical music? How did you learn about it? 

 
8. What is your earliest memory of hearing an opera singer? What did you think 

then, and how does it compare to your musical taste now? 
 

9. What are some elements of your classical (or musical theater) repertoire that you 
find compelling or alluring? 

 
10. How does your experience performing in vocal seminar compare to your other 

performing experiences? (Recital class, church performances, other outside 
performances) 

 
11. What are your favorite pieces that you’ve sung for voice lessons? Why do you 

like these? 
 

12. In practice:  
a. Does your opinion of your singing usually match that of your voice teacher in 

lessons? 
b. What methods do you employ to obtain a “good sound” in your singing? 
c. How do you warm up your voice? Are your warm-ups similar to the ones you 

use in lessons? 
 

13. Do you practice “performing” in the practice rooms? Or is your personal practice 
time more technique-based? 

 
14. Are you expected to perform in your lessons as you would on stage? What is most 

important to you in expressing the music you are performing? 
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An Investigation of Dimensionality through Printmaking for Practitioners in 
Art and Design 
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Scott Stephens, MFA 
Abstract 

Throughout history, the traditional definition of a print has been a two-dimensional inked image 
on paper.  Early prints were often produced in the form of maps, book illustrations, religious 
images, playing cards, and commemorations of historical events.  Innovations by modern 
printmakers have further developed the definition of a print to include works that exhibit three-
dimensional or sculptural qualities. The purpose of this artistic study is to further explore the 
relationship between the art medium of printmaking and the dimensionality that exists throughout 
its processes with a concentration on relief printing specifically. While incorporating the 
technology of Computer Numerical Control machining to fabricate each matrix, plate used in 
printing, we then took each of the components through the relief printing process. A number of 
the subsequent prints were then manipulated through various methods to achieve dimensionality. 
A greater understanding of Computer Numerical Control machining in addition to large format 
relief printing has been gained throughout the development process of this resulting body of 
work, which contains both two-dimensional and three-dimensional pieces.  

 
Introduction 

 
The traditional definition of a print is a two-dimensional inked image on paper. 

Historically, prints were often produced in the form of maps, book illustrations, religious 

images, playing cards, and commemorations of historical events. Innovations by modern 

printmakers have further developed the definition of a print to include works that exhibit 

three-dimensional or sculptural qualities. The purpose of this artistic study is to further 

explore the relationship between the art medium of printmaking and the dimensionality 

that exists throughout its processes with a specific concentration on relief printing.  This 

research has revealed an unexpected dimensionality found throughout many historical 

prints.  

 Printmaking has functioned as a means of spreading knowledge and beliefs with 

relief printing being the oldest printmaking technique. The technology of printmaking 

developed around 1400 in Western Europe, but Chinese stone rubbings that were inked 
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and transferred to paper can be traced back as far as 107 B.C. (Ross 2). These first prints 

led to the development of wood block printmaking; a type of relief printing. The wood 

block relief printing process starts with a block of wood where an image is made through 

the subtractive process of carving or engraving and is then inked and printed to create 

multiple copies of that image. Each part of the wood block that is not to appear as the 

image is removed with a sharp tool. The remaining wood, also known as a matrix, is then 

rolled with ink from a brayer and is then transferred to paper either by rubbing or through 

the use of a printing press. My interest in this study is to explore the medium of relief 

printmaking with the intention of manipulating prints on paper into a dimensional form.  

While advancing my knowledge of relief printing and its boundaries, I incorporated the 

technology of Computer Numerical Control (CNC) machining to fabricate my matrices. 

A visual sketchbook documenting the processes throughout my practice based research 

alongside the resulting body of work serves to inform others of my studio development 

and practices. The focus of my creative exploration will remain on documenting the 

process and the final works produced from this practice. I began by deconstructing 

objects made by using the Computer Numerical Control (CNC) machine into my 

matrices. These matrices then go through the relief printing process and become two-

dimensional stencils on paper. Finally, I manipulated the prints on paper through layering 

and exaggerating the elements to achieve dimensionality. 

The examination of several studies has led to the discovery of various printmakers 

who worked directly alongside inventors, doctors, and scientists so as to accurately 

portray their findings for the first time in the form of printed information. The 

disbursement of this knowledge through printmaking transformed our “…evolution of 
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thought…” and “…was without parallel until our own age of computers, photography, 

and mass communications” (Saff 7).  One example of such a groundbreaking print is 

Heinrich Vogtherr the elder’s Anatomy, or, a faithful reproduction of the body of a male 

of 1544 (see Figure 1), which reveals a sophisticated printing process that included the 

layering of paper flaps. As Susan Dackerman describes, “Lifting the covering of the 

torso, the viewer is able to penetrate the surface of both the paper and the body, and to 

study the organs as parts of an interdependent whole” (Dackerman 68).  Not only did this 

print serve as an educational tool by “… [modeling] the practice of hands-on 

investigation… during a period when its value among physicians was contested”, but it 

also broke two-dimensional boundaries previously unseen (Dackerman 30).  The 

interactive characteristic of this anatomical model was the first of its kind and rapidly was 

embraced by others who also produced works of this nature (Dackerman 68).  Another 

artist found in the early Renaissance began working three-dimensionally to construct 

paper counterparts to his brass astrolabes. Georg Hartmann’s Paper Astrolabe of 1542 

(see Figure 2) is an example where the paper replica of the brass tool was produced in 

multiples from a single accurate matrix (Dackerman 310). Each individual part of the 

astrolabe was printed by Hartmann and sold as a kit in pieces to be assembled 

(Dackerman 310). When looking at Figure 2, we can see that a two-dimensional image 

printed onto paper has become a three-dimensional object after manipulation of the 

original print.  
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Figure 1. Heinrich Vogtherr the elder, Anatomy, or, a faithful reproduction of the body of 
a male (Anathomia oder abconterfettung eines Mans leib), 1544, Woodcuts printed from 
24 blocks, cut and constructed, with hand-coloring and letterpress, sheets: 52 x 23.9 cm. 
Boston Medical Library in the Francis A. Countway Library of Medicine. Illustrated in 
Susan Dackerman, Prints and the Pursuit of Knowledge in Early Modern Europe, p. 68. 
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Figure 2. Georg Hartmann, Paper Astrolabe, 1542, Engravings glued to pasteboard and 
wood with brass fittings, 16.8 x 13.3 x 3.4 cm. Museum of the History of Science, 
University of Oxford. Illustrated in Susan Dackerman, Prints and the Pursuit of 
Knowledge in Early Modern Europe, p. 311. 
 

In addition to Renaissance artists, I also studied the work of Frank Stella. Frank 

Stella is primarily known as a painter, but has also produced a number of prints through 

the use of a variety of printmaking techniques and later developed a mixed media 

sculptural series. In the mid-1970s, Frank Stella created a short series of paper reliefs 

where he explored the art of handmaking and coloring his paper prints. One example 

from Frank Stella’s paper relief print series is Bogoria (VI) from 1975 (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Frank Stella, Bogoria (VI-8), 1975, hand colored paper relief print, 57.1 x 74.9 
x 4.4 cm. Illustrated in Richard H. Axsom, The Prints of Frank Stella, p. 169. 
 
This print series was made in collaboration with papermaking experts John and Kathleen 

Koller who worked alongside Frank Stella and Kenneth Tyler at the Koller’s paper mill 

(Axsom 178).  Figure 3, Bogoria, exhibits both subtle and sharp low relief qualities that 

create various shadows across the image area. The geometric line quality created through 

the mold-making process of each print has been further emphasized through the use of 

hand coloring. These hand colored edges in conjunction with their dimensionality seem 

to play tricks on the viewer’s eyes while creating a sharp rigidity that highly contrasts 

with the cotton fibers that make up this complex composition.  

After examination of both Renaissance and contemporary artists who carefully 

studied the natural world around them, I became inspired to do the same. My May term 

class in digital fabrication served a very important role in this artistic study by allowing 

me to learn the skills necessary for operating the CNC machine used to create my 



	   114	  

matrices for printing. Over the course of three weeks, I began by learning to develop 3D 

imagery using the Rhinoceros software.  More familiar programs like Adobe Photoshop 

and Adobe Illustrator were also used in the development process but were not as 

challenging as Rhinoceros. Once a design is completed, it is then uploaded into Part 

works 3D, which is a program that serves to convert each of the file codes into a part file 

that the CNC machine can understand to create a tool path. This is a very important step 

so that the CNC machine can know where to cut, at what depth to cut, and what specific 

type bit to use. I developed two individual matrices using the CNC technology learned 

through this course.  

 
 
Figure 4. Interlocking Acorn, twenty pieces, birch plywood. 
 

The first matrix is of a skeletal acorn which consists of twenty interlocking flat 

pieces of birch plywood that when joined together create an acorn (see Figure 4). The 

Rhinoceros program was used to develop the acorn three dimensionally and then was 

converted into an interlocking acorn design, composed of twenty pieces, using the 

program 123D Make. The second matrix is a 22 x 30 inch v-carved image of a man 

fishing on a lake (see Figure 5). Figure 5 shows the image as it is being carved on the 

CNC machine. This image originally began as an over exposed film negative that was 
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digitally scanned. After scanning the film negative, I graphically manipulated it using 

both Adobe Photoshop and Adobe Illustrator. The extreme graphic nature of the final 

image is due to the requirements of the CNC machine concerning size and level of detail, 

which affects the overall tooling time.  The v-carving process used to mill this image 

refers to the type of bit used in the CNC machine that is shaped like a V and allows for 

very fine details because it operates on all three axes.  

 
 
Figure 5. 22 x 30 inches in process, v-carved image, birch plywood. 
 

Before the printing of these matrices can begin, I had to prepare a workstation in 

the studio. This involves getting the necessary supplies together which included Rives 

BFK paper, oil based ink, ink modifier, rollers, brayers, paint scrapers, palette knives, 

mineral spirits, alcohol, and gloves.  After adjusting the pressure of the etching press, I 

was then ready to ink up my matrix and print it.  It should be noted that the press required 

adjustments with each matrix due to their varying dimensions. The acorn was printed 

several times by laying each piece ink side down directly onto the paper before running it 

through the press. This process is illustrated in Figure 6 where one can see the acorn 

pieces ink side down on the press bed. Each print using the acorn pieces is considered a 

monoprint, meaning that no two prints are the same. Each consists of a variety of 
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arrangements and paper sizes.  One example of a final print can be seen in Figure 7.  This 

print allows one to see the variety of geometric abstract qualities that exist between the 

pieces of the three-dimensional interlocking acorn. Throughout the printing process of 

these individual pieces, it became apparent that the negative spaces between each acorn 

part had been activated, becoming a dynamic part of the viewer's experience while 

observing each print.  

 
 
Figure 6. Acorn printing process. 
 

 
 
Figure 7. Twenty acorn pieces print. 
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The 22 x 30 inch v-carved image was printed multiple times on full sheets of 

paper and one example is shown in Figure 8.  The multiples produced with this matrix 

consist of an edition of four leaving the remaining prints to be manipulated.  My first 

exercise of manipulation consisted of me carefully taking an exacto knife to partially 

detach the negative spaces from the positive image area.  The purpose of this particular 

process is for the final print to convey properties of the original matrix used through the 

printing process; shown in Figure 5. This is achieved by enhancing the low recessed areas 

found in the negative spaces.  

 

 
 
Figure 8. 22x 30 inch v-carving print.  
 

I reacted to the twenty individual acorn pieces that have been printed in a much 

more literal way by cutting each out and assembling it in paper just as it had been 

assembled in wood; shown in Figures 9 and 10. By doing so I have come full circle from 

starting with a three-dimensionally designed object, deconstructing and printing it two-
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dimensionally with one of the final pieces becoming a paper sculpture of its wooden 

matrix.  

 
 
Figure 9. Printed paper acorn. 
 

 
 
Figure 10. Printed paper acorn. 
 
 

The works produced throughout this six-week period exhibit both two and three-

dimensional qualities based on abstracted observations of the natural world. The printing 

plates used were fabricated using Computer Numerical Control machining and were then 

printed using a relief process. A number of the subsequent prints were then manipulated 

through various methods to achieve dimensionality. A greater understanding of Computer 

Numerical Control machining and large format relief printing has been gained throughout 

the development process of this resulting body of work. 
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Abstract 

This research explored the volunteer behaviors of college students by examining the 
relationships between the internal components of emotional intelligence and the protective 
function of volunteering as well as the external components of emotional intelligence and the 
social function of volunteering. While there are numerous ways to study volunteer behaviors, 
this research adopted the motivational functions model and an adaptation of the Weisenger 
(2006) emotional intelligence model.  Examining volunteer behaviors in this manner allows for 
nonprofit organizations to craft more engaging and effective retention strategies. The 
characteristics of millennial college students examined in this study include campus 
involvement, gender, employment status, major area of study, and year in school. The student 
characteristics were then related to the protective and social motivational functions using the 
Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI) as well as the internal and external components of 
emotional intelligence using the Weisenger scale. Undergraduate students at a moderate size 
state university in the southeast were surveyed in order to determine the relationship between 
emotional intelligence and functional motivations on the volunteer behaviors of millennial 
college students. This research suggests understanding the relationship can be a powerful 
volunteer retention tool for nonprofit organizations.	  

 
Introduction 

 
As the baby boomer generation retires from the labor force, the millennial generation is 

needed to begin to fill the void left in various sectors of society.  Nowhere is this more important 

than in the nonprofit sector that vitally depends on volunteers.  The millennial generation, born 

between approximately 1979 and 1994, possesses the potential to become long-term supporters 

of nonprofit organizations.  However, to harness these potential volunteers, nonprofits need to 

create linkages that attract and bind millennials to their organizations.  An emerging body of 

research suggests that personal characteristics and individual needs are important factors in 

prompting volunteering behavior (Clary et al., 1998; Weisinger, 2006).  In this study, emotional 

intelligence was measured as a personal characteristic due to its prominence in behavioral 
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science research and linkage to prosocial behavior as well as positive relationships (Afolabi, 

2013).  However, a gap in the literature exists concerning the role of emotional intelligence in the 

nonprofit sector as a whole as well as volunteering in particular.     

This study seeks to extend research on personal characteristics and volunteering by 

examining the relationship between the internal and external components of emotional 

intelligence and the protective and social functional motivations of volunteering.  Emotional 

intelligence is defined as “the ability to monitor one's own and others' feelings and emotions, to 

discriminate among them and to use this information to guide one's thinking and actions” 

(Salovey & Mayer, 1989, p. 189).  Functional motivations are the reasons and goals that generate 

psychological phenomena (Clary, 1998).  Identifying the functional motivations of volunteering 

is beneficial to nonprofit organizations because “motivations may guide the agendas that people 

pursue as volunteers, not only by moving people to volunteer but also by defining what features 

of volunteer experience will constitute fulfillment of those motivations” (Clary et al., 1998, p. 

1528).   While there are six functional motivations established by Clary et al, this study examines 

only two. The first, protective, reduces internal guilt and protects the ego from negative features 

of the self.  The second, social, concerns spending time with others and engaging in an activity 

viewed favorably by others.  Both volunteer motivations were found to be particularly salient 

needs of millennial college students in a previous study (Mitchell & Bunn, 2013).  Better 

understanding of the linkage between emotional intelligence and volunteering functions of 

millennials offers the potential for better crafting communications and other mechanisms that 

will engage this generation in volunteering.   

Literature Review 

Volunteerism is defined in a number of different ways in the literature.  Generally, it is 
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described as voluntary, committed, and ongoing helpfulness (Clary et al., 1998).  Other studies 

have built upon this idea by considering the substantial amounts of time and energy used to 

volunteer, often at considerable personal cost (Omoto & Snyder, 1995).  Overall, these 

definitions primarily differ with regard to the extent of the costs and benefits associated with the 

volunteer activity. In this study, we use the Gage & Thapa (2011) definition and consider 

volunteering to be a contribution to society in one form or another without monetary 

compensation. This is in contrast to spontaneous helping which typically involves a brief, 

unexpected opportunity to help a stranger with no contact between the helper and recipient, 

neither before nor after the event (Omoto & Snyder, 1995). 

Millennials, defined as individuals born between the years 1979 to 1994 (Achieve, 2013), 

possess the potential to become long-term supporters of nonprofit organizations.  Organizations 

can cultivate relationships with these young adult volunteers, which in turn, can be helpful in 

cultivating them as donors (Hart, 2004).  Donors are able to contribute more than just funds; 

social networks, human capital resources, skills, and time are also valuable contributions to 

nonprofit organizations.   Millennial donors reported being influenced to give back based on how 

the donation is used, the type of gift or a donation (i.e., a common symbol to feel a sense of 

community and belonging) and pride in the institution soliciting the donation. Fundraisers need 

to create relevant messages that target and resonate with millennials (Hart, 2004) to attract and 

hold them.  

In order to effectively market themselves, nonprofit organizations should heavily 

promote their mission and cause as well as the difference volunteers can make to those in need.  

These messages should be communicated using an approach that integrates the internet, social 

media and other outlets (Mitchell & Bunn, 2013).  Further, millennials are more engaged by 
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language such as “leave no one behind” rather than “me against the world” (Simões & Gouveia, 

2008, p. 7). Millennials are motivated by the cause, not the organization itself (Achieve, 2013).  

Thus, behavioral factors are at play in the calculus of millennials in decision-making about 

whether they will make donations and/or volunteer to participate in socially beneficial activities. 

Emotional intelligence is a widely used construct in behavioral science research.  There 

are two components of emotional intelligence - the internal and the external. The internal 

includes one’s competency in self-awareness and self-management.  For the purpose of this 

study, self-awareness is defined as the ability to accurately perceive your own emotions in the 

moment and understand your tendencies across situations, and self-management is defined as the 

ability to use your awareness of your motions to stay flexible and direct your behavior positively 

(Bradberry & Greaves, 2009).  Conversely, the external pertains to social awareness and 

relationship management.  Social awareness is described as the ability to accurately pick up on 

emotions in other people and understand what is really going on with them (Bradberry & 

Greaves, 2009).  Relationship management is described by these authors as the ability to use 

your awareness of your own emotions and those of others to manage interactions successfully.  

High levels of emotional intelligence have been associated with emergence as a leader, leader 

effectiveness, organizational effectiveness, task and team performance, positive relationships, 

creativity, and decision-making among other outcomes beneficial to organizations (Daft, 2011).   

A significant contribution to the literature was made using the motivational functions 

approach to determine the motivations behind volunteer behaviors (Clary et al., 1998).  The 

research identified six functions served by volunteerism – values, understanding, social, career, 

protective, and enhancement.  The values function relates to an expression of humanitarian 

concern for others. Understanding suggests volunteering encourages new experiences and the 
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opportunity to practice skills and abilities. The social function proposes volunteering allows for 

spending time with friends or engage in an activity viewed favorably by people important to the 

volunteer.  The career function establishes that career-related benefits can be obtained from 

volunteering.  Protective suggests volunteering may serve to deflect negative features of the self, 

reduce guilt over being more fortunate than others, or to address one’s personal problems. Lastly, 

the enhancement function of volunteering suggests volunteering encourages personal growth and 

development.          

 Additionally, prior research has found an understanding of the underlying motivations of 

volunteering to be useful when appealing to potential volunteers (Griffith, 2012).  Determining 

the motivations behind the decision to volunteer, preferences for volunteer tasks and continuing 

involvement as a volunteer also prevent the attrition of volunteers (Omoto & Snyder, 1995).  

Thus, the needs of volunteers should be nurtured by the organization, volunteer tasks should be 

assigned according to the individual’s motivations and be reassessed periodically, and most 

importantly, volunteer recruitment strategies should be targeted towards specific motivations of 

particular people in order to reduce attrition (Omoto & Snyder, 1995).  The focus of this research 

is the latter.  Further, Penner suggests social influences and personal motives are dependent 

factors in the decision to volunteer.  Other studies have reinforced this notion citing the social 

function of the Volunteer Functions Inventory as consistently relevant to college students 

(Francis, 2011; Gage and Thapa, 2011).  Mitchell and Bunn (2013) found that the Protective and 

Social functions of volunteering tend to be more salient motivators of millennials.   

Emotional intelligence and volunteer motives could be related due to the prosocial nature 

of both.  Prosocial behaviors and personality have been linked to emotional intelligence in 

previous studies (Mavroveli, Petrides, Rieffe, & Bakker, 2007).  A prosocial personality is 
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defined as the predisposition to think about the welfare and rights of other people, to feel concern 

and empathy for them, and to act in a way that benefits them (Penner et al., 1995).  Studies 

suggest higher emotional intelligence is related to prosocial behavior and positive relations with 

family and peers (Brackett, Mayer, & Warner, 2004).  However, inherent in the construct of 

emotional intelligence is an internal focus on a person’s understanding of their own emotions and 

their ability to control them, which suggests the potential of a relationship between this focus and 

the protective function of volunteering which is also concerned with understanding and 

protection of a person’s ego from guilt and negative self-perceptions.  Thus, the research 

question guiding this study is - what is the relationship, if any, between emotional intelligence 

and volunteering functions of millennials? This research question suggests two specific 

hypotheses, as follows: 

 H1: There is a significant positive relationship between the internal characteristics of 

emotional intelligence (i.e., self-monitoring and self-management) and the protective function of 

volunteering among millennial college students.   

H2: There is a significant positive relationship between the external characteristics of 

emotional intelligence (i.e., social awareness and relationship management) and the social 

function of volunteering among millennial college students.   

Methodology 

The Millennial generation is often described as special, achieving and confident (Howe & 

Strauss, 2000), meaning they consider themselves to be vital to our nation’s success in the future 

and are on track to be the best-educated adults in United States history. Consequently, 

millennials enrolled in college comprised the sample.  An online survey questionnaire was used 

to collect a convenience sample of 188 students at a moderate-sized state university in the 
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southeast who completed an online questionnaire.  These respondents accounted for 

approximately 7% of the university’s undergraduate degree-seeking student population for the 

Fall 2013 semester (University of Montevallo, 2013) although the data was collected in late 

Spring 2014 and as Table 1 indicates, female students were over-represented and males under-

represented in the sample compared to their numbers at the university overall. 

Table 1 

Undergraduate Population Fall 2014 

Demographics University Sample 

Male 886 (34%) 31 (16%) 

Female 1725 (66%) 157 (84%) 

Total 2,611 (100%) 188 (100%) 

 

The questionnaire consisted of three sections - demographic and behavioral information, 

the Volunteer Functions Inventory (VFI), and the emotional intelligence scale (EI).  The first 

section asked for demographic and behavioral information including employment status, gender, 

past volunteer behaviors, and year in school.  The second section consisted of a 10-item 

adaptation of the VFI (Clary et al., 1998) in order to measure the protective and social functions 

of volunteer motivations.  Students were asked to respond to each item on a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”.  The final section contained a 20-item 

scale (Weisenger, 2006) that asked students to indicate their ability to display various behaviors 

associated with emotional intelligence.  A 5-point Likert scale was used ranging from “Not at 

all” to “Very Well”.  The overall emotional intelligence score was determined by a combination 

of scores in four areas - self-management, self-awareness, relationship management and social 

awareness.  The data was then analyzed in Microsoft Excel and Statistix 9.  The hypotheses were 
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tested using Pearsonian correlations, and underlying assumptions were tested and met.   

Results 

The first hypothesis predicted a positive correlation between the protective function of 

volunteering and the internal components (i.e., self-awareness and self-management) of 

emotional intelligence. The results of the study indicated a significant positive correlation (r = 

0.185, p = 0.012, N=187) between the two variables among all respondents as shown in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Correlation between the protective function of volunteering and the internal 
components. 

Figure 2 supports the second hypothesis that predicted a positive correlation between the social 

function of volunteering and the external components (e.g., social awareness and relationship 

management) of emotional intelligence.  Specifically, the results of the study also indicated a 

significant positive correlation (r = 0.187, p = 0.011, N = 187) between the two variables as seen 

in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Correlation between the social function of volunteering and the external components. 
 
 
Correlations by Gender 

For females there was a moderate and significant relationship (r = 0.273, P = 0.0003) 

between external EI and the social function of volunteering and no relationship (r = -0.116, p = 

0.076) that was statistically significant between internal EI and the protective function, with a 

relatively large sample (N = 155) in this analysis.  

For males there was a moderate and significant positive relationship (r = 0.324, P = 

0.035) between external EI and the social function of volunteering and no significant relationship 

(r = -0.258, p = <0.079) between internal EI and the protective function of volunteering, however 

the sample size was relatively small (N = 32) in this analysis.  

Correlations by Past Volunteer Behavior  

For students who did not volunteer in the past year, a significant positive moderate 

correlation (r = 0.265, p = 0.034) existed between the social function of volunteering and the 

external components of emotional intelligence for N = 48.  However, there was no significant 

correlation (r = 0.106, p = 0.233) between the internal components of emotional intelligence and 
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the protective function. 

For those students who volunteered in the past year, a significant positive moderate 

correlation (r = 0.287, p = 0.0003) existed between the social function of volunteering and the 

external components of emotional intelligence for N=138.  However, there was no significant 

correlation (r = 0.026, p = 0.361) between the internal components of emotional intelligence and 

the protective function. 

Correlations by Class Status 

For under-class persons (i.e., freshmen and sophomores), a significant positive moderate 

correlation (r = 0.405, p = 0.0007) existed between external EI and the social functional 

motivation of volunteering, with a sample N = 59.  However, there was no significant correlation  

(r = 0.138, p = 0.149) between the internal components of emotional intelligence and the 

protective function.   

For upper-class persons (i.e., juniors and seniors and graduate students), there was a 

significant positive modest correlation (r = 0.208, p=0.010) between external EI and the social 

function of EI with a sample of N = 127.  There was no significant correlation (r = 0.000083, 

p=0.499) between internal EI and the protective function with a sample of N = 127. 

Correlations by Employment Status 

For employed students (part- or full-time), there was a moderate, significant, positive 

relationship (r = 0.316, P = 0.0003) between external emotional intelligence and the social 

function of volunteering and no significant relationship (r = -0.077, p = 0.202) between internal 

EI and the protective function of volunteering, with a sample size of (N = 117) in this analysis. 

For unemployed students, there was a significant positive (r = 0.218, P = 0.036) 

relationship between external emotional intelligence and the social function of volunteering and 
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no significant relationship  (r = -0.027, p = 0.413) between internal EI and the protective function 

of volunteering, with a sample size of N = 69. 

Summary of Findings 

Table 2 summarizes overall findings and those by the various demographic and 

behavioral subsets of the sample. 

Table 2 

Summary of Findings 

Group Correlation P – Value Sample Size 

Overall 
Hypothesis #1 
Hypothesis #2 

 
0.185 
0.187 

 
0.012* 
0.011* 

 
N = 187 
N = 187 

By Gender 
Female – Ext. EI & Social 
Female – Int. EI & Protective 
 
Male – Ext. EI & Social 
Male – Int. EI & Protective 

 
0.273 
-0.116 
 
0.324 
-0.258 

 
0.0003* 
0.076 
 
0.035* 
0.079 

 
N = 155 
 
 
N = 32 

By Volunteering 
In Past Year – Ext. EI & Social 
In Past Yea r – Int. EI & Protective 
 
Not in Past Year – Ext. EI & Social 
Not in Past Year – Int. EI & Protective 

 
0.287 
0.026 
 
0.265 
0.106 

 
0.0003* 
0.361 
 
0.034* 
0.233 

 
N = 138 
 
 
N = 48 

By Class  
Under-class persons – Ext. EI & Social 
Under-class persons – Int. EI & Protect. 
 
Upper-class persons – Ext. EI & Social 
Upper-class persons – Int. EI & 
Protective 

 
0.405 
0.138 
 
0.208 
0.000083 

 
0.0007* 
0.149 
 
0.010* 
0.499 

 
N = 59 
 
 
N = 127 

By Employment 
Employed – Ext. EI & Social 
Employed – Int. EI & Protective 
 
Unemployed – Ext. EI & Social  
Unemployed – Int. EI & Protective 

 
0.316 
-0.077 
 
0.218 
-0.027 

 
0.0003* 
0.202 
 
0.036* 
0.413 

 
N = 117 
 
 
N = 69 

 *p < 0.05 level of significance 
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Discussion 

As nonprofit organizations begin to see a growing need for volunteers, members of the 

millennial generation should not be overlooked when attempting to recruit.  The current study 

provides two contributions to the literature.  First, there is a modest, but significant relationship 

between emotional intelligence and the social and protective functions of volunteering for 

millennial college students.  Second, these students also seem to be motivated primarily by the 

social functions of volunteering and skilled in social awareness and relationship management 

components of emotional intelligence.   

It was determined that, there was little to no significant correlation between the internal 

components of emotional intelligence and the protective function when looking at subsets of the 

sample based on all demographic and behavioral variables.  This could be attributed to the 

confidence, which is often associated with millennials.  Howe (2000) describes members of the 

generation as possessing high levels of trust and optimism.  It was also reported that women are 

more motivated than men by the social function and score more highly on their abilities in 

relationship management and social awareness. This could be related to traditional gender roles 

in which women are more likely to cultivate and nurture relationships with others (Helgesen, 

2011). 

All respondents, regardless of past volunteer behavior, indicated strong relationship 

management and social awareness abilities as well as a social motivation to volunteer.  In 

particular, women (a large subset of the sample) showed a very significant relationship.  This 

finding suggests the need for social validation rather than personal validation could be more 

valuable to this generation.  Howe supports this idea by (2000) describing millennials as 

“developing team instincts and tight peer bonds”.  Given that high emotional intelligence has 
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been associated with prosocial behavior (Afolabi, 2013), emphasizing the social benefits of 

volunteering would prove to be beneficial in order to recruit and retain millennials.  Also, given 

the substantial number of positive organizational outcomes related to members with high 

emotional intelligence; attracting more millennials with this trait should be beneficial to 

nonprofit organizational performance. 

Conclusion 

The results of the study indicate a significant relationship between high external 

emotional intelligence and the social functional motivation of volunteering among millennials.  

However, a weak to no relationship of statistical significance was found between the internal 

components of emotional intelligence and the protective functional motivation when analyzing 

the subset correlations.  Consequently, on the basis of this exploratory research nonprofit 

organizations should emphasize the social benefits of volunteering, such as opportunities to 

establish new relationships, strengthen current bonds with others, increase favorable perception 

by others, among other options, when attempting to recruit and retain millennial volunteers.  

Further, this study supports previous claims that millennials as a whole strive to create tight peer 

bonds (Howe, 2000).  

This study was subject to a number of limitations.  The number of respondents was low 

compared to the overall number of university students.  The current study represents only 7% of 

the student population.  Further, the sample consisted disproportionally of women, which had the 

potential of skewing results.  Thus generalization of these finding is limited.  Also, the study was 

potentially subject to commons methods bias as data for both variables was collected jointly.   

There are a number of opportunities for extending this research in the future.  Examining 

the influence of gender on emotional intelligence and volunteer behaviors would be a valuable 
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contribution to the literature.  Additionally, the sample was convenient rather than systematic. A 

random sample would provide more generalizability to the findings. Lastly, the sample consisted 

of only millennials enrolled in college.  Extending the study to include other demographics, such 

as those not enrolled in college, would not only increase the sample size, but also provide a 

better understanding of the volunteer behaviors of millennials as a whole.  Although the results 

of the study cannot be generalized to millennials as a whole due to the research methodology, 

these results still provide useful guidance to furthering research beneficial to nonprofit 

organizations. 
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Abstract 

 
This research study examined the roles of components such as motivation, mood, and 
competition in the success of group exercise programs. Compliance behaviors were 
assessed by attendance and graduation completion in twelve exercise classes. Participants 
from Iron Tribe 101 class in Mountain Brook completed pre- and post-exercise 
questionnaires as well as a questionnaire after completing the month-long class. The pre-
exercise questionnaire was the Exercise Induced Feeling Inventory (EFI) and the post-
exercise questionnaire was the Subjective Exercise Experiences Scale (SEES). Each 
participant also completed a set of questions pertaining to social interaction with the other 
participants. Research questions include are you sore today, do you think that you could 
complete this workout alone, and did anyone help you compete harder? This was a 
quantitative research project that solicited participants from two 101 classes at the 
research site. A total of 13 participants completed all of the research questionnaires. The 
participants included both men to women 18 to 44 years-of-age with a range of exercise 
experiences from inexperienced to expert. Limitations include failure to complete of the 
questionnaires, to complete of the course on time, and small sample size. 
 

Introduction 

Exercising is a very complex word to define, because everyone uses the word in 

daily conversation. In one sentence exercise could mean fitness activity, while in another 

it could mean personal recreation. According to the U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services [USDHHS], exercise is planned and purposive physical activity that 

often has health, fitness, skill, and competitive foci. People who exercise have different 

fitness goals such as improving health, losing weight, enhancing their appearance, 

reducing stress, reducing a chronic disease, etc. (Berger, Pargman, & Weinberg, 2002). 

So what motivates people to exercise? Can exercise change someone’s mood? Can being 

in a group exercise program enhance someone’s progress more than an individual 

exercise program? 
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Alabama is ranked one of the most overweight states in the US. Ranking number 

8 in 2012 for adult obesity and physical activity, this does not include 10 to 17 year olds. 

So, why is Alabama so unhealthy? Most people think that exercising is a full-time job or 

a “chore”, and make excuses such as not enough time in a day, lack of willpower, fatigue, 

and lack of knowledge about fitness (Campbell & Willis, 1992). Research has proven that 

exercise helps the body with weight control, reduces risk of chronic diseases, reduces 

stress and depression level, while enhancing enjoyment, socialization, and self-esteem 

(Berger, Pargman, & Weinberg, 2002). 

The purpose of this research is to explore the enjoyment, socialization, moods, 

and motivation of participants in group exercise programs. Dr. Shawn Dolan (2012) has 

identified the benefits of group exercise. He states that some of the benefits include 

exposure to a social and fun environment, a safe and effectively designed workout, a 

consistent exercise schedule, an accountability factor for participating in exercise, and a 

workout that requires no prior exercise knowledge or experience. 

In this quantitative research study, the researcher collected data from the Iron 

Tribe 101 classes in Mountain Brook. The information that was collected included the 

participants’ moods, their overall health improvements, and how exercising in a group 

setting helps them physically. The significance of this research is the information it 

provides to individuals who want to become healthier and are looking for other options to 

stay healthy. Everyone says that they want a healthier life and want to get into “shape” 

but not everyone follows through with an exercise program. One of the benefits of being 

in a group exercise program is the community building process; having people around 
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you to help you “push through the pain” mentally and physically, in addition to that 

group mentality makes it a lot harder to quit. 

 This study used two Iron Tribe’s 101 classes and collect data during the time that 

the participants were in the class. Each class met for 12 exercise classes. The data 

collected included their before and after body weight, body composition, body 

measurements, and demographics. This study looked at their attendance, their moods pre- 

and post-exercise and their overall experience in a group exercise setting. 

Literature Review 

Motivation in the lives of individuals has been considered when the context is 

tasks that are self-regulated or tasks that require us to interact with others, as in sport 

teams (Roberts, 2001). “The study of motivation and its effect on achievement behavior 

is the investigation of the energization, direction, and regulation of behavior” (Roberts, 

2001, p.3). “Motivation refers to dispositions, social variables, and/or cognitions that 

come into play when a person undertakes a task at which he or she is evaluated or enters 

into competition with others, or attempts to attain some standard of excellence” (Roberts, 

2001, p.6). Social support, whether it is family, peer, or work-related, is an important 

factor in exercise persistence (Campbell & Willis, 1992). Research has shown that 

spousal and family support is more effective than any other support (Campbell & Willis, 

1992). Not that many people tend to look for a program with high social support but 

some beginning exercisers need the program support. Participants that have been active 

in a group exercise program have found that the social supports of the program are very 

effective. The program instructors also found that social support helps the class to have a 

positive atmosphere and increase attendance (Campbell & Willis, 1992).  
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Motivating exercise behaviors can come from competition in a group exercise 

program. There are two types of competition: indirect and direct. “Indirect competition is 

when an individual or group competes against an impersonal standard such as one’s 

previous best record or some other kind of standard” (Campbell & Willis, 1992, p. 100). 

“Direct competition involves people struggling against each other to gain some 

advantage, and typically involves winning and losing” (Campbell & Willis, 1992, p. 

100). It is up to the individuals if they want to seek either direct or indirect competition. 

Indirect competition may help individuals improve their ability to complete the task and 

therefore maintain or enhance intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is a central 

energy source (Campbell & Willis, 1992). Direct competition programs are focused more 

on winning than on performing well. 

Indirect competition puts a lot of emphasis on an individual’s participation, 

enjoyment, and playing well (Campbell & Willis, 1992). Enjoyment has been shown to 

have a positive effect on sport satisfaction, effort, and performance (Johnson & Peters, 

2014).  Individuals who have been participating in physical activity have found some 

sense of fun or happiness, thus making the individual more likely to stay physically 

active.  Enjoyment has a balance between the challenges of an activity and the skill of the 

participant (Campbell & Willis, 1992).  

Exercising can enhance someone’s psychological well being such as “feeling 

good.” Exercise reduces tension and anxiety, elevates mood, improves one’s coping 

ability, increases self-worth, and promotes feelings of happiness (Campbell & Willis, 

1992). A positive exercising atmosphere is a great and beneficial component for 

individuals who are seeking a social experience. A positive atmosphere can change 
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someone’s mood or make someone “feel better.” “Being in a better mood after an 

exercise session simply makes a person’s day more enjoyable” (Berger, Pargman, & 

Weinberg, 2002, p.89). Being in a positive mood state, a person can enjoy life more, and 

have a “ripple effect” on the people around him or her. The ripple effect is when a 

person’s mood influences another person; in this case the influence is positive. For 

example, if someone is very stressed and hostile, the person may respond rudely to a 

coworker who asks for his/her assistance. This then could change the coworker’s mood 

and they could become negative for the day and pass it on to another person (Berger, 

Pargman, & Weinberg, 2002). 

Iron Tribe and CrossFit 

Iron Tribe is a fitness facility that was born on October 1, 2008 in a two-car 

garage in Birmingham, AL. Forrest Walden, his wife, and two friends collaborated 

together to create a little experiment (“About,” n.d.). All of them were struggling to stay 

in shape, despite their busy lives. What they had in common was a dislike of big gyms, 

and they did not want to pay a lot of money for personal trainers and workout DVDs. So 

they designed a fitness and nutrition program. Twenty-three days later, they all had more 

energy, were sleeping better, and had lost inches from their waistlines. Now Iron Tribe 

Fitness has become the “fastest-growing gym of its kind in America, with more than 60 

locations being developed in 15 states” (“The Iron Tribe Fitness Story,” n.d., ¶24). This 

program is very similar to CrossFit.  

CrossFit was developed by Greg Glassman. He was a former gymnast who 

wanted to maintain his healthy lifestyle. He wanted to have a workout that felt as 

exhausting as a gymnastic routine. He tried numerous bodybuilding workouts and 
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nothing pleased him. One day, he made up his own exercise routine. He took a 95-pound 

barbell, placed it across the front of his shoulders, and then squatted towards the ground 

so that his legs were parallel to the floor. Then he rose up and “thrust” the barbell over 

his head. He named that movement thruster. He continued to do the thruster 21 times 

without stopping, as fast as he could. While keeping his heart rate up, he jumped to a 

chin-up bar, and did 21 chin-ups. As soon as he completed the chin-ups, he returned to 

the thrusters and did 15 reps. He transitioned back to chin-ups and did 15 reps. He 

returned to the thrusters for 9 reps and once again back to chin-ups for 9. His workout 

was finished. Greg was exhausted and delighted at his exercise routine. He got that 

feeling once again that came with finishing a gymnastic routine. He called that workout 

the Fran (Walden, 2013).  In the CrossFit community, the Fran is the benchmark 

workout. People will ask you “what is your Fran time?” After experiencing the Fran, 

Greg never went back to traditional exercise routines again. That is how CrossFit began. 

So, Forrest Walden, the founder of Iron Tribe, decided to try out the Fran (Walden, 

2013). When Walden finished the Fran for the first attempt, it took him 9 minutes and 30 

seconds. Twelve workouts later over 30 days, he attempted the Fran again and he finished 

it in 2 minutes and 43 seconds. This drastic 6 minutes and 49 seconds time difference 

meant he cut the time by 71.40%. In every workout that he completed he felt like he was 

competing against himself and the people around him. He wanted to beat his time from 

the previous workout, pushing himself to beat the stop clock, as well as, pushing his 

teammates. That is what Iron Tribe is about (Walden, 2013).  

Walden wanted people to get a workout that would exhaust them and get results. 

While planning classes, Walden also started an Iron Tribe Fitness 101 class. This class 
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was intended to teach new students the basic terminology of CrossFit workouts, learn 

proper techniques, and also teach good nutrition. Everyone who signs-up to join Iron 

Tribe Fitness has to take this class before continuing to other classes. He did not want to 

throw his students “into the fire” or “into the woods” without proper knowledge of the 

movements. This course is 12 workout classes over the course of 30 days. The students 

meet three times per week for four weeks. Every exercise routine builds on the previous 

one, so it is very important not to miss any classes. After completing the course, the 

students have a graduation and they can then attend any regular classes that Iron Tribe 

offers (Walden, 2013).  

Iron Tribe is not the typical CrossFit program where a person has to be an athlete 

before he or she joins. The coaches at Iron Tribe have learned how to modify the program 

for less experienced people. The program is more like “functional fitness.” Iron Tribe 

caters to all types of people from the “Average Joes” to athletes. With the Iron Tribe 101 

class the participants have a variety of different exercise routines. According to the Iron 

Tribe Fitness Story, the three main reasons why people should choose Iron Tribe are: 1) 

Fun, 2) Fast, and 3) Fitness (“The Iron Tribe Fitness Story,” n.d.). The facility has a 

community group-like atmosphere, 45-minute workouts, and is ready to help people 

become healthier individuals. 

In recent research, The American Council on Exercise has published CrossFit: 

New Research Puts Popular Workout to the Test. CrossFit was started in a gym in Santa 

Cruz, California. It is a combination of functional strength training, circuit training, and 

endurance exercise. CrossFit has been incorporated into more than 7,000 gyms 

worldwide, with over 35,000 qualified trainers, over 10 million Crossfitters, and is linked 
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to a 10-year multi-million dollar deal with Reebok. Dr. John Porcari, head of the 

University’s Clinical Exercise Physiology program, Paige Babiash, M.S., and his 

research team drafted 16 healthy, moderate to physically fit male and female individuals 

between the ages of 20 and 47. The researchers chose two separate CrossFit workouts, 

which the participants completed in an official CrossFit Workout of the Day (WOD). The 

goal for the WOD was to complete all of the repetitions in the shortest amount of time. 

Each workout begins with a five-minute warm-up, a skill phase, the WOD, and ending 

with a five-minute cool-down. The results from the research demonstrated that the 

average time for males was 8 minutes to complete the first workout while the females 

completed the workout in 9 minutes and 8 seconds. For the second workout completed 

the average time for males was 5 minutes and 52 seconds and for females was 5 minutes 

and 53 seconds as well. Overall CrossFit helps individuals improve their aerobic fitness 

and the individuals are expected to increase in aerobic capacity more quickly than with 

normal aerobic training (Babiash, Porcari, Steffen, Doherstein, & Foster, 2013). With 

CrossFit, individuals are spending less time exercising and working out more intensely 

for shorter-time periods. 

Studies has shown that for a person to improve his/her overall health, it is 

recommended that a person training for physical fitness and exercise performance should 

perform an aerobic activity or weight training programs (Berger, Pargman, & Weinberg, 

2002). A person should exercise three to five times per week, the intensity should be 55 

to 90% of HRmax, and duration of the exercise should be from 20 to 60 minutes (Berger, 

Pargman, & Weinberg, 2002). The Iron Tribe 101 class is 45 minutes long, and three 

times a week.  
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As stated before, group exercise programs do not require prior knowledge or 

experience of exercise (Dolan, 2012). What type of program can turn an “Average Joe” 

into an athlete and also give a person the experiences of being social, experience diverse 

exercise routines, and accountability for exercising? After researching, that is when the 

researcher discovered Iron Tribe. 

Methodology 

The participants in this study were full-time members of Iron Tribe Fitness. The 

participants’ ages ranged from 18 years old to 44 years old. They were women, men, 

mothers, fathers, business professionals, students, and retired athletes (“The Iron Tribe 

Fitness Story,” n.d.). The setting was the Iron Tribe Fitness Facility in Mountain Brook, 

AL. Each participant was enrolled in Iron Tribe 101 class. The 101 class was offered in 

the mornings at 7:15 a.m. on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday and at nights at 6:45 p.m. 

on Monday, Wednesday, and Thursday. The classes were 45 minutes long and divided 

into three sections: warm-up, workout of the day (WOD), and cool down. This research 

was a four-week study that consisted of quantitative data collection. I asked each 

participate a series of questions from the beginning to the end of the four weeks.  

Each participate was assigned a number from the primary researcher. Only the 

researcher, faculty mentor, and the participant knew the number. Each participant had 

his/her own divider in a binder with his/her number on it. The participants could retrieve 

the binder before each workout. The binder was locked in Iron Tribe manager’s office 

every day. All identification information was confidential. All data was kept confidential 

and stored in a locked facility only accessible by the researcher and faculty mentor. 
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Once the participants signed the consent forms, the researcher then had them fill 

out demographics information (see Appendix C), took their weight, and measurements of 

the chest, waist, dominant bicep, and dominant thigh (see Appendix B). During the four 

weeks, there was a binder at Iron Tribe. It contained a series of questions for each 

participant to fill out (See Appendix D). The questionnaires were to be filled out pre- and 

post-workout. The pre-workout questionnaire was the Exercise-Induced Feeling 

Inventory (EFI) (see Appendix D). This inventory includes 12 adjectives that the 

participants rated from one to five, with one being “do not feel” and five being “feel very 

strongly.” The 12 adjectives capture four distinct feeling states: Revitalization, 

Tranquility, Positive Engagement, and Physical Exhaustion. The post-workout 

questionnaire was the Subjective Exercise Experiences Scale (SEES) (see Appendix D). 

This inventory is designed specifically for exercise settings. The scale included 12 

adjectives that the participants rate from one to seven, with one being “not at all” and 

seven being “very much so.” The SEES had three subscales of Positive Well-Being, 

Psychological Distress, and Fatigue. After the completion of the four-week class, the 

researcher took their weight, and measurements of the chest, waist, dominant bicep and 

dominant thigh again. The participants then fill out their final questionnaire, and also an 

additional questionnaire asking them about their overall experiences with the group 

exercise program (see Appendix E). The questionnaire also included a few questions 

about their past experiences with individual exercise programs. 

Once the participants completed the 101 class, the researcher collected all the 

questionnaires. All of the data collected was analyzed using Microsoft Excel. The 

researcher took each EFI and SEES sheets individually and calculated the adjectives into 
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their distinctive feeling. The category that had the highest total, expressed how the 

participant felt pre- and post-exercise class. For example, for the fourth exercise class a 

participant EFI form calculated that he or she was in a positive engaged state pre-

exercise. For the post-exercise, SEES, form it was calculated that he or she was in a 

positive well-being state. The researcher then collected the entire yes and no questions 

from the EFI and SEES, and tallied the answers together for each participant. For the 

overall experience questionnaire, the researcher combined each group answers together.  

Data was collected from two groups. Group one had nine participants but only six 

completed the course on time. Out of the six that completed on time four of them were 

females and two of them were male. Their age range was from 18 years old to 34 years 

old. All participants were Caucasian. The participants’ employment status was employed 

for wages or high school students.  In past experiences, specifically in the past twelve 

months, only four out of the six participants had exercised. One of them had exercised in 

a group setting and three of them had exercised individually. Four of them had played a 

sport in high school and one was a college athlete. Their fitness goals included losing 

weight, getting fit, being healthier, and staying active. The participants’ first day of class 

was March 31st and the last day was April 24th.  

Group two had seven participants: five females and two males. The participants’ 

age range was 18 years old to 44 years old. In this group, there was five Caucasians, one 

Hispanic or Latino, and one Black or African American. The participants’ employment 

status range was full-time employee, self-employed, or a homemaker. All the participants 

have exercised in the past 12 months prior to starting Iron Tribe 101 class on May 5, 

2014. Within those 12 months, four of them did exercise individually while three of them 
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exercised both individually and in a group. Only four of the participants have experience 

playing a sport specifically at the high school level.  

Throughout the time the participants were taking this 101 course, the coaches 

taught each participant basic movements that they would apply in subsequent classes. 

The participants learned movements from squats to ring dips, push-ups to sumo deadlift 

high pull, and many more. A normal day for a 101 class is warm up, introduction of the 

movement of the day, the workout of the day (WOD) and lecture. Every time the 

participant went to class their goal was to get better and beat the clock. This beating the 

clock strategy is classified as an indirect competition approach (Campbell & Willis, 

1992).  

On the first day of class, each participant had to set a baseline similar to the Fran 

time. A baseline test is similar to a fitness test, where the participants have to complete 

the exercise in a short amount of time. For their baseline the participants had to run 200 

meters, perform a 15-12-9 cycle, and finish with another 200 meter run. The 15-12-9 

cycle was 15 squats, 15 sit-ups, and 15 kettlebell swings. After the last kettlebell swing, 

they had to start the cycle over again but only doing 12 squats, 12 sit-ups, and 12 

kettlebell swings and the same for nine. After the ninth kettlebell swing, participants had 

to complete the last 200 meter run. Once they finished the run then that was their time. 

The baseline is a means for the participants to determine their fitness level.  

 For the last class, each participant had to repeat the baseline test and was 

challenge to beat his/her previous time. Once the participants were finished with their 

baseline and graduated, the researcher took their weight and body measurements of the 

chest, waist, dominant bicep, dominant thigh. The participants completed their last EFI 



 
	  

	   147	  

and SEES questionnaire and had to complete their overall experience with that type of 

exercise program. The overall experience questionnaire included pros and cons of group 

exercise program with questions like: are you happy with your results, and have you 

experienced individual exercise programs and did you like them or not.  

Findings 

Group One 

The average EFI (see Table 1) for group one was positive engagement while the 

average SEES (see Table 2) was positive well being. There were zero common EFI and 

SEES inventories completed as a group. After the first class, participant number three, 

who scored fatigued on the SEES, said that the coaches’ encouragement was very helpful 

to completing the exercise. By the fourth class, participant number six scored higher in 

the positive engagement on the EFI inventory and positive well being in the SEES 

inventory. The data found that participant number nine scored higher in the physical 

exhaustion category than any other category. This finding goes into limitation because 

this participant turned in three EFI inventory questionnaires. The SEES inventory sheet 

revealed that the participant suffered from psychological distress. This could be because 

the participant filled out one SEES inventory questionnaires sheet. 
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Table 1  

EFI for Group One 

 

Table 2 

SEES for Group One 

                                            

Along with the EFI and SEES questionnaires, the researcher asked additional 

questions. On the EFI inventory, the questions included: Did you want to come today and 

do you think you can complete today’s workout alone? Almost half or 43% of the 

participants did not want to attend class and 74% of the participants felt they could 

complete that workout alone. The participants were asked if they were in a better mood 

post-exercise, and 78% of the participants said yes. When asked if someone help the 

participant complete the workout, 93% of the participants said yes. Most of the 

participants commented that the other participants or the coaches helped them. 

EFI	  

SEES	  
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The baseline times did change from the first class to the twelfth class (see Table 

3). As a team, the group average baseline time was six minutes and two seconds. By the 

twelfth class, the group decreased their average to four minutes and fifty-four seconds. In 

this group everyone was satisfied with their results, and enjoyed participating in the 

group setting. Some of the participants did leave additional comments saying that they 

pushed themselves harder, it was very motivating, and they were motivated to complete 

all the workouts being in a group exercise program. Some of the participants commented 

that the pros of the group exercise programs were team atmosphere, great workouts, and 

coaches’ motivation to help complete the workouts.  

Table 3 

Before and After Baseline Times for Group One 

 

Asking the participants for cons about this group exercise program, many had no 

comments but one participant state that the group gets too competitive and he or she does 

not want to sacrifice form for time. Opinions from the participants about individual 

exercise programs included the following comments: most of the participants said 

nothing was wrong with the individual exercise programs, others said it was too easy to 

give up, and they would not stick with it. 
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Group Two  

The average EFI (see Table 4) for group two was positive engagement, while the 

average SEES (see Table 5) for group two was a tie between positive well being and 

fatigue. Participant number two, who scored fatigued in the SEES, commented that the 

coaches and others pushed him or her because competition motivates them. While 

participant #3, who scored higher in the positive well-being subscale, mentioned that “it 

will only get better from here” meaning that progress should come after the first workout. 

The process did get better; the majority of the participants provided positive 

feedback on the inventory sheets. In this group no participants suffered from any 

psychological distress. By the sixth class, each participant scored high in positive 

engagement or tranquility on their EFI. On the SEES, they scored high on fatigued. By 

the last class, each participant scored high in positive engagement or tranquility, and on 

the SEES they all scored high on the positive well-being category.  

Tables 4  

EFI for Group Two 
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Table 5 

SEES for Group Two 

 

For the last class each participant had to retake the baseline test; everyone 

improved on their base time (see Table 6). Group two average baseline time was 14 

minutes and 59 seconds on the first day of class. On the twelfth day of class, the team 

decreased their average time to 6 minutes and 9 seconds. All the participants were 

satisfied with their results by the end of the course. They all enjoyed participating in the 

group setting. One commented that it was helpful and positive while another one said that 

group exercise offered a great support system. 

Table 6 

Before and After Baseline Times for Group Two 
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While asking the participants additional pre-exercise questions, 85% of the 

participants said that they wanted to attend class. 32% of the participants said that they 

could complete the upcoming exercise alone. For their additional post-exercise questions, 

97% of the participants said that they were in a better mood after the completion of the 

exercise. 82% of the participants said that someone did help them complete the exercise 

of the day. Just like in group one, group two participants commented saying that the 

coaches and other participants help them.  

To assess the participants’ overall experience in this group exercise program, the 

researcher asked the participants did they have any cons to this program? Half of the 

participants said that there were no cons but one participant commented about timing of 

classes with busy schedules, another participant commented about cost, and another 

participant about technical aspects of moves. The researcher asked the participants did 

they participate in any individual exercise programs and asked them to explain if it did 

not work for them. The majority said that they did not have any motivation, they never 

stuck with it, they found it harder to push themselves with the same intensity, and they 

complained about boredom. One participant said that individual exercise programs did 

work for him or her and was attending Iron Tribe for something different. 

Conclusions 

 Each participant was satisfied with his/her results and overall experience in the 

group exercise setting. Being in the group exercise program, the majority of the 

participants completed the Iron Tribe 101 class on time. A small number, 21% of the 

participants, did not want to attend class but accountability did help for completion of 

class. Approximately one-third, 33%, of the participants did not have any high school 
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sport experience and none of the participants had any collegiate exercise experience, thus 

making all of them new to extreme exercise routines. This refers back to Dolan (2012) 

saying that a person does not need any prior exercise experience to join a group exercise 

program. Not many of the participants suffered from any physiological distress. Most of 

the participants were in the same mood once they completed the exercise. Data showed 

that the majority of the participants started the exercise in one mood and ended the 

exercise in the same mood. For example, a participant started in a positive engagement 

and finished in a positive well being. Overall, 61% of the participants were in a positive 

engagement mood, 23% were in a tranquility mood, 8% were in revitalization mood, and 

8% were in physical exhaustion mood pre-exercise. For post-exercise, 38% were in a 

positive well-being mood, 8% were in a psychological distress mood, 38% were in a 

fatigue mood, and 16% did not turn in any SEES inventory sheet. The majority of the 

participant started in a positive well-being mood and finished the exercise class in either a 

positive well being or fatigue mood. A lot of the participants mentioned that they 

received some extra motivation from other people in the group setting with them. The 

majority of the participants are still active in Iron Tribe and continuing their journey to a 

healthier lifestyle.  

Limitations 

Questionnaires were a limitation because not all participants completed them. 

Each participant was supposed to complete the total of 12 EFI and 12 SEES 

questionnaires. In group one, participant number three completed eight questionnaires, 

participant number five and seven completed two, participant number six completed one, 

participant number eight completed five, and participant number nine completed three. In 
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group two, participant number one, four, and five completed nine, number two and six 

completed 12, number three completed 11, and number seven completed six. A small 

sample size was the biggest limitation. Because of the small sample size these finding 

cannot be generalized. In this research study, there were only thirteen participants. 

Having more time to collect data would have greatly improved the sample size.  

Recommendations for Future Research  

 Having a larger sample size would provide more data for analysis. With more 

participants it would be possible to better determine the effects of group exercise 

programs on the well being and motivation of participants. Another recommendation 

would be to include different types of group exercise programs such as Zumba, Yoga, 

Kickboxing, and Water Aerobics.  
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Appendix	  B:	  Body	  Composition	  Tracking	  
	  

Before	  the	  First-‐Four	  weeks:	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
Date:	  	   	   Chest:	   	  

Weight:	   	   Biceps:	   	  

Height	   	   Waist:	   	  

BMI:	   	   Thigh:	   	  

	  
After	  the	  Second-‐Four	  weeks:	   	  
Date:	  	   	   Chest:	   	  

Weight:	   	   Biceps:	   	  

Height	   	   Waist:	   	  

BMI:	   	   Thigh:	   	  
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Appendix	  C:	  Demographic	  Information	  
	  

Sex:	  	   Female	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Male	  
	  
Age	  (circle	  one):	   	   18-‐24	  years	  old	   25-‐34	  years	  old	  
	   	   	   	   35-‐44	  years	  old	   45	  years	  and	  older	  
	  
Ethnicity	  Origin	  (or	  Race):	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  White	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

Hispanic/Latino	  	  	  
Black	  or	  African	  American	  

	   	   	   	   Native	  American	  or	  American	  Indian	  
	   	   	   	   Asian	  /	  Pacific	  Islander	  
	   	   	   	   Other	  
	  
Employment	  Status:	  Are	  you	  currently…?	  
	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Employed	  for	  wages	  
	   	   	   	   Self-‐employed	  
	   	   	   	   Out	  of	  work	  
	   	   	   	   Homemaker	  
	   	   	   	   Student	  
	   	   	   	   Military	  
	   	   	   	   Retired	  
	   	   	   	   Unable	  to	  work	  
	  
What	  is	  your	  current	  marital	  status?	  
	   	   	   	   Single	  
	   	   	   	   Married	  
	   	   	   	   Separated	  
	   	   	   	   Divorced	  
	   	   	   	   Widowed	  	  
	  
What	  is	  the	  highest	  level	  of	  education	  you	  have	  completed?	  
	   	   	   	   Less	  than	  High	  School	  
	   	   	   	   High	  School/GED	  
	   	   	   	   Some	  College	  
	   	   	   	   Attending	  College	  
	   	   	   	   2-‐Year	  College	  Degree	  (Associates)	  
	   	   	   	   4-‐Year	  College	  Degree	  (BA,	  BS)	  
	   	   	   	   Master’s	  Degree	  
	   	   	   	   Doctoral	  Degree	  
	   	   	   	   Professional	  Degree	  (MD,	  JD)	  
	  
	  
Have	  you	  exercised	  within	  the	  past	  12	  months?	   	   	   Yes	   	   No	  
	   If	  yes,	  did	  you	  exercise	  with	  a	  group	  or	  an	  organization?	  Yes	   	   No	  
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	   Or,	  did	  you	  exercise	  as	  an	  individual?	   	   	   	   Yes	  
	   No	  
Did	  you	  play	  a	  sport	  in	  high	  school?	   	   	   	   	   Yes	  
	   No	  
	   (Example:	  football,	  cheerleading,	  dancing,	  softball,	  etc.)	  
	  
Did	  you	  play	  a	  sport	  in	  college?	   	   	   	   	   Yes	   	   No	  
Why	  did	  you	  want	  to	  join	  Iron	  Tribe	  Fitness?	  _________________________________________	  
How	  did	  you	  hear	  about	  Iron	  Tribe?	  ________________________________________________	  
What	  are	  your	  fitness	  goals?	  ______________________________________________________	  
	   (Example:	  to	  be	  healthier,	  getting	  ready	  for	  a	  special	  date,	  etc.)	  	  
	  
On	  average:	  
How	  many	  HOURS	  per	  week	  do	  you	  exercise?	  	  	  	  	  Less	  than	  2	   2	  to	  5	   	   	  More	  
than	  5	  	  
How	  many	  HOURS	  per	  month	  do	  you	  exercise?	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1	  to	  5	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  6	  to	  10	  	  	  
	   More	  than	  10	  
How	  many	  TIMES	  per	  week	  do	  you	  exercise?	  	  	  	  	  0	  	  	  	  1	  	  	  	  	  2	  	  	  	  	  3	  	  	  	  	  4	  	  	  	  	  5	  	  	  	  	  6	  	  	  	  	  7	  	  
How	  many	  TIMES	  per	  month	  do	  you	  exercise?	  	  Less	  than	  5	  	  	  	  5—12	  	  	  	  13—20	  	  More	  
than	  20	  
Are	  you	  a	  part-‐time	  or	  full-‐time	  employee?	  __________________________________________	  
	  
How	  many	  hours	  per	  week	  do	  you	  work?	  	  	  Less	  than	  10	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  10	  to	  25	  	   	  	  More	  than	  
30	  
	  
Are	  you	  a	  part-‐time	  or	  full-‐time	  student?	  ____________________________________________	  

On	  average,	  how	  many	  hours	  do	  you	  take?	  ________________	  
	   (Example:	  15	  hours	  per	  semester)	  
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Appendix	  D	  
	  

Today’s	  Date:	  ______________	   	   	   	   	   Work	  Out	  Number:	  _______	  
Exercise-Induced Feeling Inventory (EFI) 

(fill out before workout) 
Please use the following scale to indicate the extent to which each word 
below describes how you feel at this moment in time. Record you 
responses by filling-in the appropriate circle next to each word. 
Repsonse choices: 
 1—Do not feel   2—Feel slightly  3—Feel 
moderately  
  4—Feel strongly    5—Feel very strongly 

1. Refreshed   1 2 3 4 5 6 
2. Calm   1 2 3 4 5 6 
3. Fatigued  1 2 3 4 5 6 
4. Enthusiastic  1 2 3 4 5 6 
5. Relaxed  1 2 3 4 5 6 
6. Energetic  1 2 3 4 5 6 

7.   Happy  1 2 3 4 5 6           
8.   Tired  1 2 3 4 5 6 
9.   Revived             1 2 3 4 5 

6                      
10. Peaceful             1 2 3 4 5 

6 
11. Worn-out 1 2 3 4 5 6 
12. Upbeat  1 2 3 4 5 6 

	  
	  

1. Are you nervous about today’s workout?     Yes    

No 

2. Are you sore today?         Yes    

No 

3. Do you think you can complete today’s workout?      

Yes    No  

4. Do you think you could complete today’s workout alone?     

Yes    No 

5. Did you almost not attend today’s workout?       

Yes    No 

6. Did you really wanted to come today?      Yes    

No 
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Comments:	  
___________________________________________________________________________________________	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  
	  
	  
	  
Today’s	  Date:	  ______________	   	   	   	   	   Work	  Out	  Number:	  _______	   	  
	  

Subjective Exercise Experiences Scale (SEES) 
(fill-out after workout) 

By circling a number on the scale below for each of the following items, 
please indicate the degree to which you are experiencing each feeling 
now, at this point of time, after exercising. 
I FEEL: 
 

  (Not at all)      (Moderately)          (Very much so) 
1. Great     1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
2. Awful     1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
3. Drained    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
4. Positive    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
5. Crummy    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
6. Exhausted    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
7. Strong     1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
8. Discouraged    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
9. Fatigued    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
10. Terrific    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
11. Miserable    1    2    3    4    5    6    7 
12. Tired     1    2    3    4    5    6    7 

 
	  

1. Are you happy that you completed the workout?        

Yes    No 

2. Are you in a better mood than you was before you began the 

workout?   Yes    No 
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3. Did someone help you “push through the pain?”           

Yes    No 

a. If yes, who? ___________________ 

 
Comments:	  
___________________________________________________________________________________________	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  
	  

Appendix	  	  E:	  Overall	  Experience	  
1. Are	  you	  happy	  with	  your	  results?	   	   	   	   	   Yes	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

No	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  (with	  your	  fitness	  goals)	  
	  

2. Rate	  your	  experience	  with	  the	  Iron	  Tribe	  101	  class?	  (please	  circle	  one)	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Very	  Poor	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Excellent	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	   	   	  	  1	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  3	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  4	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  5	  

	  
3. Would	  you	  recommend	  Iron	  Tribe	  to	  someone?	  	  	   	   	   	  Yes	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  No	  

4. Did	  you	  enjoy	  participating	  in	  this	  group	  exercise	  setting	  and	  why?	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  

5. What	  did	  you	  think	  was	  the	  toughest	  part	  about	  this	  program	  and	  why?	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  

6. What	  would	  you	  say	  what	  the	  pros	  of	  this	  group	  exercising	  program?	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
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_________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  

7. What	  would	  you	  say	  what	  was	  the	  cons	  of	  this	  group	  exercising	  program?	  
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  

8. In	  previous	  years,	  have	  you	  experienced	  an	  individual	  exercise	  program?	  	  Yes	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
No	  

9. Did	  that	  individual	  exercise	  program	  work	  for	  you?	  	   	   	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Yes	  	  	  	  	  	  	  No	  

10. Please	  explain	  why	  the	  individual	  exercise	  program	  did	  or	  did	  not	  work	  for	  
you?	  

_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________	  
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Who’s That Lady? The Portrayal of Black Women on Love and Hip 
Hop Atlanta	  
 
Charmella Williams 
 
Bruce Finklea, Ph.D. and Susan Thompson, Ph.D. 

 
Abstract 

 
Reality television is a popular fixture of American culture. Its stars are famously dramatic 
and outrageous, which can make for good entertainment. However, the women, 
particularly women of color, are often the most theatrical, exhibiting unacceptable and 
out of control behavior. Studies of reality television have, for the most part, failed to 
examine the deep-rooted ideologies of the dominant culture that are represented in the 
portrayals of Black women. This qualitative content analysis studies the current images 
of Black women on reality TV and interrogates the continuation and rearticulation of 
historical stereotypes. Through a series of detailed analyses of the first season of the VH1 
series Love and Hip Hop Atlanta (LHHA), this study examined the way traditional 
portrayals of Black women have evolved over time, whether or not there have been any 
changes at all in these historical images, and if there has been a development of any new 
representations. These overwhelmingly negative portrayals of Black women are harmful 
in that they affect how they are viewed and treated in society (Boylorn, 2008; Hooks, 
1992). After collecting and interpreting the data, it was found that LHHA contributes 
greatly to the continuation and rearticulation of traditional typecast roles, although some 
characters exhibited no stereotypical behavior at all. This research will add to the 
discourse of reality TV by bringing attention to the many stereotypes of African 
American females that are still broadcast in a genre television that is thought to be truly 
representational.  

 
Introduction 

 
Historically, the scope of the representation of the African American population 

in television, specifically reality television, has included overwhelming stereotypical 

beliefs and ideals often associated with Black people (Gerbner & Signorielli, 1979; 

Seggar, Hafen, & Hannonen-Gladden, 1981; Gerbner, Gross, & Signorielli, 1985; 

Boylorn, 2008; Banks, 1977). The stereotype gaining the most popularity is that of the 

mad black woman (Andrejevic & Colby, 2006). She is often compared to the character of 

Sapphire on the 1950’s sitcom Amos n’ Andy. 
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The images of Black women on television have been historically manipulated to 

portray a particular idea of what it means to be a Black woman (Means Coleman, 2000; 

Smith-Shomade, 2002). The traditional stereotypes of Black women range from the 

sexualized, classless Jezebel to the asexual, nurturing Mammy and modified, modern-day 

versions of each (Bobo, 1995; Bogle, 1997; Collins, 2000, 2004b; Entman & Rojecki, 

2000; Means Coleman, 2000; Smith-Shomade, 2002).  

The issue with the representations of the “real” on TV is that 

“television…provides a space which continually updates and re-creates Mammy and 

Jezebel stereotypes, and in turn, presents them as icons of what Black womanhood is 

today” (Hudson, 1998, p. 245). The representations of what it means to be a Black 

woman create a very limited sphere of Black womanhood that inhibits the possibilities 

for any Black woman to be presented outside of her expected boundaries (Smith-

Shomade, 2002). Andrejevic and Colby (2006) came to the conclusion that these images 

obviate the power of self-definition by Black women and continually posit them as the 

Other who provide the point of reference needed for the self-definition of Whites (p. 

199). 

The very first studies on the portrayals of minorities in television were conducted 

in the 1970s and 1980s (Gerbner & Signorielli, 1979; Seggar et al., 1981). These studies 

analyzed such things as the portrayals of minorities in television and the representative 

number of non-Whites on sitcoms, commercials, movies, and other forms of media. They 

also looked at studies that examined the portrayal of minority perpetrators on television 

news, which is significant because those portrayals have a profound effect on how the 

dominant culture views non-Whites. That, in turn, effects the representations on reality 
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TV. Kraszewski (2004), Schroeder (2006), and Andrejevic and Colby (2006) have also 

analyzed reality television programs, mostly The Real World, and their capacity for 

strategic editing, misrepresentation, and the contribution to the continuation of certain 

popular stereotypes. 

 In her autoethnographic essay, Boylorn (2008) examined how the afore-

mentioned representations affected her, as a Black woman, and how they have been 

repeated and updated through time. She also discussed the real-life consequences that 

these representations—not self-defined, but made by the dominant culture—force Black 

women to deal with on a daily basis. 

Few studies have been conducted on the stereotypical representations of Black 

women in reality TV. Reality television is a popular topic among researchers. Questions 

from “What is reality television?” to “How real is reality TV?” to “What makes reality 

TV so popular?” have been proposed and answered numerous times (Ouellette & Murray, 

2004; Escoffery, 2006; Patino, Kaltcheva, & Smith, 2011). The portrayals of women and 

people of color in television became a popular subject of researchers in the 1970s. 

However, the representation of women of color, specifically Black women, in reality 

television has not been a field of study that has gained much attention in previous years. 

The purpose of this qualitative content analysis is to investigate the current 

representations of Black women on reality television programming, specifically VH1’s 

series Love and Hip Hop Atlanta: Season 1. These overwhelmingly negative portrayals 

can be particularly damaging to image of Black women, consequently affecting how they 

are viewed and treated in society’s dominant culture. The information gathered from this 

study will hopefully raise awareness among LHHA’s viewing audience—and the 
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audiences of other reality shows—on how Black women are so poorly represented in a 

genre of television that is often considered truly representational and, of course, reality. 

Literature Review 

The first studies on the portrayals of minorities in television were conducted in 

the 1970s when the proportion of non-White characters fell far below their societal 

percentages (Bryant, Thompson & Finklea, 2013). Two major studies were done 

throughout the entire decade (Seggar, Hafen & Hannonen-Gladden, 1981; Gerbner & 

Signorielli, 1979). They both found that the percentage of Whites in television portrayals 

increased beyond their actual societal numbers, and although the percentage of Blacks 

increased slightly, it still remained below real-life population statistics.  

The study conducted by communication scholars Gerbner and Signorielli (1979) 

found that the number of non-White characters accounted for 11% of characters each 

year. The year of greatest representation was 1977, showing 14% of non-White 

characters in prime time dramas, a percentage above their actual societal numbers. 

Whites accounted for 87% of the U.S. population in the 1970s. 

Beginning in the 1990s, Blacks made very positive advances both in the number 

and nature of their portrayals in entertainment. Television networks responded to 

demands from activist groups to feature more Black characters on prime time television; 

however, the same increase and diversification in representation was not seen nor 

expected for other minority groups such as Hispanics, Asians, and Native Americans 

(Greenberg, Mastro, & Brand, 2002). While the percentage of African Americans rose to 

16% of both major and minor roles in prime-time television (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000), 

exceeding real-world numbers of 12%, the other minority groups still remained as 
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underrepresented as they were decades ago (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000; Greenberg et al., 

2002). In the early 90s, just 3% of characters on prime-time fictional programming were 

Hispanic, despite real-life population numbers of 11%. Asian Americans accounted for 

1% of characters and Native Americans, less than 1% (Mastro & Greenberg, 2000; 

Greenberg et al., 2002). 

In cinema, Blacks and other minorities have historically been cast in roles that 

specifically call for minority characters, however, this began to change in the 1990s 

(Bryant et al., 2013). Halle Berry’s role in 1994’s The Flintstones was seen as a 

breakthrough because it was a role that “could’ve gone to anyone” and it went to a Black 

woman (Ivry, 1998, p. 3G). Many movies of the 90s featured Blacks in a starring roles. 

Many recent films have strayed away from the tradition of featuring minority characters 

in stereotypical ways such as criminals or inner-city residents. African American stars 

such as Cuba Gooding, Jr., Denzel Washington, Morgan Freeman and Vivica A. Fox 

have also proven to attract audiences of different races to various genres of film. For 

example, Will Smith’s roles in Hitch, Pursuit of Happyness, and I Am Legend have had 

broad box office appeal (Zhou, Greer, & Finklea, 2010). 

In the past, advertising images have been mostly White (Coltrane & Messineo, 

2000; Wilson & Gutierrez, 1995). While African and Asian Americans have made 

notable gains in media in the past few decades, other minorities remain underrepresented. 

From the 1940s to the 1960s, Blacks appeared in 3% of ads in national magazines, 

usually if they fell in one of three categories: famous athletes, famous entertainers, and 

nameless servants (Colfax & Steinberg, 1972; Kassarjian, 1969; Stempel, 1971).  
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Two studies in the late 1970s found that the portrayals of Blacks in 

advertisements had not improved, but had actually worsened. One study found that only 

2% of magazine advertisements showed Blacks (Bush, Resnick, & Stern, 1980). The 

second study analyzed 8,700 ads for new products or services in Time, Cosmopolitan, 

Reader’s Digest and Ladies’ Home Journal from 1968 to 1977. Of all these, less than 1% 

featured Black models or characters (Reid & Vanden Bergh, 1980).  

The situation did not improve much in the 80s. From 1986-1988, 2.4% of almost 

a thousand ads from Vogue, Glamour, and Cosmopolitan featured Black female models 

and 83% of those showed the Black female at a distance (Jackson & Ervin, 1991).  

Since the 1990s, more Blacks and Asians have been appearing in television ads. 

African Americans and Asian Americans have come from virtual nonexistence in 

representation, to more accurate in representation, to actual overrepresentation by more 

than double their societal numbers. By 1994, Blacks were in 31% of all commercials 

featuring models (Taylor & Stern, 1997), and Asians appeared in over 8% of commercial 

ads featuring models, a stark contrast to their real-life numbers of just 3.6% (Greenberg et 

al., 2002). Latinos, Native Americans and the disabled have remained scarce in the media 

(Wilson & Gutierrez, 1995; Greenberg et al., 2002).  

The significance of roles held by minority characters is an area of study that 

obtained a lot of attention in the 1970s and 1980s, but little has been studied about it 

since then (Greenberg & Brand, 1994). Researchers have examined the television roles 

played by Whites, Blacks, and other minorities to understand how they are being 

portrayed in terms of characterization, violence, occupation, age, and other factors.  
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Between 1975 and 1980, Black men had minor roles and bit parts on TV but saw 

very few leading and supporting roles. They accounted for 9% of men in major roles in 

1975, but by 1980 that number had decreased to less than half. Black female appearances 

remained below 3% (Seggar et al., 1981).  

Multiple studies have been conducted analyzing characters in terms of heroism, 

villainy, and aggressiveness. In 1970, Gerbner found that 66% of non-Whites, 60% of 

White foreigners, and 50% of White Americans committed acts of violence on television. 

He also found that the non-White characters were normally portrayed as victims. Nearly a 

decade later, Gerbner and Signorielli found that Blacks and Native Americans were 

usually characterized as killers and Whites, Asians, and Hispanics were depicted as the 

victims (1979). Minorities were not always typecast as the villains, however. They were 

just as likely as White characters to be shown as the protagonist or antagonist.  

Minorities were usually shown as holding blue collar or service jobs as opposed 

to Whites holding more corporate, white collar positions in the 1970s and 1980s. The 

small percentage of non-Whites depicted in professional jobs was actually higher than 

their actual percentages in society (Gerbner, Gross, & Signorielli, 1985). During the 70s 

and 80s, whenever disabled characters appeared on television, they were usually depicted 

as lower class, unemployed, or abused (Elliot & Byrd, 1982; Donaldson, 1981). Disabled 

characters in movies were even more poorly represented. A 1989 study looked at 67 

disabled characters in movies from 1986 to 1988 and found that 75% of the characters 

had abnormal or deviant personalities, and 50% were victimized at some point in the 

movie (Byrd, 1989). 
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In one study from the 1970s examining the behavioral characteristics of people of 

different races (Reid, 1979), it was found that the Black and White males acted in similar 

ways, but the Black females tended to behave in stereotypical ways. According to Reid, 

they were often “boastful and domineering” and usually appeared on Black comedies 

(1979). Reid also found that Whites on majority Black comedies behaved differently 

from Blacks on majority White sitcoms. Generally, Whites on Black-dominated shows 

were more aggressive, dependent, and negative toward others.  

Another study of the 70s (Banks, 1977) revealed that Black characters who were a 

part of mixed casts showed more competence, cooperation, and had higher social 

standing, as opposed to Blacks on predominately Black television who were generally 

less educated and overwhelmed with personal problems. 

One study found that when it concerns the behaviors of Black and White families, 

the Black family usually consisted of a single parent (most often the mother) and the 

children. White families were more nuclear, consisting of two parents and children 

(Greenberg & Neuendorf, 1980). Another study analyzed over 90 episodes of 12 different 

shows depicting families, six featuring White families and six featuring Black families. It 

found that Black families were usually portrayed in negative, stereotypical ways. Females 

usually headed the households and Black family members usually had less education and 

lower occupational standings than their White counterparts. Also, African American 

families tended to exhibit more conflicts (Sweeper, 1983) 

African Americans make up about 14% to 17% of characters on prime time, 

higher than actual societal numbers (Children Now, 2001; Children Now, 2004; Mastro 

& Behm-Morawitz, 2005; Mastro & Greenberg, 2000). Whites represent 73% to 80% of 
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prime-time characters, also higher than real world numbers (Mastro, 2009). According to 

Dixon and Linz (2000a), in news stories, Blacks are more likely to be shown than Whites. 

Information on previous arrests is more likely to be reported on with Black offenders than 

with White (2000a).  

The current climate of minority portrayal studies tends to focus on the 

stereotypical images shown of minorities and their effects on audiences. These studies 

play an important role in determining what messages about minorities the media is 

sending to the public.  

Reality television is defined by Schroeder (2006) as the manipulated portrayal of 

unscripted actions to create a politically and ideologically scripted viewer response. The 

genre of reality television emerged as an extremely pervasive fixture of American pop 

culture in the early 1990s (Schroeder, 2006). MTV’s 1992 debut of The Real World 

began a new era of publicized private life and instantly famous C-list celebrities. Ever 

since then, The Real World has been the subject of scrutiny and critique by researchers 

interested in understanding all of the components of addictive, “representational” reality 

TV (see Schroeder 2006; Kraszewski, 2004; Andrejevic & Colby, 2006; Ouellette & 

Murray, 2004).  

The Real World features a cast of 7 young adults aged 18-25, each one from 

varying socioeconomic backgrounds. These people live together in a particularly posh 

apartment/condo in the middle of various big cities (e.g., New York, Philadelphia, New 

Orleans, Las Vegas) while cameras capture their daily lives. While the show leads 

viewers to believe the cast is a group of randomly selected individuals, the same types of 

characters have been cast in each of the show’s 29 seasons: rural, innocent, and sheltered 
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white conservatives who appear to be covertly racist, initially; hip, urbanized liberals; 

hypersensitive or hypersexual homosexuals; and the “normal”, masculine white male 

(Kraszewski, 2004; Schroeder, 2006).  

After 29 seasons of its repeated stock-token characters, the image of the inner 

city, emotional, sometimes violent black male persists. Within the first minutes of its 

premiere, The Real World announced that race would be one of its central issues 

(Kraszewski, 2004). According to Kraszewski (2004), he show constructs what reality 

and race are through multiple production practices which include millions of hours of 

footage cut into 22-minutes episodes. This editing process gives producers countless 

opportunities to take unscripted encounters, conversations, and drama and morph them 

into a certain message that they wish to convey (Kraszewski, 2004; Schroeder, 2006; 

Andrejevic & Colby, 2006). By casting young people in a manner intended to ignite 

conflict and narrative development (Ouellette & Murray, 2004), the show has a constant 

trend of instigating racial conflict and misunderstandings between the rural and urban 

houseguests as well as those with liberal and conservative ideologies (Kraszewski, 2004). 

 For example, in the first season of The Real World, which took place in New 

York City (Schroeder, 2006), conflict erupted as the housemates sat down for their first 

dinner. Julie (a white woman from Alabama) watched as Heather’s (an African American 

woman living in New York City) beeper went off during the meal. Julie then asked 

Heather if she carried a beeper because she sells drugs, and conflict immediately erupted. 

As the show went on, Julie and Heather became best friends. Julie’s covert racism was 

eventually “cured” by Heather educating her about urban culture and racial acceptance 

(as cited in Schroeder, 2006).  
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This “media event” suggests that people can overcome and discard their own 

racisms, assuming that racism is more of an individual, rural characteristic and not a 

systematic institution (Kraszewski, 2004). Kraszewski defines a media event as a 

concept: media that attempts to document reality actually shapes it, filtering it through a 

variety of discourses and unequal fields of social power (2004). Escoffery (2006) talks of 

the larger question of how “real” the reality presented in these programs may or may not 

be and how we must look at more specific types of representation used in these shows. 

hooks (1992) uses 12 essays to discuss the political and social consequences that 

come from the dominant white supremacist capitalist patriarchy’s control over the images 

depicted of minorities, specifically Black Americans. She urged Black people to critique 

and take control of their current, overwhelmingly negative images; this call to action was 

based in her belief that one’s image in mass media directly influences one’s place in 

society. 

Boylorn (2008) interrogated the representations of African American women 

shown on reality television. Using an autoethnographic and oppositional viewpoint, she 

gave a critical and self-reflective analysis of the “one-dimensional representation of 

Black womanhood on reality television” (p. 428). Similar to hooks, she argued that Black 

women have been marginalized and voiceless to combat negative and re-emerging 

representations of them that affect their everyday lives. In an attempt to alter or inform 

the damaging images shown on reality TV, she urged Black women to take control of 

their own representations and become aware and critical of the available depictions of 

them. 
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“Black women must be willing to critique and challenge popular media images in 

contrast to their lives and experiences so that what is presented as an authentic or ‘real’ 

experience of Black womanhood is not based on the most exaggerated stereotypes’” 

(Boylorn, 2008, p. 415).  Usually typecast as stock/token characters, the images of 

African American women have been manipulated to fall into historical categories of 

stereotypes (Bobo, 1995; Bogle, 1997; Collins, 2000, 2004b; Entman & Rojecki, 2000; 

Means Coleman, 2000; Smith-Shomade, 2002).  

The current representations of Black women on television fall in the categories of 

the modern day Mammy—nurturing, self-sacrificing, matronly, asexual, bossy, stern and 

subservient—and the Jezebel—hypersensitive, hyper-sexualized, classless, sexually 

attractive, sexually confident and promiscuous (Bobo, 1995; Bogle, 1997; Collins, 2000, 

2004b; Entman & Rojecki, 2000; Means Coleman, 2000; Smith-Shomade, 2002; Fuller, 

2001). A combination of the two stereotypes, or a “mammy” type Black woman in 

scantily clad clothing with Jezebel values, is referred to as a Sapphire—bossy and 

emasculating while still sexually available and promiscuous—referring to the role of the 

character Sapphire on the 1950s sitcom Amos n’ Andy (Hudson, 1998).  

Collins (2004b) discussed class-based controlling images of Black women that 

range from bitches to Black ladies/educated bitches to modern day mammies. The image 

of the “controlling bitch” portrays African American women as loud, rude, aggressive, 

and pushy (Collins, 2004b). Other common negative images include sluts, divas, whores, 

antagonizers, welfare queens, and hot mommas (“Black Women on TV Still 

Stereotyped”; Collins, 2000, 2004a,b; Hudson, 1998; Potier, 2002; Pozner, 2004). 

Teresa Wiltz (2004) describes a “sista with attitude” as a  



 
	  

	   175	  

perpetually perturbed, tooth-sucking, eye-rolling, finger-wagging, harpy, 
creating confrontation in her wake and perceiving racial slights from the 
flimsiest of provocations. She is all sharp edges and raw nerves, and 
angry, aggressive, know-it-all, presenting a one-sided view of Black 
womanhood. (p. C01) 
 

 The “sista with attitude” occupies categories ranging from working-class 

women—usually portrayed as bitchy and promiscuous—and educated, middle-class 

Black women (Collins, 2004b; Morgan, 1999; Pozner, 2004). Working-class women are 

proud, self-proclaimed bitches. They are often tough, strong, materialistic, and highly 

sexual (Collins, 2004b, p.124). This is a representation many middle-class Black women 

resist and reject.  

“Sistas with attitude don’t cry, don’t break, don’t need (or ask for) help, don’t 

need a man, don’t need a friend” (Boylorn, 2008, p. 425). They are synonymous to what 

Morgan (1999) describes as a “strongblackwoman”. Strongblackwomen have a façade of 

utter independence and self-sufficiency. Black women wear this mask due to the 

expectation to carry the weight of the world on their shoulders, or to be everything for 

everybody (Morgan, 1999). “The reality show character becomes a version of the sista 

with attitude, superwoman, strongblackwoman, who comes to represent Black women 

collectively, distorting the positive characteristics by exaggerating the stereotypes” 

(Boylorn, 2008, p. 425). 

Reality television gives dangerous representations of an “exoticized other” (Hunt, 

2005). The danger stems from the inability of some viewers to distinguish between reality 

and fiction in TV (Boylorn, 2008). These depictions are exceptionally harmful to Black 

women because they, as individuals, are often assumed to represent their entire race and 



 
	  

	   176	  

gender as a whole (Brooks & Herbert, 2006; Collins, 2000, 2004a,b; Cosby, 1994; Fuller, 

2001; Hooks, 1992).   

Stereotypical portrayals in television, particularly reality television since it claims 

to represent the truth, leads to women of color being misrepresented and misunderstood, 

which influences how the dominant culture sees and treats Black women (Jewell, 1993). 

Jewell said that without a more realistic, comprehensive representation of Black women 

in media, they will continue to be the victims of their representations in real-life 

scenarios.  

Methodology 

These images on TV—harpies, whores, emasculating welfare queens, self-

proclaimed bitches, Sapphires, or subordinate sexless mammies—relieve Black women 

of the power of self definition, and thus they are posited as the “Other”, a point of 

reference for the self-definition of Whites (Andrejevic & Colby, 2006, p.199). To deny 

someone the power of controlling their own image is to deny them any political power; to 

deny self-definition is to control a group’s place in society, which directly effects how 

they coexist with others (hooks, 1992). According to Schroeder (2006), Blacks, women, 

and other minorities are usually type cast as stereotypical characters with variant 

behaviors in reality television, as opposed to the token White male who is portrayed as 

normal, or “the standard from which all other behaviors deviate”. Based on this 

reasoning, I proposed the following research questions: 

RQ1: Are the women in LHHA representing any stereotypical behavior associated with 

Black women? 

RQ2: Do these portrayals show a rearticulation of old stereotypes? If so, how? 
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RQ3: Do any of the characters not exhibit behavior associated with historical Black 

female stereotypes? If so, how? 

Starting with the first analysis, a process called observational protocol was used as a 

way to organize my notes and memos. Creswell (2009) defines this as a single page with 

a dividing line down the middle to separate descriptive notes (portraits of characters, 

reconstruction of dialogue, description of the physical setting, etc.) and reflective notes 

(researcher’s personal thoughts, ideas, feelings, impressions, prejudices & hunches). An 

observational protocol was used for every episode. In addition to this, character analysis 

worksheets on every character were done for each episode. In each analysis, various 

forms of data, such as the character’s physical appearance, dialog, personal dilemma, and 

any linkages to stereotypical behavior, underwent extensive examination.  

Creswell (2009) outlines six steps to be used in data analysis and interpretation:  

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis. This involves transcribing interviews, 

optically scanning material, typing field notes, or sorting and arranging data.  

• In preparing for the analysis, character analysis (CA) and observational 

protocol (OP) worksheets were prepared in data collection (see 

Appendices A & B). 

2. Read through all the data to obtain a general sense of the information and reflect 

on its overall meaning.  

• The first round of analysis was an overview of the entire season. I watched 

all of the episodes without rewinding or re-watching. At this point in the 

research, all of the data collected through OP, both descriptive and 
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reflective, was based strictly upon initial impressions, hunches, thoughts 

and some dialog. No CA’s were conducted at this time. 

3. Begin a detailed analysis with a coding process. Coding is the process of 

organizing the material into chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning 

to the information. 

• In the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th round of analyses, more detailed examinations than 

in Round 1, this time including the character analyses, began. The use of 

the aforementioned data collection tools made keeping track of 

information in an organized, productive manner more possible.  

4. Use coding to generate a description of the setting or people being studied. 

• These data collecting methods generated plenty of descriptions of the 

setting and subjects being studied, mostly captured in the descriptive notes 

of OP. 

5. Advance how the description and themes will be represented in the qualitative 

narrative. 

6. Make an interpretation or meaning of the data. 

• Steps 5 and 6 are similar in that they both require an interpretation of all of 

the data collected. All of the information gathered was interpreted. It was 

determined that I had answered all of my research questions, including 

new information that was predicted.   

I acknowledge that I have some level of researcher bias. I am a Black woman 

researching the stereotypical portrayals of Black women. Certain behaviors and dialogue 

observed in this study have affected me in a different way than they would have affected, 
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for instance, my White male counterparts. My experiences as a Black woman have had 

undeniable influence in how I have interpreted my data. Also, with a very liberal, 

feminist-inclined mindset, I was less willing to accept traditional gender roles for Black 

women, some of which I have seen in my data collection. I attempted to conduct this 

research from a totally objective standpoint, but my own personal, emotional, and 

political biases and prejudices have been reflected in this paper to some degree. The 

following is a record of the behaviors, images, and personifications of dominant culture 

ideologies I discovered, observed, and examined during my research. 

Findings and Discussions  

 VH1’s Love and Hip Hop Atlanta was born on June 18, 2012 as a spin-off of the 

station’s original series Love and Hip Hop. The show chronicles the lives of six 

women—Joseline Hernandez, Mimi Faust, K. Michelle, Karlie Redd, Rasheeda Buckner-

Frost, and Erica Dixon—as they attempt to manage their love lives and hip hop careers. 

This content analysis resulted in the proposed research questions being answered many 

times over, revealing new information that was not previously anticipated. The characters 

were complex individuals, many of them not representing any one historical stereotype, 

but rather a combination of multiple. On the other hand, a couple of them depicted 

stereotypes of Black women that stray from the more traditional ideologies. However, 

regardless of the images they portrayed, whether historical or not, all of the women 

exhibited stereotypical behavior/characteristics to some degree. 

Putting on a Show: It’s Just Entertaining 

 Research Question 1 asks, “Do the women on LHHA represent any stereotypical 

behavior associated with Black women?” The answer is overwhelmingly yes. 



 
	  

	   180	  

Historically, the images of Black women have been manipulated by the dominant culture 

to leave a particular impression (Means Coleman, 2000; Smith-Shomade, 2002). These 

distorted images usually posit Black females as loud, emasculating, hostile, aggressive, 

rude, pushy beings with a naturally heightened sexuality or promiscuity (Collins, 2004b; 

hooks, 1992). 

 Typical temper tantrums. A reality show that follows the business and personal 

lives of six women—all of whom are connected through a complicated web of 

relationships—is the ideal medium for endless drama and cat fights. And so, falling in 

line with traditional images of African American women, they acted out: they yelled, 

they cursed, they fought, they cried, and they never stopped calling each other ‘bitch’. 

They even referred to themselves as bitches, and proudly so. Above all else, though, they 

bolstered ratings. LHHA, currently in its third season, is more popular than ever. Perhaps 

it never would have gotten this far had it not been for the outrageous, entertaining 

behavior of season 1.  

 As Pozner concluded (as cited in Boylorn, 2008), “the more successful and 

profitable reality shows are, the more negative and derogatory its representations of 

women become. The women, therefore, did whatever they could to shock…” But is it 

really a shock? Is it surprising to see these women behaving in such a way? According to 

past literature studying the portrayals of minorities in television shows, movies, 

advertisements, commercials and other forms of media, the trend of minority characters, 

particularly Black women in this case, being portrayed in a negative light is one that is 

decades old. In addition to hostile, aggressive behavior, the sexual images depicted on 

this show seemed never-ending. 
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 Sex sells. The tradition of the dominant culture of depicting elevated Black 

female sexuality (hooks, 1992) is personified in the physical appearances of the women 

of LHHA, which is noticeably homogenous. There is an undeniable emphasis on their 

voluptuous figures. All of the women have particularly curvy shapes, the main focus 

centered on their large, protruding buttocks. hooks (1992) regarded this accentuation of 

the body as a symbol of exploited and exoticized Black female sexuality, stating, “In the 

sexual iconography of the traditional black pornographic imagination, the protruding butt 

is seen as an indication of sexuality (hooks, 1992, p. 63).” Body-hugging mini dresses, 

skin-tight pants, and, of course, stiletto pumps are seen emphasizing this certain symbol 

of sexuality in almost every episode. 

 In the introductory montage of episode 1 (“The ‘A’ List”, see Appendix B), there 

was a blatant show of extreme eroticism: a very scantily clad Joseline performed an 

alluring dance atop a stripper stage with a stoic face and a drink in hand. Her seductive 

show closely resembled a strip tease, but rather than full nudity, it was partial. This 

depiction of such a racy image so early in the show set the tone for the rest of the season: 

it was made very clear that sex, not love as the title suggests, serves as one of the main 

themes. 

 Although some of the women do not dress as promiscuously as others, their 

appearances are still similar. Aside from sharing the same body types, they all have heads 

full of long, processed, synthetic hair. What does this preference for more European hair 

types say about the more coarse, kinky hair textures that many Black women were born 

with? Perhaps this is suggesting that Eurocentric ideas of beauty are more accepted in 

mainstream media. The homogenous images of these women create very strict and 
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specific guidelines for the accepted image of Black womanhood. The most sexualized 

women on the show have admitted to having some form of plastic surgery done, ranging 

from new teeth to enhanced breasts (episode 11, “Reunion”, see Appendix B), which 

make their “sexy” images even more unrealistic and unnatural. In addition to their racy 

images and explosive behavior, some of the women represent more traditional 

stereotypes that are often associated with Black females.  

The Original Trio 

“Research Question 2 asks, “Do the portrayals of these women show a 

continuation or rearticulation of old stereotypes, and if so, how?” The historical 

stereotypes of the Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire have existed since the days of late 19th 

century minstrel plays (shows wherein white actors would dress in Blackface and 

perform depictions of African Americans from a white supremacist point of view). These 

ubiquitous representations linger in mass media and wreak havoc on not only the images 

of Black women, but on their place in society (Boylorn, 2008; hooks, 1992). 

Unfortunately, this trio of mockery appears in LHHA along with newer, updated versions 

of each of them. 

 The loving Mammy.  The traditional Mammy character is described as nurturing, 

self-sacrificing, and subservient (Collins, 2000). Like Hattie McDaniel’s character on 

Gone with the Wind, Mammy is matronly, asexual, bossy, often comical, nonthreatening, 

and warm. Mammy is always broad-featured or fat with huge breasts (Fuller, 2001 as 

cited in Boylorn, 2008). The Mammy stereotype is most portrayed by Momma Dee, the 

central matriarchal figure on the show. She is the overbearing, overprotective mother of 

rapper Li’l Scrappy. Although Momma Dee is a nurturing and self-sacrificing mother, 
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she is anything but warm and nonthreatening. Her harsh, intimidating personality 

differentiates her from the traditionally softer, more approachable Mammy. 

 As a young single mother with small children, she became a pimp and a drug 

dealer due to her lack of better options. “I had to become very hardcore,” she said, 

explaining her rough persona. Comparable to a mother bear, Momma Dee is 

compassionate and devoted as a mom but is absolutely frigid to anyone she views as a 

threat to her children. Short-tempered and confrontational, it often seems as if she 

delights in drama and conflict. 

 Aside from her hardened character being atypical of a conventional Mammy, 

Momma Dee’s physical appearance is a complete update of the historically modest 

image. Although she is close to 50 years old in this season, her long, synthetic hair, 

relatively thin body, and youthful, tight clothing makes her resemble her much younger 

co-stars rather than the socially accepted image of the grandmother that she actually is. 

This refusal of an older woman to dress in a more mature fashion could be representative 

of a rebellion against societal norms. Perhaps an underlying theme of not only LHHA but 

society is one that suggests women can only be sexually attractive until a certain age. 

Momma Dee’s youthful appearance could be a means of opposing the widespread belief 

that older women are not allowed to have sex appeal. This updated Mammy character 

refutes the image of the aged, robust, asexual, middle-aged woman and prides herself on 

being a mother and grandmother who has not lost her sexuality or youth. 

 The sexualized Jezebel. Joseline is the personification of the classic Jezebel 

stereotype. A self-proclaimed ‘bad bitch’, her level of self-confidence seems 

monumental. Often making statements such as, “Don’t be mad at me ‘cause I’m fine,” 
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she shirks modesty with her revealing wardrobe that almost always showcases midriff, 

breasts, and/or buttocks. In the first episode (“The ‘A’ List”, see Appendix B), Joseline 

arrives at producer Stevie J.’s studio via chauffeur service. As she steps out of the car, 

viewers are first introduced to her legs, extended by stiletto heels, and then to a mid-shot 

of her protruding buttocks, which are barely covered by a pair of six-inch shorts. As she 

walks off into the distance, viewers are then treated to one more sight of her curvaceous 

physique, but the audience has not yet seen her face. This emphasis on her body and the 

omitting of her face makes her less human. It morphs her into an object, heightening the 

importance of her sexuality, which seems to be the only thing that matters.  

 hooks (1992) compared this segmentation and commodification of Black female 

bodies to the 19th century slave institution wherein African American women would be 

placed upon auction blocks for inspection. Stating, “They are not to look at [Black 

women] as a whole human being. They are only to notice certain parts…[Black women] 

were reduced to mere spectacle…” (p. 62) she referred to the way contemporary culture 

views Black women. This transforming of Joseline from a human being to a spectacle 

makes her the embodiment of the concept of commoditized, exploited, heightened Black 

female sexuality.  

 After this camera work, viewers are finally allowed to see Joseline’s face as she 

enters the studio to meet with Stevie. Not surprisingly, she makes a show of her body by 

standing with her back to him, nearly pushing her butt in his face, and asks, “Do you like 

my shorts?” She then allowed him to touch her shorts in a way that resembled a customer 

inspecting a product before purchasing, further objectifying herself. This act of allowing 

him to touch her butt essentially signifies the sexual power she has over him.  
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 Throughout the season, Joseline makes multiple claims that Stevie could not end 

their sexual relationship even if he tried. While boasting that she could have any man she 

desires, she revealed a tattoo that read ‘Man-Eater’, stating, “I eat them alive” (episode 6, 

“No Apologies”, see Appendix B). Later in the season (episode 11, “Reunion”, see 

Appendix B), she informs Stevie of her true intentions and declares “All I want is your 

d**k and your money, so get to work.” Joseline’s admissions that she is only interested in 

sex and money indicates that she uses her sexual prowess to get what she wants from 

men. 

 hooks (1992) discusses this “sexual savage who uses her body to seduce and 

conquer men” (p. 68). Speaking on Tina Turner’s re-vamped image of sexual freedom 

and fierce femininity following an abusive relationship in the 1980’s, hooks stated, “The 

new Turner image conveys the message that happiness and power come to women who 

learn to beat men at their own game, to throw off any investment in romance and get 

down to the real dog-eat-dog thing” (p. 69). Joseline is comparable to the Tina Turner of 

the late 80’s in that they both suffered abuse from men early in life. A former stripper, 

Joseline grew mistrustful and hateful of the men in her life. Consequently, she learned to 

use her sexuality against men just as they had used theirs against her. “Turner’s fictive 

model of black female agency,” wrote hooks, “remains rooted in misogynistic notions” 

(1992, p. 68). This quote is directly relatable to Joseline, the ‘man eater’, who strives to 

beat men at their own game.  

 Despite her misogynist views, Joseline credits Stevie as her savior who rescued 

her from a life of stripping. Under the influence of immense gratitude, she is docile and 

submissive, and although she never shies away from verbal combat with him, Stevie 
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almost always has the last say. Using his position as her producer to his advantage, he 

treats Joseline with domineering authority and gets irritable when she does not obey. On 

the few occasions when Joseline attempted to oppose his controlling ways, he was quick 

to remind her of how he granted her the life that she has and, if need be, he will reclaim 

his gift. In response to threats of being sent back to the strip club, she usually gives in to 

his will. “I always go back [to Stevie] no matter how mad I am at him,” explained 

Joseline, “[because] if it wasn’t for him, I would still be stripping.” In episode 11 

(“Reunion”, see Appendix B), Young mentions how the show’s viewers have compared 

Joseline and Stevie’s relationship to that of a pimp and his prostitute. Perhaps another 

reason why Joseline exerts sexual power over him is because her body is the only area 

she has any control over. 

 Although LHHA chronicles her story as she struggles with her complicated love 

life, music career, and even a surprise pregnancy, it is difficult to look past the image of 

Joseline as a laughable sex symbol. It is a struggle to take her seriously and to view her as 

a person with depth and range when the only thing being shown of her are her bare-all 

clothes, breast implants, sky high heels, and thick makeup. She is an erotic object, 

exoticized by the color of her skin, the severity of her curves, and the foreign nature of 

her Spanish accent. Her theatrical personality and R-rated appearance characterize her; 

throughout the season she is either in a confrontation with someone else or crying over 

some of her ceaseless drama. Joseline embodies the hypersexual, hypersensitive, classless 

Jezebel stereotype.  

 Karlie is also included in the category of Jezebel, but her role is not as rigidly 

placed, although her physical appearance is almost as promiscuous as Joseline’s. 
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Throughout the season, Karlie was seen romantically involved with three men, all of 

whom could potentially help her music career. Her only focus seems to be on herself and 

her music, stating, “By any means necessary, Karlie’s gonna get that hit. Karlie’s career 

comes first.” Her central relationship with former rapper Benzino ultimately ended due to 

her tendency to be self-absorbed; Benzino also had his suspicions that she was using him. 

From the very beginning of their fling, she briefly mentioned the feelings she had for 

him, but afterwards, all she could talk about was her career and how he could help 

progress it. 

 In addition to using Benzino as a stepping-stone, Karlie took advantage of her 

long-term friendship with co-star Mimi to gain access to producer Stevie J. with 

intentions on working with him. Coupled with her manipulative ways, she acts as a 

catalyst for tension on the show. Her habit of gossiping, which ultimately ignited many 

dramatic situations, made her quite unpopular among the others on the show. This drama-

driven diva is a rearticulation of the traditional Jezebel stereotype that focuses less on sex 

and more on the manipulation of men.  

 Sassy Sapphire. Commonly known as the typical “mad Black woman”, Sapphire 

is a combination of the Mammy and Jezebel stereotypes—bossy and emasculating while 

still sexually available and promiscuous (Hudson, 1998). According to Yarbrough and 

Bennett (as cited in Fontaine, 2011), Sapphire was a known ’bitch’ who was always 

sassy. She was obnoxious, spiteful, stubborn, and overbearing; her behavior became 

violent quickly. The typical Sapphire is portrayed by fiery-tempered Mimi.  

 Since the first few minutes of episode 1, Mimi has been in a red-faced rage, her 

constant anger always directed at the father of her child, Stevie J. In hooks’ essay “Do 
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you remember Sapphire?” she examined the Black female image in movies and television 

and Black women’s rejection of these representations. Stating, “She was a bitch—

nag…[a] castrating bitch, someone to be lied to, someone to be tricked…”(1992, p. 120 ). 

Mimi was lied to, tricked, and cheated on during the nearly 15 years she was with Stevie 

J. A segment of their tempestuous relationship was caught on camera; her incessant 

yelling, cursing, and scorning typecast her as the typical mad Black woman. 

K. Michelle’s image, however, does not align with the traditional Sapphire 

character. At times, she is a light-hearted, friendly, likeable woman, and at other times 

she is a loud, unreasonable, immature person with a time-bomb temper. A few years 

before the show aired, she was the victim of traumatizing domestic violence at the hands 

of her manager. According to K., he beat her relentlessly and used all of the money she 

had earned in her short career on himself.  

In response to being abused, kept quiet, and taken advantage of for two years, she 

acted out wildly in her struggle to be heard, which resulted in a lost record deal and a 

ruined reputation. K. Michelle cannot seem to let go of her past, and although she uses 

her failures and setbacks as motivation to work toward a new, more successful career, she 

still holds on to the same pain, fear, rejection, and anger that she felt the day she was 

beaten. hooks (1992) describes this collective, internalized rage, annoyance, and 

frustration of Black women as a result of years of oppression and exploitation which stem 

from two social handicaps: being both African American and female. These deep-rooted 

emotions inform her reactions toward others, which are usually rude or hostile. 

Whereas the other women on the show were usually able to talk out their many 

problems with each other in a respectable manner, K. Michelle was incapable of having 
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any adult conversation. She had a way of behaving in a very antagonistic manner, almost 

begging for a hostile or violent response from her opponent. Rather than logically 

discussing her side of the argument with others and solving the issue at hand, she merely 

attacked the opposing person with a slew of obnoxious insults. This prevented any 

effective conversation from taking place, consequently portraying her as the image of the 

“bitch”, or a black woman who is loud, aggressive, rude, and pushy (Boylorn, 2008). 

K. has been referred to as bipolar by her co-stars on a number of different 

occasions, referring to her tendency to switch personalities almost instantly. This binary 

personality seems to be rooted in deep internal conflict: she feels intense pain and rage 

within herself and thus takes it out on everyone around her. In Nikki Giovanni’s “Woman 

Poem”, the quote “I ain’t shit. You must be lower than that to care,” according to hooks 

(1992, p. 42), addresses “the rage and hostility [that] oppressed/exploited people can turn 

inward on themselves and outward toward those who care about them.” Consequently, 

“wounded” Black women take this internalized pain and self-rejection and reflect upon 

their mirror image—other Black women (1992). K. Michelle’s portrayal is similar to 

Mimi’s image of the mad Black woman, but rather than being consumed with rage, she is 

riddled with hurt and frustration. Stating, “I still have to fight down this stereotype that K. 

Michelle is crazy,” she is the wounded Black woman: she has the façade of Sapphire with 

a combination of anguish, heartbreak, victimization, and pain just under the surface. This 

presentation of evidence proves the continuation and rearticulation of historical 

stereotypes.  

Momma Dee’s modernized Mammy character updates the traditional, 

grandmotherly image into a youthful older woman who still has sex appeal. The classic 
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Jezebel image stood the test of time by assuming the form of Joseline, but Karlie’s newer 

rendition of the manipulative Jezebel recreated the older character. And although Mimi is 

the typical Sapphire, or mad Black woman, K. Michelle emerged as a subcategory of 

Sapphire, or the wounded Black woman who is the face of victimization and pain. These 

examples of the roles these women play in LHHA prove a continuation and rearticulation 

of historical stereotypes. 

Who’s That Lady?  

Research Question 3 asks, “Do any of the characters not exhibit behavior 

associated with historical Black female stereotypes?” Two of the main characters on the 

show, Erica and Rasheeda, remain relatively noticeably different throughout the season. 

Their calm, civilized behavior went in stark contrast to the dramatic relationship/career 

circus that the other individuals participate in. Erica’s dilemmas mostly lie with her 

complicated love interest and father of her child, rapper Li’l Scrappy. After 10 years of 

never-ending relationship drama and emotional distress, she made the decision to stop 

pursuing a romantic relationship with him and focus on co-parenting. Often accused by 

Scrappy of lacking emotion, Erica is an example of the “sista with attitude” (Wiltz, 

2004), which Morgan (1999) says is synonymous to a “strongblackwoman”.  

Strongblackwomen have a façade of utter independence and self-sufficiency. 

Black women wear this mask due to the expectation to carry the weight of the world on 

their shoulders, or to be everything for everybody (Morgan, 1999). According to Boylorn 

(2008), the typical Black reality show character becomes a sista with attitude who is 

looked to as a representation of Black women collectively: superwoman, 

strongblackwoman, who distorts the positive characteristics by exaggerating stereotypes.  
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Often able to control her emotions and responses in the face of drama, Erica is 

portrayed as the emotionless, independent sista with attitude who does not always do 

what she wants to do, but what she has to do. By taking control of every situation thrown 

at her, she is one of the most logical, mature, sensible women on the show. Often seen as 

unshakeable and unfeminine, educated, self-sufficient, strong Black women are regarded 

as superwomen who are seen as too domineering, too capable, too aggressive, or too 

outspoken (Boylorn, 2008; Wallace, 10999). This stereotype is rooted in the exaggerated 

stereotype of the independent Black woman, usually self-sufficient by necessity rather 

than choice. 

Rasheeda’s main dilemma is centered on her relationship with her husband Kirk. 

As a female rapper, she worked at maintaining the image of the “boss bitch, boss chick, 

[and the] independent bitch” (see episode 3, “Kiss & Yell”, Appendix B). The image 

Rasheeda was searching for was the strongblackwoman, the Black superwoman, the sista 

with attitude. Instead, however, the image she achieved was that of the “controlling 

bitch.”  

Collins (2004b) examined class-based images for Black women that range from 

bitches to modern mammies and educated bitches. This representation depicts African 

American females as typically emasculating. It is clear that Rasheeda holds a slightly 

more dominant role in her marriage than Kirk, who has admitted that he usually does 

whatever she wants to make her happy (episode 2, “Pregnito”, see Appendix B).  

In maintaining a single, “bad bitch” image and simultaneously playing the role of 

wife and mother, Rasheeda constantly battles the struggle of balancing both a healthy 

marriage and a healthy career. “Being an independent artist really takes twice the work,” 
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she said, “and it’s really hard when you’re a wife and a mother.” With her husband 

doubling as her manager, business and personal life often collided, causing tension and 

multiple fights. Her image of the controlling bitch is yet another exaggerated stereotype 

of the independent Black woman, who is often seen as domineering and dogmatic. 

Although these newer behaviors and stereotypes are not the traditional trio that have been 

appearing in the media for decades, they are equally as damaging. Images of Black 

women are still being manipulated into leaving a particular impression, and in this case, it 

sends the message that independent Black woman is synonymous to emotionless bitch.  

Conclusions, Limitations, and Recommendations  

Love and Hip Hop Atlanta is a reality TV show that depicts reality through a 

highly stereotypical lens. It acts as a media event, which Kraszewski (2004) defines as a 

concept: media that attempts to document reality actually shapes it, filtering it through a 

variety of discourses and unequal fields of social power. hooks (1992) wrote about the 

link between image control and social and political power, stating, “There is a direct and 

abiding connection between the maintenance of white supremacist patriarchy in this 

society and the institutionalization via mass media of specific images, representations of 

race, of blackness that support and maintain the oppression, exploitation, and overall 

dominance of all Black people (p. 2).” All of the women on this show are stock-token 

characters rooted in the dominant culture’s ideologies of the images of Black women. 

There has been a proven continuation and rearticulation of historical stereotypes. Due to 

time constraints on this particular research project, only the first season of Love and Hip 

Hop Atlanta was studied rather than the entire series, but in future research, more 
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analyses could be done to further prove (or even disprove) a continuation and 

rearticulation of traditional depictions of Black women. 

Reality TV is often considered a real representation by its viewers, and so these 

rearticulations and continuations of old stereotypes are damaging to the images of Black 

women. The fact that the executive producer of LHHA is a Black woman makes this 

allowance of the portrayal of stereotypes even more disheartening. Similar to Tyler 

Perry’s Madea character and Martin Lawrence’s Big Momma, this tendency of African 

American people to support and continue damaging stereotypes of Black women, 

suggests a theme of self-destruction in the African American community. Future research 

could examine the root of these tendencies and the allure of self-harming images. In 

addition to this, future studies might even investigate the roots of the historical 

stereotypes of the Mammy, Jezebel, and Sapphire and question the beginnings of this 

original trio. 

 African Americans have come a long way since the pre-Civil Rights era but, as 

this study proves, there is still much work to be done in the way the dominant culture 

views Black people, specifically Black women. Hopefully this study and others like it 

will add to the discourse of representation in reality television. Lastly, I urge all Black 

women and men to be critical viewers of the images on television and to actively oppose 

derogatory representations of them. Reality TV has been a fixture of American culture for 

22 years simply because the viewing audiences make it a profitable business, which 

suggests that the power lies in the consumer. If that is the case, then the consumer has the 

power to alter what is seen on television rather than support it. In conclusion, this 

lingering of the historical stereotypes of Black women is one that needs to be challenged 
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and opposed until they are wiped from mainstream media. Hopefully this study will add 

the opposition.  
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Appendix A 

Character Analysis Worksheet 

Character Name:       

Episode:        

Is this character in a main or supporting role? Main Supporting (circle one) 

Describe the physical appearance of the character (i.e. outfit, makeup, hair):  

 

 

Describe the character’s dilemma and how she handled it: 

 

 

Describe the character’s demeanor throughout the episode (i.e. attitude, verbal dialogue, 

nonverbal signals, tone of voice): 

 

Describe any possible linkages to stereotypical behavior/characteristics: 

 

Describe any trends you see with the character (i.e. repeated behavior): 
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Appendix B 
 

Observational Protocol 
Date: 

Episode:  

Descriptive  Reflective 
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Abstract 
 
If art imitates life, then how seriously should the work of comedians be taken? Since the 
advent of chattel slavery in the US blacks have used comedy as discourse to undermine 
racial inequality, often by playing off white naïveté about stereotypes manufactured about 
blacks. As whites’ overt racist discourse survived the emancipation, settled into black 
codes, and later Jim Crow era racism, black performance comics, notably Dick Gregory, 
Billy Cosby, and most famously Richard Pryor continued using comedy to undermine 
whites’ overt racism.  Today, in the so-called ‘colorblind era,’ there is a belief that the US 
has transcended the race-based inequality that has been a defining feature of American 
society since the architects of the nation balked on the “self-evident” truths “that all men 
are created equal, endowed with certain unalienable rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit 
of happiness.” While it is true that scholars have noted the decline of overt racist speech 
on the part of whites, the same scholars also note inherent racism in colorblindness that 
continues to bolster white supremacy at the expense of blacks and other minority groups; 
one such piece of evidence is the performance comedy of black performers. Using 
Critical Discourse Analysis this study examines the performance comedy of mainstream 
post-soul era comedians: Dave Chappelle, Wyatt Cenac, Hannibal Buress, and others to 
understand how black comedy is shaped by white supremacy in the colorblind era. 

 

Introduction 

The prefix to American has become as important to American itself, I thought it 
was just “American,” but it’s not you have the prefix…but the one thing I notice 
is that white people in America, you never got the prefix, what happened there? 
Just no? You guys got left out? That’s horrible… And it’s a first. (Noah CD) 

 In relatively recent years, the narrative that racism has receded into the 

background of American life has abounded. With the election of President Barack 

Obama, many elites have come to the view that America is a post-racial society, for 

instance John McWhorter writes, “It's official: America is 'post-racial' in the age of 

Obama” (McWhorter Web). Indeed many Americans today feel racism in no longer a 

determining factor in the majority of blacks’ “life chances” (Bonilla-Silva 2001; Bobo & 
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Smith 1998). In some regards the vociferous post-racialists are right, in that, at least on 

the surface of issues surrounding race in America, blacks and other minorities have made 

considerable progress since the Jim Crow era, but, if they journeyed beneath the surface 

of relative social gains, which are often touted as the harsh consequences incurred by 

figures like Don Imus (Spiegelman 2008), Paula Deen (McKay 2010), and Donald 

Sterling (Gittens 2014) for being overtly racist, then they would see that at every level of 

society not much has changed between blacks and whites in this post-Civil Right era 

(Bonila-Silva 2001; Bobo & Smith 1998;) To understand race in America, it is imperative 

to understand what causes racism. Racism is not the result of prejudices held by an ill 

minority. Rather it is the sum of racialized social systems that places actors in racial 

categories involving a hierarchy that “produces definite social relations among he races” 

(White Supremacy and Racism in the Colorblind Era 37). These social relations are such 

that the superiorly placed race generally is better paid than other races, “has access to 

better occupations and prospects in the labor market, occupies a primary position in the 

political system, is granted higher social estimation, has license to draw physical and 

social boundaries between itself and other races, and receives what W.E.B. Du Bois 

called a “psychological wage” (White Supremacy and Racism in the Colorblind Era 37). 

Taking this definition of racism, the classification and stratification of people based on 

phenotypes, for the hegemonic domination of a nation, then in 50 years time not much 

has change. According to a 2013 report by the Pew Research Center, blacks’ median 

household income was 59% of whites’ median household income, blacks are nearly three 

times more likely to live in poverty than whites, and six times more likely to be 
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incarcerated than whites (Pew 2013), making Trevor Noah’s views on the importance of 

the prefix and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva’s definition of racism dovetail nicely. 

Colorblind Discourse on Racial Disparities 

In an interview with Bill Bennett on Bennett’s morning radio show, 

Representative Paul Ryan stated, “We have got this tailspin of culture, in our inner cities 

in particular, of men not working and just generations of men not even thinking about 

working or learning the value and the culture of work, and so there is a real culture 

problem here that has to be dealt with” (Volsky Web). This is often the case for elite’s 

when they discuss the disparities between whites and blacks in America. It is what 

Bonilla-Silva calls the “biologicalization of culture” (White Supremacy and Racism in the 

Colorblind Era 194), where claims that blacks’ are biologically inferior to whites are no 

longer socially acceptable, politicians can employ phrasing that still invokes race (as 

large concentrations of blacks and Hispanics live in inner cities), but does not explicitly 

state it, an example of negative lexicalization (van Dijk 2002), or colorblind racism 

(Bonilla-Silva 2001). One issue with Ryan’s statement is that there is evidence that 

blacks’ unemployment rate may be high because they are staying in the job market, but 

not finding jobs (Wilson 2014). According to Valerie Wilson, “relative to whites, a 

higher share of jobless blacks have continued to seek work—which means they have 

remained in the labor force and therefore been counted as unemployed” (Wilson Web). 

When coupled with research by Devah Pager et al. (2009); Janelle Jones and John 

Schmitt (2014); and Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan (2004) the evidence 

clearly shows that race-based discrimination plays a huge role in the employment 

outcomes of blacks in America. This is particularly important because in the realm of 
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public discourse many openly accept as fact the notion that race no longer negatively 

affects blacks. Although, there are a few brave public figures who often offer insight as to 

how race personally affects them—stand-up comedians. 

Stand-up Comedy as Discourse (Theoretical Framework) 

 Stand-up comedy is an ideal performance form to understand how racism is 

functioning in the ‘colorblind’ era because the stand-up comedian and his or her audience 

are indistinct from one another (Limon 2001). As Koziski puts it, the stand-up comedian 

is a “participant observer talking to people in his own society about the familiar cultural 

rules and behavior patterns [Researcher emphasis] in their and his own society” (61). Not 

only are a great deal of stand-up comedy performances rooted in observations and 

personal accounts, but the creation of jokes is highly dictated by the comedian’s audience 

(Limon 2002). Limon’s theory of stand-up comedy highlights three criteria: (1) If 

[audiences] think something is funny it is, (2) a joke is funny if and only if [audiences] 

laugh at it, and (3) laugher is the single end of stand-up (Limon 2000). To clarify 

Limon’s views it is helpful to imagine jokes as if they are artillery shell fireworks; if such 

a firework does not produce an explosion followed by a dazzling light show then it is 

called a dud. The same principle applies to jokes in this context—the comedian would be 

the ignition source, the explosion represents audiences’ cognition of the joke, and the 

resulting light show their laughter. This is important as “humor is a…revealing index to 

[a culture’s] attitudes, dispositions, and concerns” (Mintz 72) 

Methodology 

Data for this study was gathered by watching stand-up comedy performances of 

mainstream black performers. These performers—Chris Rock, Dave Chappelle, Hannibal 
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Buress, Wyatt Cenac, Donald Glover, and Trevor Noah*—were selected because they 

were born in the middle of or after the Civil Rights Movement, effectively making them 

“‘post-soul’ or born into the political, social, and cultural experiences of the African-

American community since the end of the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements” 

(Neal 3). Their specials are divided as pre- and post-Obama, meaning they were recorded 

and released before Barack Obama was elected to his first term as President of the United 

States. Dave Chappelle’s specials represent pre-Obama stand-up and the Glover, Noah, 

Buress and Cenac represent post-Obama stand-up. 

Disparities in the Prison System 

That’s how they get us, fittin’ all those damn descriptions. Now I could be bitter 
and blame the police, but no. I’ll tell you who I blame. It’s those goddamn sketch 
artists… He was black[?] Ok…Say no more sir. I’ll draw him from memory. Let 
me get my stencil out and trace this guy, and save us some time. They get on the 
radio and shit. “Calling all cars, calling all cars. Be on the lookout for a black 
male between 4’7” and 6’8”. 120-380 lbs. He’s wearing Nikes. Get this man! 
(Chappelle, 1998, DVD) 
 

 Long before Barack Obama was President, Dave Chappelle was criticizing the 

inherent racism in our society on his show and in his stand-up specials. In the fifth 

episode of the second season, in the sketch “Tron Cater’s Law and Order,” Chappelle 

plays with the premise of there being two criminal justice systems—one for white people 

and another for everyone else (Chappelle 2004). His analysis is not much different from 

the reality. When it comes to arrests blacks are arrested at six times the rate of whites 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics 2012). Even for crimes where violation is comparable, like 

illicit drug use, blacks are arrested at three times the rates of whites (Human Rights 

Watch 2009). In a 2011 Bureau of Justice Statistics Report, of 237,000 people sentenced 

for drug related crime, 44% of the sentences were handed down to blacks, whereas whites 
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constituted 29% (2012). A 2011 study in The Archives of General Psychology explains 

that when controlling for socioeconomic status, as drug use is high in concentrated areas 

of poverty, that whites use drugs at a much higher rate than black (Wu 2011); however, 

Fellner notes, that most drug arrests are made within inner city communities, 

disproportionately imprisoning the black population for a crime which is committed at a 

higher rate by whites outside of inner cities. This targeting of black communities is 

representative of a social control that the hegemonic ruling race enacts against the 

subordinate race. 

Stereotype Threat 

When I was growing up there was all this pressure to black. Like maybe not if 
you were Chinese, but for me it was something I felt. And you had to fit this idea 
of what black was. (Wyatt Cenac, 2011, DVD) 

 
The best part about Obama is that he’s a black nerd. I love that junk ‘cause I’m a 
black nerd, and that shit was illegal until like 2003. (Donald Glover, 2010, DVD) 

 
 Stereotype threat is a consistent theme in black performance comedy. Stereotype 

threat is described by Claude Steele and Joshua Aronson as the risk of confirming a 

stereotype as self-characterization, both to one’s self and to others who know the 

stereotype (1995). One reason this is so salient is that it often hinders blacks’ 

performance in academics (Steele & Aronson 1995). Even more importantly is shows the 

psychological damage done to blacks in American society, which takes form as 

internalized racism. Internalized racism is described by Suzanne Lipsky as heavy 

“chronic distress patterns” (144). These patterns often present when blacks are angry at or 

ashamed of any feature that differs too much from the hegemonic ideals of the ruling 

class. One example is the debate between George Schuyler and Langston Hughes over 

the existence of Negro Art in America. Schuyler argued that “Negroes and whites from 
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the same localities in this country talk, think, and act about the same,” that blacks in the 

1920s were “subject to the same economic and social forces that mold the actions and 

thoughts of [white Americans]” (Schuyler Web). This is categorically untrue and the 

sanctioned lynchings, poll taxes, and segregation of his day prove it. Hughes argued that 

denying the racial component of Negro Art would just be assimilating into a culture in 

which blacks were not welcome, and would undermine the beauty of both the art and the 

culture.  

Exemplary of this frustration with anything that deviates from the ruling class is 

Justice Clarence Thomas’s view that the “constitution is color blind” and his rejection of 

civil rights ideology on the grounds that it creates a “cult of victimization, and implied 

that blacks required special treatment in order to succeed, postponing the day when all 

men and women would truly be viewed as equals” (Thomas Web). The issue with Justice 

Thomas’s view is that the U.S. Constitution is not colorblind. Evidence of the U.S. 

Constitution’s race awareness is the 14th Amendment, which was ratified to give blacks’ 

citizenship in the land in which they had been living for over one hundred years. (U.S. 

Constitution. Art./Amend. XIV, Sec. 1). 

Racism in the Colorblind Era 

I was so caught up in the euphoria of having all that apple juice that for a minute I 
lived in a world where racism didn’t exist. (Hannibal Burress, 2012, DVD) 

 Overwhelmingly, many of the comedians in this study have stories of overt and 

covert racism. Hannibal Buress for example has a bit in his monologue about buying 

apple juice with his girlfriend. When he and she go to check out a man standing in front 

them is shaking his head in disapproval, Buress attributes the man’s disapproval to the 

number of apple juice bottles he has purchased saying in his bit, “What’s wrong old man? 
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You mad because we have all this apple juice?” (Buress, 2012, DVD) Only later does he 

realize that the man was shaking his head in disapproval of the fact that Buress’s 

girlfriend at the time was a white woman. Donald Glover chronicles his experience when 

there was much online backlash at the idea of Glover playing Peter Parker in the 2012 

reboot of the Spider-Man movie franchise, stating, “the world went crazy and half the 

world was like ‘Donald for Spider-man, we’re only gonna watch the next spider-man if 

Donald Glover is playing Peter Parker’ and the other half was like ‘HE’S BLACK KILL 

HIM’” (Glover, 2010, DVD). Even though scholars note the decline of overt racism in 

American society (Bonilla-Silva 2001; Bobo & Smith 1998), there is still evidence of it, 

especially when it comes to denying blacks seemingly innocuous privileges such as 

dating outside their race or playing a superhero in a movie. 

Conclusion 

First it is imperative to address the limits of this study. The small sample size and 

high representation of post-Obama comedians compared to the low representation of pre-

Obama comedians makes this study unbalanced. Second the overall sample size of the 

comedians on both sides of the 2008 election is small and there are many more popular 

mainstream comedians on both sides. Future research should perhaps aim to find if 

humor about social inequality appears outside the realm of black performance comedy. It 

is of note, however, that the subject matter of black comedians’ performance comedy in 

the colorblind era is vastly shaped by the social relations related to their race. As Trevor 

Noah pithily stated it “the prefix to American has become as important as American 

itself” (Noah CD) because the social relations have different outcomes depending on 

race. This is troubling because a widespread belief in the practices of colorblindness or 
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that the United States has become a post-racial society will further serve to reproduce the 

conditions that affect blacks and other minorities as well into the future. Unless programs 

are instituted to address the racialized social systems that serve to increase whites’ 

hegemonic domination of other races in this country, the humor of this country towards 

minorities will remain the same, and as a result so will the stand-up comedy. 
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Abstract 
 

Research literature has tended to focus quantitatively on the psychological differences 
between members of academic disciplines.  However, little research has assessed the 
disciplinary differences qualitatively.  Further, the perspectives of students have largely 
been ignored in favor of faculty perspectives.  This research study is designed to address 
these deficits by deeply exploring the production and maintenance of student cultures of 
the disciplines.  Greater understanding of how the student experiences differ between the 
academic disciplines could become a useful tool in helping guide students when they are 
contemplating selecting a major.  The present study conducted semi-structured interviews 
with undergraduate students that focused on their experiences, perceptions, and 
interpretations of the various disciplines.  In addition, the audio recorded data was 
transcribed  for analysis. Implications for future research as well as applications of 
current findings are discussed, including value for advising potential majors. 
 
 
The Effect of Food Policies on Food Accessibility and Food Quality: An 
Exploratory Case Study 
 
Darlena Garner 
 
Deborah Lowry, Ph.D. 
 

Abstract 
 

The policies and regulations surrounding human research are specifically designed to 
protect vulnerable populations from exploitation.  Currently, a deficit exists in the 
research literature regarding how Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
policies affect the food resources available to its recipients.  This study seeks to address 
the apparent research insufficiency by exploring how policies affect food resources of a 
small rural community in the south.  The researchers utilized several methods of inquiry: 
(1) community observations consisting of a two-part analysis of the local food resources, 
(2) geographic analysis of the local food resources in the community in relation to public 
housing, and (3) semi-structured interviews of community leaders, students, and SNAP 
recipients. 
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