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Chapter 23

Acceptance: Learning to
See Beneath the Surface

Being accepted by others is a big deal to N\
most people. Very few people are happy to \
sit on the sidelines without any
friends. Although it is great to \\

have friends and to be one of \
the crowd, sometimes you

» X

have to ask yourself what is —

most important to you. \§/

When your friends start to = \\:}ﬁ,—‘“

get into activities that seem N
questionable or outright — e
wrong what do you do? Do B =\

you go along with the crowd, or

do you step aside—even if it S
means being without friends for a -

while?

These are hard questions to answer, but
we want to talk about them because we think
that the way you think about these things now
may help you to make the right choices in the
future—when your values are challenged. Values? What are those
again? Values are what you find to be important. We have been
talking about values all along—the importance of being honest,
respectful and responsible... to name just a few.

Some people are left out a lot. They are left out, and even
treated badly, because they are different somehow. Do you think
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that this is only a problem in school? No! This a problem that
touches many people, in many circumstances. When you make
judgments about a person’s character based on some external
information, you are making a prejudiced judgment. You are judg-
ing a person by the way he looks, speaks or how much money he
has (just to name a few of the possibilities). So we are going to talk
about accepting others, and learning to look beyond appearances
before making a judgment about a person. We have a lot to think
about in this chapter, so let’s get started.

Being the One Left Out

Have you ever been left out? Almost

.-f‘:*w’\\\\\ everyone has been left out sometime in
N ' “i\\ their life. Maybe you weren’t invited
K 4%1 W \\\ . to a party, or your friends all went

. ALYy, - =— tothemall over the weekend
\g ™M <a) and no one called you. Perhaps
s \\ SR 77 your brother or sister invited

R Wsz=| friends over but didn’t include
O\ —/ you. There are lots of ways to be

Saet271—  left out, but no matter how a

2 A LN \\r','?;‘*“ person is left out, the feeling is
S N oo B,

S\ e the same—it hurts!
y Everyone wants to be important
and to be liked. No one likes to be left

out. What are some of the feelings a person

has when she is left out? Here is what one group of teens said:

@ 1 feel like no one likes me.

@ Maybe I am ugly or no one cares about me.
®@ [ wonder what I did wrong.

@ How could they forget about me?

@ I guess I am not that important.

If you think about how you feel when you are left out, how it
hurts, do you think that maybe you will be more likely to be care-
ful not to leave other people out? What can you do to help
include others? What does it mean to accept someone?

When our family moved from Italy my parents stopped speaking Ital-
ian to us. They wanted our English to be perfect so that we would fit in
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and be treated like everyone else. | was only four when we came to the
States and now | can't really speak Italian. | understand why they did
what they did but | am sad not to have that part of my original land. On
the other hand, people do treat me as if | was always here. | feel like an
American, like this is my country.

Federico, 22

Accepting Someone Else

All people are different. No two people are exactly the same.
Most people try to stay near people who are most like them. Look
at your friends. In what ways are you similar? Do you have the
same hobbies? Do you like the same kinds of movies? Do you like
to talk about the same things? Chances are that you have a lot in
common, and that you are similar in many ways.

But what about people who are different from you? Just like
you, everyone needs to feel that they are important. If a person is
different from others, he may be left out of many things. But
why? Isn’t it sometimes more interesting to learn new things and
to talk to people who are not like you? How can you accept other
people even if they are different from you?

Last year | was in a bad accident and | have been in a wheelchair
since then. It feels strange to me because sometimes people treat me dif-
ferently. Some people seem like they are afraid to look at me. One little
boy said he didn’t want to touch me because he thought he could actual-
ly catch whatever problem | had that put me in the chair! Others treat
me especially nicely, | can tell that they feel sorry for me. More than any-
thing I want people to see me and not the metal chair I’'m in. | want to
say, “Look at me and not my wheelchair!”

Linda, 15

The New Person

Have you ever been new in your school, in your neighbor-
hood, or in any situation? What does it feel like to be new? How
do you act when you do not know anyone but everyone else
already knows one another? It is hard to be new, especially if you
are changing schools. How could you help make someone new
feel more comfortable? You could do many things in this situa-
tion. You could: talk to that person; introduce that person to some
of your friends; invite her to sit with you during lunch; or even
invite that person to do something with you and your friends
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after school.

We’re not suggesting that you have to become best friends
with every new person who comes to your school. We are suggest-
ing that by helping a new person out, you may make a big differ-
ence in their life. It is hard to be new and to try to make new
friends all over again. A little bit of kindness goes a long way.

Being Different

Sometimes you have to be left out. It is not good to always go
along with everyone in everything that they do because some-
times they may want to do things that you do not want to do.
Even though it is hard to feel rejected, it is good to think through
things before acting. What if your friends wanted to do something
that you knew was wrong? You may have to risk being different or
being rejected by your friends. If your friends cannot accept you,
and respect what is important to you, then perhaps they are not
really your friends at all.

What are you not willing to do, even if your friends think it is
a great idea? Here is what some teens from Virginia said (yes, it’s
the same group as above!):

@ I am not willing to try drugs, even though once I was really
pushed. I have already made up my mind not to get into drugs. I
have too much to look forward to in life, too many things to do.

@ My boyfriend tried to get me to sleep with him. I told him: “If
you love me, then you’ll respect that I am not going to sleep with
you or anyone else, for that matter.” Well, I guess he didn’t love
me because we broke up. I am glad that I made my mind up
ahead of time. He was a real loser, but it still hurt my feelings.

@ Three of my friends got really heavy into cheating. They cheated
on everything, they made up this system because we all have the
same teachers at different times. I have always taken my school-
work pretty seriously. I cheated with them for a few weeks, but
then I said, “Forget it, I'm not doing this anymore.” I just felt
like such a liar in front of my teachers and myself. It was hard
to be treated like trash by them afterwards.

@ Two of my girlfriends started shoplifting. At first I was going to
try it, but when it came time to take something this voice inside
my head said, “Pammy, this is wrong, don’t go down this road.”
They said I was a goody-goody and they made fun of me in
school. It really hurt, but I can’t go against what I know is right.
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What are you going to say no to if your friends ask? It’s a good
idea to think about it now, because you never know when you are
going to have to make an important decision. How strong can you
be? It’s hard to say no to your friends, especially if they pressure
you. If your friends are pressuring you to go against your con-
science, do you think that it is possible that you have made
friends with the wrong people? A small mistake may not seem like
a big deal at first, but if you continually go against your better
judgment, you will find yourself going nowhere fast.

Being a Good Judge
Being friends does not mean that you

accept everything your friends do as being
right. Sometimes you will be in a situa-

tion where your judgment is the best 5 o ‘ )
tool you have. Your friends, or the peo- ‘ , @
ple you are with, may suggest you do N ]

things that you do not want to do. They
may say things like:

@ If you are really my friend you would do it!
@ What’s wrong with you?
@ You are weird, why can’t you be like the rest of us?

If you do not want to do something that is wrong, if you do
not agree to do what they are doing, then in a way you are judg-
ing them; you are using your good judgment to keep yourself out
of situations that you know are damaging to yourself and others.

If you are ever in doubt, ask your inner voice. Am I making a
mistake by doing this? Will I regret it later? Am I hurting myself or any-
one else? How will this affect me in the future? We are convinced that
your inner voice will help you to make the right decision. But it
isn’t that easy. It doesn’t stop there. In order to make the right
decision in a stressful situation, you will not only have to listen to
your inner voice, you will also have to follow its advice. That’s the
tricky part.

Is Your Friend a Friend?

It is easier to do what you know is right when you are friends
with people who are also trying to keep from hurting themselves
and others. Keeping in mind that you want to be the kind of per-
son who can see the good in other people and not make snap
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judgments (which often turn out to be misjudgments), it is impor-
tant to form your judgments wisely. You may want to think care-
tully about what kind of friends you hang out with.

Sometimes people make mistakes in choosing a friend and
they start to make bad choices. You may feel so strongly that you
want others to like you and accept you that you are willing to do
almost anything—even if you know it’s wrong and you don't feel
good about it. If your friends are encouraging you to do things
that are making you feel badly, you may want to think about find-
ing some new friends. One boy, who wants to remain anonymous,
told us:

I was running down the wrong road at a 100 miles an hour. | was so
lost in being cool that | was doing all kinds of things that | knew were
wrong—drinking, skipping school, lying to my parents, hanging out with
a much older crowd and stealing. One night | was caught helping my
friend steal a motorcycle. | went to court and had to go to juvenile deten-
tion. My parents seemed to turn into total zombies. It was like living in
my nightmare. Finally, | got out. | started school again at a new school,
and | decided that was it. | wanted a new life. | wanted to be myself
again—the way | was before all of that mess. And to think that | went
through all of it just because | wanted people to think | was cool and
tough. What a joke.

Some people learn the hard way, but we hope that you won’t
have to. You have what it takes to make decisions that will take
you towards your goals and dreams. You will make mistakes along
the way, but you have that little voice inside you to help you stay
on the right track. Just remember to ask yourself where your
actions will take you, if that is somewhere that you want to go,
and how it may affect your future.

Making Judgments about Others

How do you feel when someone else finds all your faults and
tells you about them? Have you ever had anyone say to you, You
are so slow!, You never understand me! or You are always complaining!
Sometimes it is good for you to hear from others so you can
understand the way your actions affect other people, but even if it
is good for you, you may find that your feelings get hurt.

Why is it so easy for a person to see what is wrong with
another person’s behavior, and yet it is so difficult for a person to
see what is wrong with their own actions? Have you ever listened to
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someone criticize another person behind their back and thought
the person doing the criticizing was guilty of the same faults?

It doesn't feel good to be judged by others, and others don't
feel good when you judge them either. Every human being has
good things about him and some not so good things. How do you
feel when someone sees the good in you? How do you feel if peo-
ple see the bad in you? Can you make it a habit to look for the
good things in other people? You may be surprised at all of the
good you find. Every time you begin to say something bad about
another person, try to stop yourself and say something good. If
you don’t have anything good to say, then don’t say anything at
all (we bet you’ve heard that before).

Facts and Fiction: Taking a Look at How You Look
at Others

We have talked a lot about making
good judgments when your val-
ues and your future are at
stake. But what about judg-
ing other people? We men-
tioned that you will need to
rely on your good judg-
ment to keep you on the
right track, but we haven't
really talked about the impor-
tance of learning to look beneath the
surface before you make a judgment about another person.

People who make quick judgments about others are usually
basing their opinions on fluff. What's fluff? you may ask. Fluff is
nothing. Is it possible that a person can make a wrong judgment
about another person because he does not have enough informa-
tion and he is jumping to conclusions?

Here are some judgments which were made based on fluff: all
blondes are absent-minded; all unmarried middle-aged women who own
cats are lonely; all athletes are stupid; and, all smart people are nerds.
On the surface, such judgments may seem harmless, or even
funny. But when we make unkind generalizations about groups of
people, the fun doesn’t usually last for long. In reality, it is not
very effective to put people in boxes. Although some people from
a certain group may fit a stereotype, not everyone will.
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General statements about a group of people can be harmful.
These generalizations are called stereotypes. Stereotypes are fixed
ideas about a group of people. Stereotypes sometimes lead to peo-
ple being treated like second-class citizens. When people are treat-
ed badly because of a stereotype, this is called discrimination. You
have probably heard these words before, and maybe even dis-
cussed these ideas in school or at home. Stereotypes are so danger-
ous because they put a quick and easy label on a person—stupid,
brainy, sly, untrustworthy, cheap, dirty, piggy and so on. These labels
hurt—and not just the people being labeled; they hurt the person
who says them, because that person is indulging in shallow and
hateful practices.

People who have been hurt by such general ideas will be the
first to tell you that it is not a good idea to make snap judgments.
One of Dorothy’s students, a young woman from West Virginia,
told us how she felt when she moved to a new town in Virginia.

When I first started school here | got made fun of for my accent,
because | am from West Virginia. | can’t help who | am, | am just me.
They called me names like redneck, and stupid. They said people from
West Virginia didn’t know how to cook and take care of ourselves. When |
got home | cried and felt upset. All | wanted was to go through school
and finish my year... Now | don’t worry about it, | just hold my head up
high and keep going.

Ann Marie

Being judged unfairly hurts. Before forming an opinion about
another person, take a moment to think. In order to understand
other people, and not just make your mind up about them
because they fit into some category, you have to talk to that per-
son individually. So, be smart and take the time to base your opin-
ions on facts and not fiction.

If you were the one going to a new school, living in a new
town or even moving to another country, how would you want
other people to judge you? How would you feel if people based
their opinions about you on appearances, like your name, your
hair color, your skin color or the type of car your parents drove? It
hurts to be misjudged! So, let’s try to base our judgments on some-
thing more real than fluff.
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What does the expression Don’t judge a book by its cover mean?

Have you ever misjudged someone? If so, how did you realize that
you erred in your judgment?

ToDo
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/M‘mw\@
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]. In groups of four, work together to demonstrate how peo-
ple tell others that they accept them or reject them
through their body language. This is a silent activity. Pick
one person in your group to be the person who is being
accepted or rejected and have the others show this happen-
ing through their body language. Before acting out your
silent language, talk about the following:

* How do people show that they are accepting or rejecting
another person by the expression on their face?

* How do people show that they are accepting or rejecting
another person by the way they stand, walk or talk?

). Imagine that you have to do a news report on TV. Your

topic is: The stupid mistakes people make by making quick
judgments about others, based on fluff. Try to think of as

many mistakes as possible that people make and prepare a
five-minute news report for your class.

Key Ideas

(,« s
@ All people experience being left out sometimes. Although it

hurts, sometimes it is best to be left out, or to find new
friends.

@

”Small kindnesses” towards other people can make a huge

difference, especially to someone who is new and doesn'’t
have any friends yet.

It is important not to judge people based on appearances
or generalizations.
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Do not mind anything that anyone tells
you about anyone else. Judge everyone
and everything for yourself.

Henry James
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