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Abstract 

This qualitative study primarily aimed to determine the relationship between labeling and 

interpersonal relationship of negatively-labeled students in physics. Specifically it aimed to 

answer the following questions: (1) Does the family background of the respondents affect their 

interpersonal relationships between other students and the physics teacher?; (2) What is the 

relationship of the negatively-labeled students towards their classmates and Physics teacher? 

(3) How does labeling affect a student inside a Physics class?; and  (4) How do the negatively-

labeled students deal with labeling? Two (2) negatively labeled students were selected during 

class observations and through the recommendation of the subject teacher. The participants 

were selected based on the following qualifications: (1) a fourth year student taking up Physics 

as a subject; (2) has experienced negative labeling; (3) willing to participate in the study. 

Permit to conduct the study was secured from the principal who referred the researchers to a 

physics teacher of the 4th year students. Class observations were conducted followed by an in-

depth interview of the subjects of the study. The whole conversation was video recorded for 

transcription and further analysis of data. The subjects’ facial expressions and gestures were 

also noted. The results of this study were based on two resources, namely; “ecomap”, as 

supported by Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory and in-depth interview. The 

respondents were asked to draw the ecomap with the guidance of the researchers. The data 

were interpreted based on the guidelines. A semi-structured interview guideline was prepared 

prior to the interview. The statements were transcribed and analyzed using the grounded theory 

method. This study has found out that: (1) Family backgrounds affects the interpersonal 

relationships of negatively labeled students with peers and physics teacher; (2)Negatively-

labeled students have a positive relationship toward their classmates and physics teacher 

except for those classmates who labeled them; (3) Negatively-labeled students experience a 

degraded self-esteem because of frequent humiliation and ridicule by their classmates in a 

physics class; (4) Dealing with labeling depends upon the personal outlook of the affected 

individual. Dealing with labelling depends upon the outlook of an individual. It was also found 

out that students were negatively- labelled because of their personal attitudes, behaviour inside 

the classroom, personal issues or conflicts with their peers and academic performance. In the 

context of this study, the following themes emerged: Negatively labelled students experienced 

a degraded self-esteem because of frequent humiliation and ridicule by their classmates in a 

physics class, but dealing with labeling depends upon the personal outlook of the affected 

individual.  
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1. Introduction 

The impact of academic labeling displays itself in extraordinary differences that exist in our 

educational system (Woolfolk, 2007). Furthermore, the labels given to the students, even if they 

are positive, such as “bright” or “smart”, embolden the labeled students to practice what is 

expected of them. Comparably, students who are negatively labeled as “dull” or “stupid” will 

work to reach the limited expectations that others have of them, thereby performing at inferior 

levels in both social and academic setting. 

“Labeling” as stated by Woolfolk (2007) is a controversial issue. It has been undergoing 

much research in the field of education to find out the academic performance of students based 

on the labels given to them in the class. “Everyone—teachers, parents, and classmates, and 

even students themselves may see a label as a stigma that cannot be changed” (Woolfolk, 2007). 

For one thing, the society explains the behavior of an individual in terms of the labels attached 

to him (Woolfolk, 2007). 

According to academic researcher Ray C. Rist, within the framework of labeling theory, a 

major emphasis has been placed upon the role of [academic] institutions in sorting, labeling, 

tracking, and channeling persons along various routes depending upon the assessment the 

institution has made of the individual.   In other words, the classification and labeling among 

students in schools play an increasingly significant role in determining students’ progress and 

academic success. 

Furthermore, he added that only through exploring the extent of the possible limitations and 

benefits that academic labeling causes can one truly understand why administrators and 

teachers, as “labelers” who alone come to possess the authority to provide certification for 

credentials of labeling students, tremendously affect their students’ futures in ways that can be 

either negative or positive. 

The use of ecomap is one way of determining how labeling affects or cause changes to the 

students. According to Hartman (cited in Calix, 2004), ecomap is a paper-and-pencil simulation 

that maps the ecological system whose boundaries encompass the individual or family. It is a 

graphical representation that demonstrates all of the systems at play in an individual’s life. They 

are commonly used in individual and family counseling. 

Many students have experienced to be labeled which undeniably created an observable 

change in them, like in their attitude towards their studies, behavior and their social interaction. 

According to Batan et al., (2010), despite the inevitability of labeling, researchers in education 

mostly focus on the effects of labeling to those who are considered exceptional. These accounts 

captured the interests of the researchers to study labeling. 

 

2. Content of the Study 
 

2.1. Paradigm of the Study 

 

                    Independent Variable                                                  Dependent Variable 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The Research Paradigm showing the Relationship between the 
Independent Variable and the Dependent Variables 
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2.2 Statement of the Problem 

This study generally aims to determine the relationship between labeling and interpersonal 

relationship of negatively-labeled students in Physics. Specifically, it aims to answer the 

following questions: 

1. Does the family background of the respondents affect their interpersonal relationships 

between other students and the Physics teacher? 

2. What is the relationship of the negatively-labeled students towards their classmates and 

Physics teacher? 

3. How does labeling affect a student inside a Physics class? 

4. How do the negatively-labeled students deal with labeling? 

 

2.3 Assumption 

There is a significant connection between labeling and the interpersonal relationship of 

negatively-labeled students between other students and their physics teacher. 

 

2.4 Delimitation of the Study 

This study included two negatively-labeled students in a physics class in a public school in 

Iloilo, Philippines it was conducted on October 7, 2014 and November 20, 2014. 

The participants were chosen through class observations and through the recommendation 

of the subject teacher. The data were gathered through eco-mapping. Students were made to 

draw a sketch of their interpersonal relationship between other students and their physics 

teacher with the assistance of the researchers. The data drawn from the eco-maps were 

interpreted and analyzed through qualitative data analysis. An in-depth interview with the two 

respondents was also conducted. The interview was recorded as a video file and was transcribed 

and analyzed using the grounded theory methodology.  

The information collected from the participants’ point of view were focused on determining 

how labeling affects the interpersonal relationship of negatively-labeled students with other 

students and their subject teacher in physics. 

 

2.5 Research Design 

This research is intended to find out the interpersonal relationship of negatively-labeled 

students between other students and the physics teacher. The respondents were two 4th year 

high school students of a school in Iloilo, Philippines.  

Qualitative research design was utilized in this study. Qualitative research is an umbrella 

term for a broad range of approaches and methods, which vary considerably in terms of focus, 

assumptions about the nature of knowledge and the role of the researcher. According to the 

University of Southern California (2014), qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed 

nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the 

situational constraints that shape inquiry. Furthermore, such researchers emphasize the value-

laden nature of inquiry and they seek answers to questions that stress how social experience is 

created and given meaning.  

 

3. Methodology 
 

3.1. The Research Participants 

Two negatively-labeled students were selected during class observations and through the 

recommendation of the subject teacher. The participants were selected based on the following 
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qualification: a fourth year student taking up Physics as a subject who experiences negative 

labeling and is willing to participate in the study. 

 

3.2. Research Instruments 

The results of this study were based on two sources namely: ecomap as supported by 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological System Theory and in-depth interview.  

The ecomaps are diagrams that depict an individual or a family within a societal context, 

demonstrating the energy, supports, and resources necessary to maintain specific relationships. 

(Aeby, Aeby & Boyd, 2007). The respondents were asked to draw the ecomap as guided by the 

researchers. The data were interpreted based on the guidelines. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory was also utilized to support the findings of the ecomap. 

A semi-structure interview guideline was prepared prior to the conduct of interview. The 

answers of each respondent were recorded using a video recording device to facilitate further 

interpretation. The statements were transcribed and analyzed using the grounded theory 

method. 

 

3.3. Data Collecting Procedure 

Permit to conduct the study was secured from the school principal who referred the 

researchers to a Physics teacher of the fourth year students. Class observations were conducted 

followed by an in-depth interview of the subjects of the study. The whole conversations were 

video-recorded for transcription and further analysis of data. The subjects’ facial expression 

and gestures were also noted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Steps in Conducting the Study 
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4. Data Analysis 
 

4.1. Ecomap 

The ecomap was drawn by the subjects with guidance of the researchers.  

The eco-maps were constructed from the subjects’ own perspective without family or peer 

involvement. The ecomap provides a unique method to organize and present concurrently 

factual information and the relationships between variables in the family’s current ecology. To 

determine the strength of relationships of the subjects to their family members, peers and the 

Physics teacher, a legend was provided for them to sketch the most appropriate line which 

indicate the present status of their relationships with the persons mentioned. 

The researchers sit with subjects and introduced the activity as a way of identifying the 

subjects’ relationships between family members, peers and the Physics teacher. The process 

began by putting a circle in the middle of the page with the subject’s name in it. The ecomap 

was designed using circles to denote the persons involved. Lines are drawn connecting the 

circles that depict the quality of the relationships between the connections. Straight, fine lines 

were used to indicate good connections; Straight, bold lines were used to indicate strong 

connections; dashed lines signify negative relationships; crooked lines over a fine line signified 

stressful relationships.  

The ecomap takes into account Bronfenbrenner’s model of the ecology of human 

development consisting of four concentric ecological subsystems: microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, and macrosystem. Furthermore, the ecomap organizes meso-level (networks of 

personal settings in which we live our lives) and exo-level (the larger institutions of society that 

influence our personal systems) environmental contingencies that are involved in the ecosystem 

of the client. Micro level information, or face-to-face direct contact, is provided in the 

interactional assessment. The macro level influence that represents the larger sub-cultural and 

cultural contexts is also seen using this assessment. The data using Bronfenbrenner’s model of 

the ecology of human development were presented in tabular form in Chapter 4 of this study. 

 

4.2. In-Depth Interview  

During the in-depth interview, the researchers asked particular questions to the respondents 

aligned with the study. The questions were prepared by the researchers prior to the conduct of 

interview. The semi-structure interview questions were divided into two categories: (1) How 

labeling inside the classroom affects a student and (2) Dealing with labeling. The first category 

involves questions like “What label or “bad names” did they use on you?”, “In what instances 

does your teacher, friends or classmates usually call you this way?” and How did the labeling 

affect your performance, perceptions and response in your Physics subject?”. In the second 

category, dealing with labeling, questions like: “How do you react whenever you were labeled 

a “bad name”?”, “How did you deal with the situation when you were labeled or called that 

way?”, and “Will you do the same to others? Will you also call them bad names?”.  

The answers of each respondent were recorded using a recording device for further 

interpretation. The statements were transcribed and analyzed using the transcription convention 

and grounded theory methodology (GTM). 
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Figure 3. Coding Steps in Grounded Theory (2005) 

4.3. Utilizing the Grounded Theory Methodology 

For this study, open coding was used for the preliminary part of the analysis followed by the 

focused coding. Axial coding was not used in this study because the method of specifying 

properties and dimensions for each category seemed too prescriptive and did not help the 

analysis of the data. For the same reasons, theoretical coding was not adopted. Instead, careful 

comparisons between respondents’ statements, as well as between codes and categories were 

undertaken, without being restricted to interpret participants’ words within a framework of 

properties and dimensions. Coding was done after the data gathering process. As codes and 

categories were identified, the research team compared and contrasted new data-to-data 

implications that was collected previously and this analysis of emerging themes, patterns, and 

relationships between categories provided the grounding to build theory. 

A grounded theory is directly related to the data from which it has been generated; it is 

therefore grounded in the data. Codes were used to come up with an emerging theme. In the 

context of this study, the results were based on emerging themes. 
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Figure 4. The Grounded Theory Process 
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5. The Experimental Process 
 

5.1. Interpersonal Relationships  

 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory  

Interpersonal Relationships through Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and Eco-

mapping Bronfenbrenner believed that a person's development was affected by everything in 

their surrounding environment. The data presented on the table was obtained through interview. 

The questions served as a guide which are categorized based on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory. 

In the microsystem level, the respondents were asked about their closest environment 

specifically about their personal habits and relationships especially with their parents. Based 

on their responses, as shown in table 4, both of them are engaged in sports. Their spiritual lives 

were not so active for they seldom go to church. There was a great difference in terms of their 

relationships with their parents. John* was very close to both of his parents while Lea*, 

knowing that she has a broken family and she is living with her mother’s family, was not too 

close to them. When they were asked if they eat together as one family, John* answered that 

they seldom do it. Lea* who lives with her grandparents answered that they do eat together.  

Table 1. Microsystem 

Questions 

Answers 

Respondent 1 (John*) 
Respondent 2 

(Lea*) 

1. Do you engage in active games?  Yes Yes 

2. Do you prefer to eat healthy foods (e.g. 

vegetables and fruits)? 

Yes Yes 

3.  Do you pray and go to church? Sometimes Sometimes 

4. Are you close with both of your parents?   Yes Not close to mother 

Not recognized by her father 

5.  Do you eat together with the whole family?  Sometimes Yes (with grandparents) 

 

The microsystem is the layer closest to the child and contains the structures with which the 

child has direct contact (Ryan, 2001). The microsystem encompasses the relationships and 

interactions a child has with her immediate surroundings (Berk cited in Paquette & Ryan, 

2001). 

The data in Table 2 reveal that the parents don’t have an idea of who the friends of their 

child are because possibly, their friends visit their homes occasionally. John* performs his tasks 

at home while Leah* only do them if she is told to do so. The parents of John* are aware of his 

involvement in sports which is a total opposite for Lea* for her parents were not living with 

her. 
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Table 2. Mesosystem 

Questions 

Answers 

Respondent 1 

(John*) 

Respondent 2 

(Lea*) 

1. Parents don’t know the 

friends of their child.  

Not all No  

2.  The friends of the child 

visit their home. 

Sometimes Sometimes  

3. The child do his or her 

household chores.  

Yes  If told to do so. 

4. The parents know the 

game of their child.  

Yes No 

 

The mesosystem layer provides the connection between the structures of the child’s 

microsystem (Berk cited in Paquette & Ryan, 2001). Examples: the connection between the 

child’s teacher and his parents, between his church and his neighborhood, etc. 

As shown in table 3, both of *John’s parents have work but in the case of *Lea, only her 

mother have work. In terms of family ties, John* does leisure time with his family while in 

Lea’s * case she spends it with her grandparents. They are both active in school for they are 

joining school activities like sports which is part of their extra-curricular activities. John* lives 

in a quiet place which is in opposite with Lea*. The parents of John* do manage their emotions 

sometimes while the grandparents of Lea* can control emotions.  

Table 3. Exosystem 

Questions 

Answers 

Respondent 1 

(John*) 

Respondent 2 

(Lea*) 

1. Do your parents have work? Both parents are 

working 

Only the mother has 

work 

2. Does your family watch television 

or go to the mall during their leisure 

time? 

Yes Yes (with 

grandparents)  

3.  Do you join in school activities?  Yes Yes 

4. Do you live in a quiet place?  Yes  No 

5. Do your parents manage their 

emotions in front of you? 

Sometimes Yes (refers to 

grandparents) 

 

This level encompasses the larger institutions of society that influence our personal systems. 

The respondents were interviewed with questions based on this level.  

The fourth level of ecological systems theory is the macrosystem which encompasses the 

cultural environment in which the person lives and all other systems that affect them (Roundy, 

2014). When the respondents were asked if they were taught with good values with their 
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parents, they both answered yes. They also revealed that their parents are following some 

superstitious beliefs. The data are shown in Table 4. 

Table 4. Macrosystem 

Questions 

Answers 

Respondent 1 

(John*) 

Respondent 2 

(Lea*) 

1. Do your parents teach you 

good values? 

Yes Yes 

3. Do your parents follow some 

superstitious beliefs?  

Yes Yes 

 

Eco-mapping  

In the literature, conducting an ecosystem assessment allows the practitioner to gather data 

on mutually interacting environmental systems (Calix, 2004).The genogram, which is 

encompassed within the ecomap, organizes the historical and developmental data that may 

influence present interactions. The ecomap takes into account Bronfenbrenner’s model of the 

ecology of human development consisting of four concentric ecological subsystems: 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner cited in Calix, 

2004).  

In this study, ecomap was utilized to assess the interpersonal relationship of the respondents 

who are negatively-labeled. Eco-mapping revealed the extent of their relationship with their 

family, friends and teacher. This is a very useful instrument to find out if negative-labeling 

affected the social life of the respondents.  

During the eco-mapping, the two respondents were assisted, guided and instructed what to 

do. The data collected were shown in Figure 4 and Figure 5 in the following pages. The lines 

have their specific meaning as indicated in the legend. 

The respondents filled up the eco-map based on their actual and present of their relationship 

with the persons involved. They were oriented about the use of the different symbols to avoid 

errors. While they are answering, they are allowed to ask from the researchers and at the same 

time they are also asked. Three group of persons/persons were identified by the respondents, 

they are their family members, friends and their physics teacher. They were allowed to answer 

on their own to avoid intervention from other people. They also identified if who among their 

friends did label them negatively. 
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Figure 5. Ecomap of Respondent 1 

Figure 5 shows the ecomap of the first respondent (John*). It is reflected on the result of his 

eco-map that he seemed to be tightly tied to his parents and he lives with a functional family. 

There appears that he had many peers who are close to him and a little conflict with his two 

classmates whose names are changed for ethical purposes. Those classmates with a strained 

relationship are the ones who negatively-labeled the respondent. His relationship with his 

teacher is positive and he has a very strong relationship with his best friend. 

Different lines depicts a specific meaning based on the legend provided on the sheet. The 

respondent answered/filled-up the ecomap through his own free will so it is expected that the 

results are valid. After instructing him what to do, John* started filling-up the sheet. He was 

given the chance to clarify some things that he could not understand with the researchers. Prior 

to the ecomapping, John* was already interviewed so the researchers had the idea about him. 

After doing the ecomap, John* was asked about his present relationships with the names he 

wrote and the lines he used. He said that he was negatively-labeled by some of his classmates 

as shown in Figure 5, two of his classmates with strained relationship. In the interview he stated 

if how he deal with the label given to him. He also revealed that having a strong relationship 

with his family is advantageous on his part as a student. His friends especially his best friend 

helped him to overcome the effects of negatively-labeling through their support and 

encouragement. 
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Figure 6. Ecomap of Respondent 2 

Figure 6 shows the ecomap of the respondent 2 (Lea*). As observed on the data shown in 

the eco-map of Lea*, it is evident that she lives in a dysfunctional family. Knowing that she 

lives with a broken family, she has a negative relationship with her father, who is unknown to 

her, and a strained relationship with her mother. In terms of her relationship with her peers, she 

has a very strong connection with her four close friends and a positive relation with a friend. 

She revealed that one of her classmate labelled her negatively that is why they have a strained 

relationship. A positive relationship with her Physics teacher was shown. 

The results show that the negatively-labeled students have a positive relationship towards 

their classmates and Physics teacher except for those classmates who labeled them. The results 

shown in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and eco-maps suggest that having a 

functional family, John* seems to be contented of his present situation because his emotional, 

psychological, social, spiritual and moral needs are satisfied by his parents and relatives. Living 

in a dysfunctional family brings many disadvantages for a negatively-labeled student 

particularly in emotional, psychological and moral aspect because of inadequate support 

provided by his parents and relatives. Problem-saturated families can overwhelm education and 

other workers and erode relationships quickly, depleting resources, patience, and good will. 

Therefore, it is impossible to work with problem-saturated people in isolation without 

exhausting all resources (Aeby, Aeby and Boyd, 2007). In other words, family background 
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affects the interpersonal relationships of negatively labeled students with peers and Physics 

teacher. 

 

6. Findings 

The study found out that negatively-labeled students have a positive relationship towards 

their classmates and Physics teacher except for those classmates who labeled them. These 

students experience a degraded self-esteem because of frequent humiliation and ridicule by 

their classmates inside a Physics class but dealing with labeling depends upon the personal 

outlook of the affected individual. It was also found out that family backgrounds may affect the 

interpersonal relationships of negatively labeled students with peers and Physics teacher. 

 

7. Conclusions 

The Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory and ecomaps drawn by the subjects 

revealed having a functional family, the student seem to be contented of his present situation 

because his emotional, psychological, social, spiritual and moral needs are satisfied by his 

parents and relatives. It gives the individual a positive self-concept which means that they can 

address a more factual side of their life, such as knowing what they enjoy or how they tend to 

think. Living in a dysfunctional family brings many disadvantages for a negatively-labeled 

student particularly in emotional, psychological and moral aspect because of inadequate 

support provided by his parents and relatives. 

In other words, family background affects the interpersonal relationships of negatively 

labeled students with peers and Physics teacher. 

In the context of this study, the following themes emerged and were fused by the researchers 

to come up with a category: Negatively-labeled students experience a degraded self-esteem 

because of frequent humiliation and ridicule by their classmates inside a Physics class but 

dealing with labeling depends upon the personal outlook of the affected individual. 

The findings of this study partly agrees with the term “self-fulfilling prophecy” (SFP) in the 

literature because some individuals may consider the negativity and turn it out into an 

opportunity for positivity. Some negatively-labeled students, like John*, may treat the stigma 

passively and accept a negative outlook of themselves but some, like Lea*, may take the 

challenge to overcome the stigma. Negatively-labeled students may counter what others expect 

of them through a positive self-outlook that can be justified through their improvement in their 

academic and scholastic performance in general. 

 

8. Implications 
 

8.1. For Theory 

Negatively-labeled students, like John* and Lea*, have positive relationships towards their 

classmates and Physics teacher but tends to have strained relationships with their classmates 

who labeled them.  

Negatively-labeled students experience a degraded self-esteem because of frequent 

humiliation and ridicule by their classmates inside a Physics class but dealing with labeling 

depends upon the personal outlook of the affected individual. Some students may remain 

passive towards those who label them but some may consider the negativity and turn it out into 

an opportunity for positivity.  The emerging theme proposed by this study coincides with the 

words of Edelman (2006) which states that, “Labeling is the ultimate overgeneralization 

because it ignores the fact that people are a complex mixture of personal characteristics and 
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behaviors, and we cannot be defined by just one or a few of these.” Identifying the factors that 

contributed to an individual’s negative experiences instead of focusing on the negativities 

caused by labeling gives the affected person the opportunity to learn from their own experiences 

and maintain a healthy outlook. 

 

8.2. For Practice 

As Labeling theory clearly illustrates, both the social and academic deviant, once labelled as 

such, are forced to carry these labels with them, performing the very behavior society expects 

of them, inevitably leading to confirmation bias (Ercole, 2009).  

The term “self-fulfilling prophecy” (SFP) was coined in 1948 by Robert Merton (cited in 

Bearman & Hedstrom, 2009) to describe “a false definition of the situation evoking a new 

behavior which makes the originally false conception come true”. Teachers, as facilitators of 

knowledge, play a significant influence on their student’s interpersonal relationship towards 

others inside or even outside the classroom. Hence, they must establish rapport with their 

students through wholesome communication and moral assistance. Teachers should not label 

students negatively for it produces a cascade of negative effects particularly in the student’s 

self-esteem and self-perception. The teacher’s influence should be used to incorporate morals 

and values to their students to reduce and gradually eliminate the rampant negative labeling 

among their students. 

As an implication, the results derived from this study entitled “Labeling and Interpersonal 

Relationships of Negatively-Labeled Students in Physics” may not be true in other students 

especially those with different family background and classroom environment.  

 

9. Recommendations 

On the basis of the findings and conclusion derived from this study, the following 

recommendations are proposed: 

1. Teachers are advised not to practice negative labeling on their students and establish 

positive relationship towards them to promote a positive classroom climate. 

2. The results suggest that dealing with labeling depends upon the personal outlook of the 

affected individual therefore teachers are encouraged to guide their students and teach them 

not to ridicule and humiliate their fellow classmates. 

3. The research results were limited to only two respondents. To better understand how 

labeling affects the interpersonal relationship of negatively-labeled students, similar 

researches should be conducted on a larger sampling population. 

4. Future researchers should consider their research locale where negative labeling is present. 
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