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or many years, I heard my father speak of 
“the shame response to rejection.” It was 
his phrase for the idea that experiencing 

interpersonal and social rejection could cause 
someone to feel actual, physical pain and could be 
a precursor to intense anger or even violence. Now 
retired, my father was a psychiatrist, and he heard 
his patients speak of this phenomenon throughout 
his career. He also witnessed it firsthand during his 
30 years serving as a consultant to a maximum- 
security prison. He wrote: “Learning the elements of 
rejection and understanding its consequence to the 
body allows us to see how rejection manifests itself 
in human relations.”

When my own children were in preschool, we  
parents were asked to read early childhood  
educator Vivian Paley’s book, You Can’t Say You 
Can’t Play, and the first page stopped me in my 
tracks. To my great surprise, she was also talking 
about rejection, but her focus was on early  
childhood. It turns out that understanding and  
addressing rejection is of crucial importance 
throughout our lives and across all social  
circumstances, from the play yard to the prison 
yard. 

When the idea struck to make a documentary on 
the theme of rejection, I discovered a group of  
dedicated scientific researchers studying the brain 
science behind social rejection. One well-known 
study finds that our brains look like they are  
processing physical pain when subjected to an 
experiment that mimics an experience of social 
exclusion. Another shows that in just four minutes 
of feeling ostracized, people feel a loss of control, 
a lowering of self-esteem, a diminished sense of 
belonging and even an altered sense of  
“meaningful existence.” In fact, no matter how they 
test it, researchers find that experiencing rejection 

affects us deeply and has long-term impact on our 
lives. It seems that our response to ostracism,  
exclusion and rejection is hard-wired. And it is only 
the ways we cope and respond to these situations 
that varies among people.  

My goal in making REJECT is to provoke an  
informed discussion about the serious—sometimes  
lethal—consequences of interpersonal rejection, 
which comes in the guise of bullying, parental 
neglect and abuse, racial bias, and other forms, 
across all age groups. My hope is that an  
exploration of the science of social rejection and  
an introduction to possible solutions can encourage 
educators, public agencies and others to institute 
policies and programs that promote behaviors of 
acceptance, tolerance and inclusion. These  
include improving child health and welfare in 
schools by adding social and emotional learning to 
common-core curricula and de-stigmatizing mental 
health problems. Scientific breakthroughs continue 
to reveal our fundamentally social nature, and show 
us we all have a profound human need to belong.

Ruth Thomas Suh
Director, REJECT

F



"the greatest terror a child can have is that he is not loved, 
and rejection is the hell he fears. i think everyone in the 
world, to a large or small extent, has felt rejection. and with 
rejection comes anger, and with anger some kind of crime in 
revenge for the rejection, and with the crime, guilt_and there  
is the story of mankind.”  

                 - John Steinbeck, East of Eden 

Behind 
the Film 
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BehinD The film

• Full-length Educational Edition: 87 minutes
• Home-use Edition: 84 minutes
• Early Educators Edition: Inclusive Class-

rooms: 60 minutes
• College and Graduate Educators Edition:

Rejection & Social Pain Theory: 38 minutes

EJECT examines the impact of social  
rejection. Weaving together expert findings
from neuroscientists, social psychologists, 

early educators, law enforcement experts and 
personal testimony, the film sheds new light on the 
universal human experience of rejection. From racial 
bias to parental neglect to school bullying, REJECT 
reveals the multidimensional link between  
interpersonal rejection and the neurological  
experience of physical pain. In so doing, it uncovers 
a path towards violence prevention and emotional 
recovery. 

long synopsis 

he feature-length documentary REJECT 
takes an in-depth look at the science of
social rejection. The film was originally 

inspired by the work of the Director’s father, Dr. 
Herbert E. Thomas, who wrote a book called The 
Shame Response to Rejection. During his thirty-year 
tenure as a resident psychiatrist in a maximum-se-
curity prison, he witnessed a clear connection 
between inmates’ experiences of rejection and 
physical pain, and traced how these experiences 
often lead to acts of violence.  

Throughout REJECT, experts in psychology,  
education, medicine, neuroscience and juvenile  
justice, all of whom have studied interpersonal  
rejection in their respective fields, offer powerful  
testimony to the link between social and physical 
pain. Experts include renowned early childhood 
expert Vivian Gussin Paley; youth violence expert  
James Garbarino; and some of the world’s leading 
researchers in the study of ostracism and  
social exclusion. Using brain imaging and a simple 

ball-tossing game, researchers demonstrate that 
the brain looks like it’s in actual physical pain when 
people are rejected, even when the person doing 
the rejecting is a total stranger. In contrast, pioneers 
in education show how models of acceptance in the 
classroom improve students’ physical and mental 
health and self-esteem, and even boost IQ scores 
and kids’ ability to stay in school. 

Amid the scientific context are two personal stories. 
We meet the family of 17-year-old Eric Mohat, a boy 
from a town outside Cleveland, who was bullied in 
his math class every day for seven months until he 
took his own life. His parents, Jan and Bill, along 
with one of his best friends Brandon, try to piece 
together the chain of events that might have driven 
Eric to commit suicide. And across the country in 
Stillwater, Oklahoma, we meet 5-year-old Justin,  
the son of Mexican immigrants. He has already 
been labeled a troublemaker at school, if not a  
“bully”, landing in the principal’s office every day 
until he is kicked out of his kindergarten. He finds 
himself in a new classroom, under the watchful 
eye of teacher Terry Varnell, who understands that 
Justin needs to feel accepted socially in order to 
advance academically.    

A science-based and solutions-oriented film, 
REJECT examines the roots of bullying and violent 
behavior against the self or others. Highlighting 
the serious and potentially lethal consequences of 
interpersonal rejection in its many forms, it speaks 
to all of us who are entrusted with influence over 
others—teachers, parents, coaches, mentors,  
employers—and urges us to consider the  
far-ranging and powerful effects of fostering  
social acceptance.

R

t

shorT synopsis

aBouT The film
Year: 2015
Formats: Blu-Ray, DVD 
Versions:

communiTy parTners



• 5

The Team

ruTh Thomas-suh, DirecTor
Ruth graduated from Middlebury College and began her career in marketing. She held senior positions at Time Warner, J. Walter  
Thompson and Agency.com, where she worked with clients including The Wall Street Journal and British Airways. She later earned  
her Masters in Journalism at NYU and directed the short film Daniel: Where Faith Meets Science, about a boy’s recovery from  
traumatic brain injury. Excerpts from the film were featured in the PBS programs Reading Rainbow and Religion and Ethics  
Newsweekly. Her inspiration to make a film about social rejection came from the book The Shame Response to Rejection, written  
by her father, Dr. Herbert E. Thomas.

KurT engfehr, proDucer
Kurt is an award-winning director, editor and producer who has done work for HBO, MSNBC, CBS and ABC. He was editor and  
co-producer on the acclaimed documentary films Trumbo, Fahrenheit 9/11, and the Academy Award-winning Bowling for Columbine.  
He also won the American Cinema Editors Award for Best Documentary Editing for his work on Bowling for Columbine. Most recently,  
Kurt co-directed the films The Yes Men Fix the World and Fat, Sick and Nearly Dead. He also edited A People Uncounted, a 2012  
Producers Guild of America nomination for Best Documentary.

peTer Brauer, eDiTor-proDucer
Peter is a documentary producer, director, editor and cinematographer. After graduating from NYU’s Tisch School of Film in 2003,  
he traveled to Mexico to direct and edit the award-winning training film Return to Life After Spinal Injury. Peter went on to produce  
Second Skin, a documentary about the online gaming community, which premiered at SXSW and went on to play at HotDocs,  
Sheffield Doc/Fest and the Camden Independent Film Festival. He has produced and edited for a range of corporate clients, from  
The Blue Man Group to Samsung. He also founded Abby’s Acres organic farm in Ann Arbor, Michigan in 2015.

nara garBer, DirecTor of cinemaTography
Nara has worked full time in film and video production since 1998. Starting out primarily as an editor of independent features,  
Nara gradually shifted her focus to directing, producing and cinematography. She is the cinematographer of the Peabody Award- 
winning documentary Best Kept Secret and co-directed and produced Flat Daddy, described by Variety as providing “a unique  
perspective on the cost of war.” She is currently directing a feature documentary about grassroots revitalization efforts in Braddock,  
PA. Nara holds an MFA in Film from Columbia University.

simone giuliani, composer 
Simone is a music producer, film composer, keyboard player, string arranger and music director. He has worked with an array  
of international artists including Beyoncé, Wu-Tang Clan and Bebel Gilberto. He has written original music for shows including  
CSI: Crime Scene Investigation and True Blood, as well as soundtracks for films including Facing Forward, currently airing on PBS. 
He is the Director of Programs for Moment NYC, a visiting music history program for New York City schools.
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Tina DifelicianTonio anD Jane C. Wagner, consulTing proDucers
From cinema vérité to impressionistic documentaries, Tina DiFeliciantonio’s and Jane C. Wagner’s critically acclaimed work has  
tackled a wide range of subjects—including AIDS, sexuality, child abuse, rape, social justice, art and science. Their work has  
garnered dozens of top honors, including two Emmys and the Sundance Grand Jury Prize for the film Girls Like Us. Their films 
have been seen on PBS, Sundance, TLC, SciFi, USA, HBO and foreign television. DiFeliciantonio and Wagner have served on  
the Board of Directors of such organizations as ITVS, Women Make Movies, Frameline, Foundation of Independent Film and  
Videomakers and Independent Filmworks, Inc.

DeBorah Krishnan, researcher
Deborah holds a Masters degree in Psychology from NYU and a PhD in Clinical Psychology from Ferkauf Graduate School of  
Psychology at Yeshiva University. She has worked for the University of Michigan, Columbia University, NYU, Fordham University  
and other institutions, helping to conduct research projects related to social-emotional learning; literacy and science education;  
and emotional and behavioral problems among youth. She also worked for three years at Operation Respect, a nonprofit  
organization founded by Peter Yarrow (of Peter, Paul & Mary), which is dedicated to creating respectful, safe and compassionate 
learning environments for children that are free of bullying, ridicule and violence.

JUSt A FeW minUteS
exper iencing ostracism or  
re ject ion causes people  to  
report  a  reduced sense of  
thei r  se l f-esteem, se l f-contro l , 
be longing and meaningful  
ex istence.
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The experTs

naomi eisenBerger, ph.D.
is assistant professor of Social Psychology at UCLA and director of UCLA’s Social and Affective Neuroscience Laboratory. She  
conducted the 2003 breakthrough experiment supporting the connection between interpersonal rejection and physical pain.  
(Science, “Why Rejection Hurts: A Common Neural Alarm System for Physical and Social Pain.”) Her work examining the neural  
basis of social rejection and the impact of relationships on emotional and physical well-being has been featured in the scientific  
journals Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience and Biological Psychiatry, as well as by  
Newsweek, CNN, BBC and Edge.org. 

 
c. naThan DeWall, ph.D.
is professor of Social Psychology at the University of Kentucky. His research focuses on the fundamental human need for  
positive and lasting relationships and how this need influences emotion, self-control, aggression, pro-social behavior and physical  
pain. His work has been featured in Psychological Science, The New York Times and on NPR.

James garBarino, ph.D.
is the chair of Humanistic Psychology at Loyola University. He has written and spoken extensively about issues related to  
emotional aggression and bullying, and he studies the root causes of violence in children and how to rehabilitate them. He  
serves as consultant or adviser to many organizations, including the National Institute for Mental Health, American Medical  
Association, National Science Foundation and the FBI. He is the author of sixteen books, the most recent—Listening to Killers:  
Lessons Learned from My Twenty Years as a Psychological Expert Witness in Murder Cases—was published in 2015.

amanDa harrisT, ph.D.
is a professor at Oklahoma State University at the Center for Family Resilience. Her research centers on the development of  
children’s social competence, specifically the antecedents of children’s competence and maladjustment in the early school years.  
She has explored the relation of children’s behavior in the peer group to early family interactions, observed both naturalistically  
and in the laboratory. She is interested in interventions for children at risk in early social settings, and has pursued this via several  
funded projects, most recently in a longitudinal study of the family and rural school contexts of child obesity.

eThan Kross, ph.D. 
is associate professor of Psychology at the University of Michigan, director of The Emotion and Self Control Lab and Faculty  
Associate at the Research Center for Group Dynamics, Center for Cultural Neuroscience, and Depression. His research on social  
pain overlap theory, connecting the experience of social pain and physical pain, has been published in The New England Journal  
of Medicine, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences and Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience. His work is regularly  
featured in publications such as The New Yorker, Wall Street Journal and Harvard Business Review. 
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maTTheW lieBerman, ph.D. 
is professor of Social Psychology at UCLA and director of UCLA’s Social Cognitive Neuroscience Laboratory. He is the author  
of Social: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Connect. His TED Talk “The Social Brain and its Superpowers” explains how the human  
need to connect is greater than our need for “food, water, shelter.” Together with Naomi Eisenberger, he co-authored the 2003  
interpersonal rejection and pain study. His work has been featured in Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience, Frontiers in  
Human Neuroscience and Psychological Science. His research in social neuroscience is cited regularly in The New York Times,  
on NPR and other national and international media outlets.

ViVian gussin paley
is the only kindergarten teacher ever to receive the MacArthur Fellowship “genius” grant. Author of You Can’t Say You Can’t  
Play, she explains how teacher-sanctioned rejection in the classroom affects children. She taught for forty years at the University  
of Chicago Lab School, authored thirteen books published by Harvard University Press and University of Chicago Press and  
has received numerous awards from organizations such as the Erikson Institute and the National Council of Teachers of English.

ronalD rohner, ph.D.
is a professor emeritus of Family Studies and Anthropology at the University of Connecticut and director of the Center for the  
Study of Interpersonal Acceptance and Rejection. The center is devoted to understanding interpersonal relationships, especially  
parent-child relationships and intimate adult relationships, and their long-term effects. He received the American Psychology  
Association’s Award for Distinguished Contributions to the International Advancement of Psychology (2004) for his profound  
theoretical and practical contributions to the advancement of knowledge and skills relating to cross-cultural parenting and  
healthy human development worldwide.

herBerT Thomas, m.D.
is a retired psychiatrist and author of The Shame Response to Rejection. He developed his theory connecting the experience  
of rejection to physical pain while consulting at a maximum-security prison in Pittsburgh, where he was the chief consulting  
psychiatrist for thirty years. He coined the phrase “the shame response to rejection” to describe the physical pain that is felt  
when people experience rejection. At the University of Pittsburgh, he was a Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at the School of  
Medicine and an Adjunct Professor of Psychiatry and Law at the School of Law. He is a founding member and past president  
of the American Academy of Psychiatry and the Law.

Kipling Williams, ph.D. 
is professor of Psychological Sciences at Purdue University. He is a leading expert on the social and psychological dynamics  
of ostracism. His studies indicate that the initial reaction to social rejection is pain, which is similarly felt by all individuals  
regardless of personality or social/situational factors. He is the author of Ostracism: The Power of Silence and the editor of  
nine books. He has published over 140 articles and chapters in Science, Scientific American-MIND, Psychological Science  
and other leading journals. He has received funding from the Australian Research Council and the National Science Foundation,  
and he was a 2012 Lorentz Fellow of the Netherlands Institute for Advanced Studies. 



"We are not only gregarious animals, liking to be  
in sight of our felloWs, but We have an innate  
propensity to get ourselves noticed, and noticed  
favorably, by our kind. no more fiendish punishment could be 
devised...than that one should be turned loose in society and 
remain absolutely unnoticed by all the members thereof.”  

                         - William James, 1890

teAChinG
ReJeCt
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hoW To use This guiDe

EJECT is a powerful resource for promoting awareness and  
encouraging academic inquiry about the impact of social rejection, 
isolation and ostracism. The REJECT Resource and Discussion Guide 

provides resources for further learning on the issues raised by the film, as well 
as discussion prompts and ideas to help facilitators and educators bring the film 
and issues into their classrooms. 

Included in this guide is an introduction to the science of ostracism and social 
rejection; a list of key terms that provide a working glossary to those  
incorporating the film into classroom or professional development discussions  
a variety of audience-specific discussion prompts intended to help facilitators or 
educators lead a robust conversation after watching the film and a collection of 
diverse, interdisciplinary and multi-media resources for those hoping to continue 
to explore the film’s issues beyond the film-viewing experience. 

Facilitators will note that discussion prompts are grouped by intended audience: 
general audiences, high school students, college and graduate students, early 
childhood educators and elementary school educators. While these groupings  

are intended to support conversation and learning among these specific groups, 
we suggest reviewing the full body of questions as you design a post-viewing 
discussion and mixing and matching among sections as you see fit. For  
educators in particular, the guide offers suggested student activities and writing 
prompts alongside discussion questions. Again, these are geared toward  
particular audiences but can be adjusted and customized to fit your particular 
needs. It is our hope that both the discussion prompts and curricular activities 
will spark further inquiry among students, promote dialogue among peers and 
encourage educators to take creative approaches to integrating the film into the 
classroom. 

Finally, while we hope all viewers of the film will be able to watch the film in its 
entirety, we are aware that time constraints sometimes make full film viewings 
impossible. If you prefer to explore specific topics or storylines, please reference 
the film’s Chapter Guide to choose specific film segments, or to align your  
viewing with the specifics of a course or a viewing program. 

R

ReJeCtiOn, eXClUSiOn
OR OStRACiSm

people  report  exper iences of 
 

at  least  once a  day.
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Why sTuDy osTracism anD social reJecTion?

he pain of being left out or rejected is something we have all felt. And 
while a universal experience, social rejection appears in many forms. 
For many of us, it takes the everyday shape of an ignored text message 

or appears as the absence of eye contact during a conversational exchange. In 
more extreme cases, it manifests as a child’s total social isolation from her peers, 
or the physical exile of one person from his neighbors or community. No matter 
its medium, social rejection and ostracism is found in all human societies across 
the globe, as well as in other species of social animals, from bison to bees. 

What is the science behind this phenomenon? How might we use science and 
technology to map the neurological mechanisms through which we experience 
social exclusion and, by extension, the pain that comes with it? How can we use 
such a study to make sense of our world—one that seems to offer daily  
examples of exclusion and bullying, mass violence and retaliation? 

Over the past three decades, neuroscientists and psychologists have grappled 
with these questions. In a number of groundbreaking studies, they’ve conducted 
research to better understand how the brain processes social rejection. Their 
research shows that feelings of social rejection resonate in the anterior cingulate 
cortex, the same region of the brain that plays a role in the distressing  
experiences of physical pain. This overlap suggests that the two experiences— 
social exclusion and physical distress—operate via similar underlying neural 
pathways.1 When we say our feelings have been hurt or our hearts have been 
broken, it is not just hyperbole or metaphor. Instead, such turns of phrase are 
shockingly reflective of how our brains work. Quite simply: we experience  
exclusion much like we do a slap in the face. 

In turn, these findings fit with other research that reveals that social animals, 
humans included, need connection in order to stay alive. Perhaps we feel pain 
when we are rejected because it offers an evolutionary advantage: a powerful 
incentive to belong to and function within a group, and therefore, to survive. 

Beyond merely understanding the brain science behind feelings of social pain, 
researchers have also used brain imaging to explore the ways in which social 
pain differs from physical hurt. Their research reveals that even seemingly  
insignificant incidents of exclusion can instantly lead to emotional distress,  
including feelings of anger and sadness. And unlike physical pain, simply  
recalling feelings of rejection—or thinking about future rejection—is often enough 
to induce the same painful feelings, making the impact of rejection far outlast  
the incident itself.2 Chronic or daily ostracism can have even longer-lasting  
psychological and behavioral impacts than a single instance of social exclusion. 
Indeed, people who are routinely ostracized may experience profound, ongoing 
anxiety and depression. In some cases, they may also react with hostility and 
violence—an effort to regain control and to become visible in a social world that 
has attempted to render them invisible.3 

As we better understand the science of social rejection, it’s critical for parents, 
educators, psychologists and counselors to be aware of these lasting impacts—
and alert to the insidious ways that social rejection and ostracism can exist in 
group settings without detection. Studies suggest that children and adolescents 
in schools may be particularly at risk for long-term negative outcomes due to 
chronic ostracism.4 And because social disconnection is marked by an absence 
of communication and attention, rather than an outward display of behavior, it is 
often overlooked entirely—sometimes until it’s too late. 

It is for this reason that in schools and other social spaces, educators must be 
intentionally, proactively inclusive if they wish to build a culture of acceptance 
and belonging in their classrooms and school yards. Here, the research offers a 
hopeful fact: Even a single person committed to acceptance and inclusion within 
a group is enough to reduce the damaging impacts of ostracism.5  In offering this 
guide to REJECT, we aim to arm individual students, parents, teachers, mentors, 
coaches and leaders of all stripes to be that single person—and to inspire a 
culture of inclusion where rejection might otherwise take root. 

t
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leaDing a supporTiVe classroom Discussion

EJECT reveals the neurological connection 
between interpersonal rejection and the  
experience of physical pain. The film  

explores the effects of rejection, neglect,  
isolation, ostracism and bullying on individuals as well 
as their friends, classmates and families. Solutions- 
oriented in its approach, the film encourages students, 
educators and families to create and maintain inclusive 
environments that promote a sense of belonging and 
acceptance for all. Our screenings program and the 
resources included in this guide are intended to help 
you create safe and positive forums for learning and 
conversation on these issues. 

Nonetheless, educators, professional facilitators and 
other leaders presenting REJECT in a classroom  
setting should take care to note that by exploring social 
pain, REJECT addresses topics that may be difficult  
for some students. For example, the film portrays 
the experience of the Mohat family, whose son Eric 
committed suicide at the age of 17 after experiencing 
intense bullying at school. The film also includes news 
footage and discussion of the motives of perpetrators 
of school shootings. While this narrative and visual 
content appears in context with the commentary and 
analysis of experts, it may be disturbing for some 
viewers, particularly those who have experienced the 
suicide of a close friend or family member or who have  

been a witness to an instance of mass violence.  
Educators may wish to warn students about this  
content before showing the film, and should be  
prepared offer a warm and supportive forum for post-
film discussion on these issues. 

Moreover, educators are encouraged to consider that 
virtually all students will have faced their own  
experiences with rejection, isolation, ostracism or  
bullying. Recalling these moments in group settings 
after watching the film is often a deeply positive and 
therapeutic experience, and one that in fact fosters  
the kind of belonging and connection that research  
tells us is crucial to human well-being. For other  
viewers, watching and discussing the film is difficult, 
and here again, research prepares us for the fact that 
re-lived experiences of social rejection can be as  
painful as the original incident. As a facilitator, it’s  
helpful to tell students that they will process the film—
and their own personal histories—in any number of 
ways; there’s no “correct” reaction.

Rejection and its opposite—social inclusion—are 
serious issues. When classroom discussions are safe, 
supportive and respectful, discussion about them 
offers a chance for students to develop empathy, to 
mix personal insights with academic exploration, and 
to contribute to the creation of a more inclusive and 
accepting classroom culture. 

R

for furTher resources on 
TacKling sensiTiVe or  
conTroVersial issues in  
The classroom, see... 
 

Managing Hot Moments in the 
Classroom. (2007). Derek Bok 
Center for Teaching and  
Learning, Harvard University. 
Difficult Dialogues. Center for 
Teaching, Vanderbilt University 

Start Talking: A Handbook for 
Engaging Difficult Dialogues in 
Higher Education. (2008). Center 
for Advancing Faculty Excellence, 
University of Alaska Anchorage

28%
of  12 to  18-year-old  

s tudents  reported being  
bul l ied at  school . 14  
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a noTe for eDucaTors

Classroom teachers may wish  
to print and distribute this  
glossary of key terms to  
students before watching the  
film, or after watching the film  
but prior to classroom discussion. 
Many definitions included below 
have been adapted from scholarly  
resources and often reflect  
precise scientific terminology;  
as such, the included citations 
offer avenues for further  
exploration of these terms,  
and credit the researchers  
who have coined them. 

Key Terms
SoCial Pain
Social pain is the experience of pain as a result of  
interpersonal rejection or loss, such as rejection from a social 
group, bullying or the loss of a loved one. Research now 
shows that social pain results from the activation of certain 
components in physical pain systems.6 
  
SoCial Pain oVERlaP ThEoRY
The Social Pain Overlap Theory proposes that social pain  
(the pain that we experience when social relationships are 
damaged or lost) and physical pain (the pain that we  
experience upon physical injury) share parts of the same  
underlying processing system.7

REJECTion
Rejection is a broad term describing the experience of people 
perceiving their value to others as lower than they desire it to 
be.8 

SoCial REJECTion
Social rejection occurs when an individual is deliberately 
excluded from a social relationship or social interaction and 
may include peer rejection, romantic rejection or estrangement 
from one’s family or from an entire group of people.

ThE ShamE RESPonSE To REJECTion
The shame response to rejection is a primitive physiological 
response to a rejection of oneself by another. The discomfort 
of this response may vary from intense physical pain to one 
that is barely noticeable, if at all. When this pain is sufficient,  
it causes anger that may be directed outward against another 
or inward against oneself.9

SoCial ExCluSion
Social exclusion or marginalization occurs when an individual 
or group is relegated to the fringe of society. A term used 
across disciplines, it describes the lack or denial of resources, 
rights, goods and/or services, or the denial or barring of an  
individual or group from participating in the normal  
relationships and activities available to the majority of people 
in a society. 
 

oSTRaCiSm
Ostracism is any act of ignoring or excluding an individual 
or group by another individual or group. Ostracism spans 
species and crosses cultures, and ranges from formal  
declarations of exile by governmental or religious institutions, 
to unexplained silences and averted eyes from people in  
close interpersonal relationships.10

BullYinG
Bullying describes unwanted, aggressive behavior used by 
one individual or group against another. Bullying can describe 
the use of force, threat or coercion to abuse, intimidate or 
aggressively dominate others. The behavior is often repeated 
and habitual.11

SoCial-EmoTional lEaRninG
Social-emotional learning describes the process of acquiring 
and effectively applying the knowledge, attitudes and skills 
necessary to understand and manage emotions; feel and 
show empathy for others; and establish and maintain positive 
relationships.12

FmRi
Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) is a  
non-invasive neuroimaging procedure that measures brain 
activity by detecting changes in blood flow within the brain. 
fMRI is frequently used in brain mapping research.

CYBERBall 
Cyberball is virtual ball-toss game created by Dr. Kipling 
Williams. The game models an experience in which the user 
initially receives tosses of the ball from the two other figures  
in the game, but is then subsequently excluded. The game 
has been used for research on ostracism, social exclusion and 
rejection.  

PaREnTal REJECTion
Parental rejection occurs when a child feels an absence or  
the withdrawal of care, comfort, concern, support and warmth 
from their parent(s). Parental rejection includes behaviors that 
are  cold and unaffectionate; hostile and aggressive; or  
indifferent and neglecting.13

160,000
kids stay home  

f rom school  every  day  
because of  bul ly ing. 16 
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reJecT chapTers

Introduction
00:00:03:10

How are human beings influenced by social rejection?  
Experts reflect on the evidence connecting social rejection  
to physical pain and to violence.

Tough Enough to  
Wear Pink 
00:19:03:04

The Mohats reminisce about amusing and touching moments with 
Eric. They share their family values and their definition of bullying.

Acceptance & Rejection
00:02:58:17

What does it mean to be accepted? To be rejected? Youth 
violence expert James Garbarino, early childhood educator 
Vivian Paley and everyday people reflect as we meet the 
kindergarten students of Stillwater Elementary School in 
Oklahoma.

You Can’t Say You  
Can’t Play in Class 
00:22:13:03

Amanda Harrist from Oklahoma State University brings the You 
Can’t Say You Can’t Play curriculum to Will Rogers Elementary. Terry 
Varnell helps student Savannah navigate the social dynamics  
of the playground. 

Introducing Eric
00:07:45:19

Jan and Bill Mohat recall their funny, vibrant son Eric who 
committed suicide at the age of 17 after experiencing  
extreme bullying.

UCLA Brain Mapping 
00:27:55:07

In a breakthrough experiment, UCLA neuroscientist Naomi  
Eisenberger discusses how she used the Cyberball game to test the 
effects of social rejection on the brain and was surprised to find that 
it activates the regions of the brain involved in feeling physical pain. 

Science of Ostracism
00:10:15:11

Purdue University’s Kipling Williams recounts how being  
excluded from a Frisbee game gave him the idea for 
Cyberball, a simple computer game used to test the  
complex effects of ostracism. Parental Rejection

00:30:26:03

James Garbarino and Ronald Rohner discuss the impact of  
parental rejection and its long-term effects: depression, anxiety, 
anger, aggression, self-esteem and a negative world view. 

A Kindergarten  
Experiment
00:15:10:00

Vivian Paley recounts the creation of her You Can’t Say You 
Can’t Play classroom rule, and her experiment designed to 
make children less cruel to each other. Kindergarten  
teacher Terry Varnell read about the concept in a magazine 
and began using it in her classroom.

Justin Comes to Will 
Rogers
00:33:09:22

Terry Varnell and Justin’s mother describe how and why the  
5-year-old arrived to Terry’s classroom in the middle of the school 
year. Amanda Harrist weighs in on the impact of rejection on young 
kids. 

Acceptance and  
Rejection Theory
00:17:40:16

Ronald Rohner, founder of The Center for the Study of  
Interpersonal Acceptance and Rejection at University of Con-
necticut, has spent 50 years researching the impact  
of acceptance and rejection on humans around the world. Social Pain and the Brain

00:37:34:08

Researcher Ethan Kross of the University of Michigan studies how 
people can control their emotions after they are rejected. His tests 
on the effects of romantic rejection also reveal activation of the pain 
matrix in the brain.
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The Only Warning We Had
00:40:41:11

 
Jan and Bill recall how a brief conversation with their son 
about the bullying he was experiencing in math class masked 
the nightmare that Eric was facing alone.

 
Jan’s Memory Quilt
01:09:20:01

 
Jan describes the “no bully zone” at the elementary school where 
she works and, back at home with Bill, puts finishing touches on  
a memory quilt for people who have committed suicide.

A Hidden Kingdom
00:42:56:09

Vivian Paley shares how she introduced You Can’t Say You 
Can’t Play into her classroom and created the “Magpie” story 
to help children understand the concept of rejection.  
A guidance class at Will Rogers teaches the children the 
basics of conflict resolution.

A Taste of Acceptance
01:13:36:07

Research shows how even small acts of acceptance and  
acknowledgment can reduce feelings of aggression and give  
people a greater sense of belonging.  

The Link to Violence
00:47:41:22

Researcher Nathan DeWall from the University of Kentucky 
uses Cyberball to illustrate how people can become  
aggressive towards others when they feel ostracized or  
excluded, including against innocent bystanders. Social and Emotional 

Learning
01:15:43:09

Terry Varnell believes that teaching the kids social and emotional 
concepts ultimately helps her teach an academic curriculum.. 

The Shame Response 
to Rejection
00:50:44:13

Forensic Psychiatrist Herbert E. Thomas speaks about his 
work at the Western Penitentiary maximum security prison 
and his theory that there is correlation between social pain, 
subsequent physical pain and the perpetration of violent acts. 
He describes five elements that affect the intensity of the 
shame response.

Friendship and Love
01:17:56:15

Do humans experience the greatest gain through acts of cruelty  
or acts of kindness? Vivian Paley weighs in.

Losing Eric
00:58:47:12

Jan and Bill Mohat remember the shock and pain on the day 
of Eric’s suicide: “It was like getting hit by a train.” They try to 
piece together the series of events that led to his death.  

Where No One Stands 
Alone
01:20:09:06

Jan Mohat makes a plea to anyone who is hurting and alone and 
sings with her quartet. 

My Kids Belong Somewhere 
01:02:03:23

Principal Megan Matthews and parents at Will Rogers  
Elementary School describe the philosophy of acceptance 
that drives the school and the positive impact they see on  
the children. The Parachute

01:22:11:07

Experts discuss the need to change the conversation about hurting 
each other’s feelings, acceptance as it relates to peace and the 
possibilities that arise from justice. Justin and the kids work  
together to make the parachute fly!

Searching for Social 
Connection 
01:05:53:11

Social pain overlap theory is the idea that social pain systems 
may have overlapped with the physical pain system in our 
evolutionary development and supports the idea that, “we are 
creatures searching for social connection.” Another Cyberball 
experiment using acetaminophen supports this idea.



QUeStiOn
GUide
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general auDience QuesTions

1
In the film, we learn from several  
neuroscientists that there is an overlap in the 
brain’s system for regulating physical pain 
and its system for regulating social pain. 
Have you felt this overlap personally? Share 
an example of a time you’ve been hurt  
emotionally and felt a physical response.

Dr. Naomi Eisenberger says that people in 
her experiments—and in real life situations—
describe social pain using physical pain 
words, such as, “She broke my heart.” What 
are other phrases used to describe social 
pain in physical terms? 

2
Vivian Gussin Paley, the author of You Can’t 
Say You Can’t Play, asks a fundamental 
question: “Why does it make more sense to 
include our peers than to exclude them?” 
Having seen the film, what is your answer to 
this basic question?

We often think about how instances of school 
violence or bullying affect the victims of such 
aggression. Before watching the film, did you 
think about the circumstances that led the 
aggressor (the bully or shooter) to act in the 
way he or she did?

3
Kindergarten teacher Terry Varnell says that 
social exclusion in her classroom makes her 
students less able to learn. Why do you think 
this is? Have you seen examples of this in 
your own life? Your children’s? Your peers in 
school?

Several educators in the film suggest that a 
teacher’s attitude toward social acceptance is 
crucial to his or her students’ understanding 
of the importance of inclusion. Did your own 
schooling include any lessons about social 
inclusion alongside academic lessons? The 
“you can’t say you can’t play” rule? Did you  
experience an inclusive school culture?

4
Think of the Cyberball computer game  
experiment conducted by Dr. Kip Williams. 
Do you think a ball or Frisbee game is an apt 
model for real-life experiences of social  
rejection or exclusion? Why or why not?

Compare the stories of Justin, the  
kindergartener in Terry Varnell’s class, and 
Eric Mohat, the high schooler who committed 
suicide after being the victim of bullying. How 
are their experiences of social rejection and 
social pain similar? How do they differ?

Having seen the film, what role do you think 
difference—whether it be racial, age, sexual 
orientation, gender, etc.—plays in exclusion 
and belonging? Does the film’s discussion of 
the science of social pain influence how you 
think about these kinds of differences? 

Scientists now know that social connection 
is as important to survival as food, shelter 
and water. How does this finding affect your 
views on bullying? On your own experiences 
of exclusion or rejection? On what should be 
taught in preschools?

5
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noTes: 



• 18

1
What are your initial reactions to REJECT? 
What struck you as the most interesting, 
surprising or thought-provoking aspects of 
the film?

8
Brainstorm strategies for minimizing physical 
bullying or social rejection in the classroom. 
What do you do now? What could you add?

2
Before watching REJECT, had you heard of 
Vivian Paley’s book You Can’t Say You Can’t 
Play? If so, what did you know about her 
work?

9
Think of Terry Varnell’s approach to instances 
of social exclusion or perceived social  
exclusion among her students. Do her  
techniques feel like a good model for you? 
Why or why not?

3
Do you already have rules in place to  
promote inclusion in your classroom? What 
are they? How do you, or your students, 
enforce them?

10
How do teachers and staff at your school 
model inclusive behavior to students?

4
What part of the day or time of day do  
you feel children are most susceptible to  
isolation or rejection? Think about school 
drop off, transitions between activities, lunch 
or recess. Are there moments in the day 
when social rejection is more prevalent?

11
What are some possible pitfalls for teachers 
trying to model inclusive behavior? Have you 
experienced these?

5
What is one thing you could do (or not do) 
to address what makes particular times of 
day or activities more likely to prompt social 
rejection or exclusion?

12
Do you think early education is an important 
time to focus on social rejection and  
inclusion, or on social and emotional learning 
more broadly? Why or why not?

6
Do you feel you have sufficient time and 
resources to address social conflicts in your 
classroom? Why or why not? What is one 
key resource you’d find helpful to improving 
your classroom’s social interactions?

13
In your class, how do students respond to 
being rejected by their peers for just one 
game or activity? Think about forums for 
everyday student interactions like lunch,  
circle time or recess.

7
What are the most common ways your  
students reject or isolate each other? What 
do they say (or not say), or how do they 
behave?

14
How does a single instance of rejection  
compare to instances in which a child is reg-
ularly or chronically excluded or rejected by 
his or her classmates? How do you handle 
one versus the other?

Vivian Gussin Paley is the author of many books on  
early childhood education, and she is the only 
kindergarten teacher to have received a MacArthur 
Fellowship “genius” grant. 

Kindergarten teacher Vivian Gussin Paley was 
struck by how often she heard her students tell 
each other, “No, you can’t play with me. I don’t 
want you here.” She created a new rule for her 
students: You can’t say you can’t play. 

Paley wrote the rule in the front of the room, and 
the initial response from her students was disbelief, 
both by students who more often did the  
rejecting and students who more often were  
rejected. Students felt their play would be ruined 
by the new rule, because play is an extension 
of friendship and therefore had to be limited to 
friends. Otherwise, no one would play.

Despite the concern she heard from her students, 
within a week, Paley’s class adjusted to the rule, 
and it was as if it had always been in effect. And in 
fact, her students appreciated the structure created 
by the rule, which let them feel good about  
themselves, and about how they played with 
others. 
 
for more on ViVian guissin paley anD 
you can’T say you can’T play: 

Paley, Vivian Gussin. (1993). You Can’t Say You 
Can’t Play. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Dombrink-Green, M. (2011). A Conversation with 
Vivian Gussin Paley. Young Children September, 
90-93.

QuesTions for early chilDhooD classroom eDucaTors

ViVian gussin paley anD you  
can’T say you can’T play
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15
Vivian Gussin Paley created her Magpie story 
to help teachers implement the “you can’t 
say you can’t play” rule. How important are 
stories—in books, movies and plays—in your 
class? Have you used other content to model 
social skills or emotional learning in your 
classroom?

16
Psychologist James Garbino notes the 
highest rate of expulsion is not at high school 
level, but rather in pre-school level, where 
students are three times more likely to be 
expelled. Did this surprise you? Why do you 
think this is the case?

17
Have you had any students in your class 
who were expelled or removed from other 
schools? How do you think this experience 
influenced their experience of early  
education?

18
What do you think may be the long-term 
consequences of preschool expulsion on a 
child? How might this differ among different 
children, for example, children of immigrants, 
children of color, or children with learning or 
physical differences?

19
How well do the children in your class  
respond to rules and boundaries? How do 
they react when first taught the rules, or 
when new rules are introduced? How do you 
foster ongoing awareness of class rules?

20
Vivian Gussin Paley notes that play is crucial 
for development, allowing children the 
chance to play all different kinds of roles, 
from good guys to bad guys. How can 
educators create safe spaces for children to 
explore these different roles without  
negatively affecting others?

noTes: 

1 in 10
students  in  the u.s. 
drop out  of  school 

because of  
repeated bul ly ing. 16  
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1
 
Share your initial reaction to the film. What 
did you find surprising or informative?

8
The You Can’t Say You Can’t Play curriculum is 
designed for early elementary school students. Are 
there similar rules or different strategies educators 
in third-, fourth- and fifth- grade classrooms can 
use to build inclusive environments for students? 

2
Does your school address social rejection 
and isolation? If so, what are the rules or 
policies in place to promote inclusion?

9
How can school-wide programs and initiatives 
aimed at social-emotional learning connect with 
and support grade- or classroom-specific curric-
ula?

3
Do you feel there are adequate rules, time 
and resources available to promote inclusive 
behavior in your classroom? 

10
Do you think school programs focusing on so-
cial-emotional learning should involve the parents 
and families of students? If so, in what ways?

4
What part of the day or time of day do you 
feel children are most susceptible to  
isolation or rejection at your school? Think 
about school drop off, transitions between 
activities, lunch or recess. Are there moments 
in the day when social rejection is more 
prevalent?

11
Do you think establishing rules focused on the 
social dynamics of a classroom should be a collab-
orative process with students? When do you think 
this is appropriate?

5
Have you ever looked the other way in an  
instance when you observed children  
rejecting or isolating each other? Why did you 
look the other way in that case? How did you 
feel?

12
Think about how you address the needs of children 
who are often rejected and the needs of children 
who often do the rejecting? Are there any similar-
ities? 

6
Can you share strategies that have been 
useful to you in limiting social rejection and 
bullying in your classroom?

13
Research shows that when students’ social sta-
tuses improve, their academic outcomes improve. 
Have you seen this with any of your students? 
What improvements did you notice?

7
What power do educators have to counter 
the negative outcomes, immediate and  
long-term, caused by ostracism and bullying?

QuesTions for elemenTary school eDucaTors

In the film, we see Oklahoma kindergarten teacher Terry Varnell implement Vivian Gussin Paley’s ideas, as 
part of You Can’t Say You Can’t Play: A Social Acceptance Curriculum (YCSYCP). The YCSYCP Curriculum is 
designed to decrease social rejection and increase acceptance and inclusiveness in young children’s  
classrooms, primarily for kindergarten through second grade students.

Young children are typically rejected by their peers for one of two reasons: 1) The child’s behavior is  
difficult for their peers, for example the child acts aggressively or makes provocative remarks. Or 2) The child 
is perceived as different, for example, the child may have a disability, speak English as a second language or 
be overweight.

Many intervention programs remove the child that has been rejected to focus on their social skills or behavior. 
This approach cannot address cases where children are rejected for their perceived difference, nor does it 
address the students doing the rejecting. By comparison, the YCSYCP Curriculum takes a holistic approach 
by creating a structure in which all students are asked to be accepting and can expect acceptance. 

Dr. Amanda Harrist has empirically tested the efficacy of the YSCSYCP Curriculum. Her study focused on 
interventions to improve student health, specifically reducing obesity. Results show obese students who  
participated in the YCSYCP Curriculum beginning in first grade saw greater reductions in their rates of  
obesity than those who participated in traditional intervention programs focused on healthy eating.21

Harrist, A. (2014). Social Rejection: How to Decrease The Problem By Starting Early. White paper. Department 
of Human Development and Family Science, Oklahoma State University. 

an oKlahoma case sTuDy

for more on The oKlahoma case sTuDy:
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8
The You Can’t Say You Can’t Play  
curriculum is designed for early elementary 
school students. Are there similar rules or 
different strategies educators in third-, fourth- 
and fifth- grade classrooms can use to build 
inclusive environments for students? 

15
Amanda Harrist notes that once a student 
has reputation as a troublemaker, it can be 
hard to change this perception. In what ways 
do labels like troublemaker, bully or victim, 
find their way into your own classroom or the 
culture of your school at large? Do you find 
the labels make it hard for children to change 
their behaviors? Teachers to change their 
approaches? 

9
How can school-wide programs and  
initiatives aimed at social-emotional learning 
connect with and support grade- or  
classroom-specific curricula?

16
Kindergarten teacher Terry Varnell says, 
“Sometimes I get the hard ones, the hardest 
ones, because I don’t send my kids to the  
office.” When do you need extra support from 
specialists, administrators and co-teachers, 
and when can you handle social and  
behavioral challenges on your own? 

10
Do you think school programs focusing on 
social-emotional learning should involve the 
parents and families of students? If so, in 
what ways?

17
Meghan Matthews, the retired principal of Will 
Rogers Elementary School, notes a strength 
of the school is the diversity of their student 
body. How important do you think diversity is 
to building inclusive communities?

11
Do you think establishing rules focused on 
the social dynamics of a classroom should be 
a collaborative process with students? When 
do you think this is appropriate?

18
Does your school foster, support, or highlight 
the diversity of your students, educators and 
staff? If so, in what ways?

12
Think about how you address the needs 
of children who are often rejected and the 
needs of children who often do the rejecting? 
Are there any similarities? 

19
Terry Varnell stresses a sense of belonging 
and safety in her classroom is necessary for 
her academic lessons. Do you feel this in 
your classroom? What are techniques you 
use to foster safety? Belonging? What do you 
observe your students doing—or not doing—
for each other to forward these techniques?

13
Research shows that when students’ social 
statuses improve, their academic outcomes 
improve. Have you seen this with any of 
your students? What improvements did you 
notice?

20
The “school-to-prison pipeline” refers to 
policies and systems that push at-risk school 
children from schools to juvenile and criminal 
justice systems. How is the shame response 
to rejection tied into this national problem? 
Have you witnessed student shame in your 
own classroom? 

14
After watching REJECT, do you have any 
new ideas, big or small, about how  
educators can model inclusive behavior to 
their students? 

noTes: 



• 22

1
In the film, we learned about the science 
of social pain. Did you learn anything that 
surprised you? Did watching the film change 
how you think about social rejection?

2
Think about your high school. To what extent 
do you think social rejection, isolation and  
ostracism happen at your school? What 
steps, if any, are taken to foster inclusion or 
anti-bullying? Do they work? Why or why 
not?

3
Can you think of an example when you felt 
excluded or rejected, either during your time 
in high school, or earlier in your education? 
Share your experience.

4
Has feeling excluded or isolated ever  
impacted your schoolwork? If so, in what 
ways? 

5
Can you think of an example of when you 
either intentionally or unintentionally excluded 
or rejected one of your fellow students? This 
can be during your time in high school, or 
earlier.

6
To what degree do you think the rejection, 
isolation or ostracism that may happen at 
your school is intentional? Unintentional? If it 
helps, you can use percentages to share your 
answer.

7
Can you name three behaviors you have 
witnessed at your school that could lead to 
social rejection or isolation?

QuesTions for The high school classroom

WaTch
Watch Chapter 2 (00:02:58 – 00:07:45). We see kindergarten teacher Terry Varnell create an inclusive  
environment for her students on the playground. 
 
BrainsTorm
• Ask students to identify some of the techniques and strategies Terry Varnell uses to promote acceptance  

and inclusivity with her kindergarteners. Write their observations on the board, or use notecards to write  
down each technique (one per card). 

• 
• Next, ask students to share examples of the kind of social rejection high schoolers can experience in  

school, both inside and outside of the classroom. Add these to another list on the board, or create  
another set of notecards with these examples indicated (one per card).

sKill BuilDing
• Divide students into groups and assign an example of social rejection and an example of an inclusive  

technique to each group. If using notecards, cards can be physically distributed to each group.  

• Ask each group to role-play the example of social rejection, and to devise two “endings” to the story: one  
in which no resolution is offered, and another that deploys a technique for encouraging inclusion and  
connection. Ask the observing students to jot down their feelings in response to each alternate ending.  

• After each group has performed, reconvene as a large group and share lessons learned from role-playing. 
How did students feel when no resolution was offered? How did this differ when an inclusive or accepting 
behavior was modeled? Ask students to talk about both physical symptoms (heart racing, faster breath-
ing, feeling fidgety) and emotional symptoms (concern, sadness, anger). 

Bonus
• Ask students to brainstorm their own version of the phrase “you can’t say you can’t play,” for their school,  

for example:  

• Don’t be rude. Include.
• Rejection isn’t cool. Acceptance is the Golden Rule.
• Don’t Hate. Appreciate.

classroom acTiViTy: creaTing an inclusiVe enVironmenT
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8
What about the opposite: can you describe 
three inclusive and accepting behaviors 
you’ve seen at your school? These might be 
behaviors you’ve seen students demonstrate, 
or teachers and staff demonstrate. 

15
How do you think your school could “treat” 
chronic social pain caused by bullying or 
isolation? Think about Eric Mohat’s  
experience. What could those involved have 
done to interrupt the ongoing pain caused  
by the teasing and ostracism he experienced 
in his math class? 

9
Can you share an example of when you 
made a decision to be inclusive or  
accepting? How did you feel? How do you 
think the other people involved in the  
situation felt? 

16
Jeremy Getman was caught bringing bombs 
and guns into his school, and he served time 
in prison. He says the bullying left him feeling 
helpless and furious. Prior to watching this 
film, had you thought about the connection 
between bullying and school shootings? 

10
Does your school have rules against physical 
violence or bullying? Do you think these rules 
are upheld?

17
How can the chronic social pain an individual 
feels impact an entire classroom, family or 
school? Think about the examples we see 
in the film. What is the ripple effect of social 
pain on a community? 

11
Outside of school-wide or classroom rules, 
what are some ways your school could 
create a more inclusive and accepting 
environment at your school? Name three 
suggestions.  

18
Eric Mohat was hesitant to tell his parents 
and best friend about the bullying he faced 
in school. As a friend, sibling or classmate, 
how might you initiate a conversation with 
someone about bullying and ostracism? 

12
If you were asked to be more inclusive of 
your fellow students for the rest of the day, 
what would you do? Share at least one idea.

19
What are the ways in which Eric Mohat’s 
family and friends raise awareness about 
bullying after their tragic loss? How do you 
think schools and communities can support 
students and their families in the wake of 
such tragedies?

13
Do you think you would have different  
experiences with social rejection and  
inclusion in middle and high school if you had 
been exposed to a rule like “you can’t say 
you can’t play” in elementary school?

20
Before you saw the film, did you feel that  
social rejection and isolation was an  
important issue to address in schools? Now 
that you’ve seen the film, how do you feel?

14
Even small instances of rejection, such as the 
ball toss game in Cyberball, can leave people 
feeling sad, angry and hostile. Describe an 
everyday experience—like a ball toss—from 
which you were excluded or rejected. What 
feelings did you experience?

ReJeCtiOn
creates surges of  anger  and aggression.16 
lonel iness and socia l  iso lat ion are  just  
as  much a  threat  to  longevi ty  as  obesi ty, 
smoking 15 c igaret tes  a  day or  being an 
a lcohol ic .17

noTes: 
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QuesTions for The college anD graDuaTe classroom 

 
1

 
 
After watching the film, what surprised you most about 
the research presented on social pain?

8
Brainstorm strategies for minimizing physical bul-
lying or social rejection in the classroom. What do 
you do now? What could you add? 15

In REJECT, social psychologists and neurosci-
entists share their research on the connection 
between social rejection and physical pain. If you 
were to design your own study to test this connec-
tion and build upon the studies presented in the 
film, what would you create? 

2
Kipling Williams shares that in his field of social  
psychology, researchers began to study how people  
respond to social rejection within the last few decades.  
Why do you think this is a recent area of focus for  
psychologists? 

9

3
Think about your college or graduate career thus far.  
Have you learned about social pain and rejection in any  
of your undergraduate or graduate courses? In what  
discipline or context was the information presented?

10

4
Psychologist James Garbino says a sense of belonging  
is “essential for normal, healthy development.” How did 
the film affect your thinking on the fundamental nature  
of social relationships? 

11

5
For lions and other social animals, ostracism from a  
group can mean a diminished ability to survive. Name  
examples of this phenomenon in human evolutionary  
history. Then think about the present day? What are  
manifestations of the evolutionary disadvantage of  
social ostracism in modern life?

12

6
Rejection often occurs when a person is  
perceived as different, whether because of their gender, 
race, sexuality, age, physical ability or other factors.  
Describe the connection between objectifying others  
and the rejection of people on the basis of difference.

13

7
Even minimal events of social rejection, such as those  
felt playing the computer game Cyberball, can lead to 
feelings of sadness, anger and hostility. Describe a  
real-life Cyberball scenario in your own personal history. 
How did you feel? How long did the feeling last?

14

WriTe
• Before viewing the film, ask half of the students in the class to write a description, no more 

than a paragraph in length, of a time when they were physically hurt or injured. Instruct the 
other half of the class to write a description of a time when they were rejected, isolated or 
ostracized. It may be helpful to give students a set time period—say, five minutes—for the 
exercise, to encourage free association and stream-of-consciousness drafting. Students may 
also wish to remove their names or identifying details from their drafts.

• Ask students to exchange papers, so paragraphs are redistributed among the class members. 
• Next, ask students to circle or highlight any “pain” words in the drafts they’ve ended up with. 

They should look for words and phrases like “broken”, “hurt”, “felt terrible”, or “in pain”.

 
reflecT

• Together, ask students to share the keywords from their paragraphs. Record the keywords 
used in stories of physical pain on one side of the board and the keywords from stories of 
social pain on the other side. What are the similarities between stories of physical pain and 
those of social pain? What are the differences? Which stories were harder to write?

 

WaTch
Watch Chapter 12 (00:37:34 – 00:40:41) of the film. Here we see researchers exploring the direct  
link between rejection and physical pain. Ask students to reflect on the similarities between their 
classroom exercise and the research explored in the film. 

WriTing prompT:  physical pain & social pain

1 in 12.5
high school  students  

in  the u.s. wi l l  a t tempt  
suic ide every  year. 19
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1
What are your initial reactions to REJECT? What 
struck you as the most interesting, surprising or 
thought-provoking aspects of the film?

8
Research shows ostracism and bullying are 
contributing factors, in conjunction with other 
factors, to mass shootings at schools.22 
What role do you think social rejection plays 
in other acts of violence, ranging from  
domestic violence to acts of terrorism?

Does understanding the Cyberball  
experiment impact how you perceive the 
power of social interactions on virtual  
platforms like Facebook, Twitter or  
Snapchat? Draw comparisons between  
Cyberball and other virtual exchanges. 

2
Before watching REJECT, had you heard of Vivian 
Paley’s book You Can’t Say You Can’t Play? If so, 
what did you know about her work?

9
REJECT covers the physiological response  
to social rejection felt by everyone from  
kindergarten students to prisoners in a  
maximum security prison. Do you think  
classroom educators should be trained in  
alimiting the social pain of their students? 
Should our prison system also attempt to 
limit social pain? 

In REJECT, social psychologists and  
neuroscientists share their research on the 
connection between social rejection and 
physical pain. If you were to design your own 
study to test this connection and build upon 
the studies presented in the film, what would 
you create?   

3
Do you already have rules in place to promote 
inclusion in your classroom? What are they? How 
do you, or your students, enforce them?

10
Studies using standardized test scores 
demonstrate that social rejection can impair 
higher-order cognitive functions like logic and 
reasoning. Draw the connection between  
social rejection and cognitive impairment. 
What are possible long-term effects of  
ostracism on cognitive function?

Reflect on the culture and sense of  
community on your college or university  
campus. Do you feel the school has an  
inclusive and welcoming culture? Do you 
think this answer depends on personal  
identity: race, gender, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status or other factors?  

4
What part of the day or time of day do you feel chil-
dren are most susceptible to isolation or rejection? 
Think about school drop off, transitions between 
activities, lunch or recess. Are there moments in 
the day when social rejection is more prevalent?

11
Research shows social rejection increases 
hostile behavior in the lab. Describe a real-life 
scenario—either from a personal experience 
or a news event—that demonstrates this 
same phenomenon outside of the lab.

Name an example from a college or university 
beyond your own campus—from a news  
report, a friend’s experience, or even a  
fictional story or film—in which issues of 
social rejection or exclusion have come to a 
boiling point. Now imagine that this scenario 
happened on your own campus. How does 
distance, or truth affect your thinking? Are 
you moved more by fictional stories of  
exclusion or ostracism, or real ones?  
Examples close to home, or far away?  

5
What is one thing you could do (or not do) to 
address what makes particular times of day or 
activities more likely to prompt social rejection or 
exclusion?

12
The link between social rejection and physical 
pain means that over-the-counter painkillers, 
such as acetaminophen, can reduce feelings 
of distress caused by social rejection.  
Beyond drugstore medication, what else do 
you think people consciously or  
unconsciously use to dull social pain?

Are there institutions, administrators, student 
leaders or others on campus who promote 
inclusion and acceptance on your campus? 
If so, what are their methods or strategies for 
doing so? Do you find them to be effective?

6
Do you feel you have sufficient time and resourc-
es to address social conflicts in your classroom? 
Why or why not? What is one key resource you’d 
find helpful to improving your classroom’s social 
interactions?

13
How might the prevalence of social media 
heighten feelings of inclusion among users? 
How might it heighten feelings of exclusion? 
If you use social media, reflect on your own 
experiences. When has social media made 
you feel socially accepted? When has it  
made you feel rejected or isolated? 

Suggest a policy, activity or program that you 
think could promote a sense of belonging on 
campus for all students, faculty and staff at 
your school. Keep in mind these can be large 
or small changes to campus life. How would 
they work? What would make them effective? 

7
What are the most common ways your students 
reject or isolate each other? What do they say (or 
not say), or how do they behave?

noTes: 

14
Imagine that the “you can’t say you can’t play” 
rule was an established and enforced principle 
on your campus. What would that mean for 
your campus culture? Think about specific 
examples. 

20

19

18
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16

15
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The following resources are intended to provide viewers of REJECT with additional avenues for exploring the issues discussed in the film, and for integrating additional 
content into classroom discussions.
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