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Abstract

How General Education and Special Education Teachers

Perceive the Behaviors of African American Students

in Their Classrooms lVithin a Suhurban School Setting

Claudia Powers

Ilecemh er 4,2007

Aetion Research (EDC 586-7) Final Project

This study was to explore the perceptions of general education and special education
teachers and their perceptions of behaviors in their classrooms.

A qualitative design

using structured interview and observation was used to collect the data in the winter and
spring of 2007 . A sample of twelve teachers consisting of six general education and six
special education teachers were recruited from Irondale High School in New Brighton,

MN. Data collection

and analysis were concurrent. Three themes emerged from the

collected data. The themes regarding how the teachers perceived behaviors in their
classes are teacher-studerrt relationship, student's dress and theT'argon the sfudents used

when in class. For each of these, qualitative differences between how general and special
education teachers perceived behaviors were present. These themes are discussed
throughout this paper.
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Chapter

I

Introduction

He was big and loud. Teachers and students stopped walking to their classes and
moved out of his way as he strolled three to four feet ahead of the hall monitor. He

strolled with distinct purpose and attitude; arms swinging side to side as his head bobbed
up and down. Everyone heard him, but no one said a word. The hall monitor's voice
sounded on edge as he spoke in short fragmented sentences into his two-way radio. He

was alerting the office that they were coming. With each step, he explained...He
explained that he always talks like that. No harm was meant. He said it was his culture,
the way he was; the way "they"

were. Still, they headed to the office because he

intemrpted Science class with a "What the f+*k?" when his science experiment went
wrong. The general education teacher heard this and instantly told him to leave the class.
However, he just sat there, refusing to move. He tried to explain that he meant no harm.
His voice got louder and louder as the other students remained quiet and still. He was
desperately trying to explain that he uses that word all the time at home. His eyes got

bigger as he finally stood up and started to circle the room. With one hand holding up his
pants that were strategically falling below his hip he pushed open the classroom door and
entered the hall.

The scenario described above illustrates the way in which a general education
teacher perceived, identified and dealt with a behavioral problem in their classroom. This

particular behavioral problem was laden with racial and cultural overtones. Under the

Individual Disabilities Education Act Amendment of 1997, this student previously

I

qualified to receive special education services, while meeting the criteria for Emotional
Behavioral Disorders. He received services in both the special education and general
education classroom environments with other non-disabled students.
The Individual Disabilities Education Act Amendment of 1997 supports academic
expectations and accountability for students with disabilities (PACER, 2005). One of the

primary functions of this law is consider what special education students learn in
comparison to what is required in regular education curriculum. Another function is to
enforce the right to Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) for every student. The

Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 determined that all
students with disabilities are to be educated with their non-disabled peers to the greatest

extent possible. This complies with the No Child Left Behind law that focuses on high
standards of all students. This law encourages students to be educated in the Least

Restrictive Environment. For students with disabilities this usually means going from a
special education resource classroom for part of the school day into a general education
setting where they can learn from a general education teacher, who specializes in a core
subject such as English, Science, Math and History. In theory, the special education
student is to become a part of his environment in which he

will observe and practice

socially acceptable behaviors from their non-disabled peers (PACER, 2005).
The purpose of this study was to understand how general education and special
education teachers perceive behaviors within their diverse classrooms. The data collected

in this study will examine what both groups of teachers (general and special education)
identified to be disruptive and unacceptable behaviors. Specifically, I sought to determine

if

there were differences in how general and special education teachers react to cultural-
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specific behaviors. That is, if the educators misconstrue acceptable cultural behavior
differences as having an emotional behavioral disorder (Cullinan 2005).

In Minnesota, the PACER Organization (Parent Advocacy Center for Educational
Rights), 2005, indicates that in order for a student to qualiff to receive special education
services under the category of emotional behavior disorder, they

must: I .) Suffer from

withdrawal or anxiety, depression, problems with mood, or feelings of self-worth 2.)
Disordered thought processes with unusual behavior patterns and atypical communication
styles and/or 3.) Aggression, hyperactivity or impulsivity. The emotional behavioral
disorder must affect educational or developmental performance, including intrapersonal,
academic, vocational or social skills; be significantly different from appropriate age,

culfural or ethnic norns and be more than temporary, expected responses to stressful
events in the environment. The emotional or behavioral disorder must be consistently

exhibited in at least three diflerent settings, two of which must be educational and the
other in either other home, childcare oar community. The responses must not be

primarily the result on intellectual, sensory, acute, or chronic physical health conditions,
Minnesota Legislation and Bill Statue (2007).
Throughout the United States, overrepresentation of minority students in specific

disability categories continues to be

a

multifaceted concern to those working in the field

of special education. African American students are the most overrepresented group in
special education programs. (Skiba Poloni-Staudinger, Gallini, Simmons, FegginsAzziz) 2006. The African American student is I .92 times more likely than European

American students to be laheled with an Emotional Behavioral Disorder (Skiba, et. al)
2006.
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According to the United States Department of Education (199a) students with
Emotional Behavioral Disorders, compared to both other disabled students as well as
disabled peers are more likely to miss classes, receive poor grades, be retained, be

disciplined, suspended or expelled , be placed in more restrictive setting and drop out.
Students receiving inappropriate services may be more harmful than receiving none at all
and the higher rates of disciplinary action and placements in correctional facilities are

conunon for minority students (Osher, Woodruff

& Sims) 2002.

The general philosophy of many special educators is to have their students
integrate into general education classes. A general education prepares people to
participate in common activities. We know that not every individual learns the same way
or at the same time. Johnson & Fullwood, 20A6, explainthat educators modiff
coursework, instruction and tests to respond to the needs of students diagnosed with
learning and behavioral disorders. However, modiffing teachers' personal beliefs about
students may be more

difficult because of ateacher's experiences, culfural awareness and

the types of students they are accustomed to teaching. As a result, this may interfere

with

students in obtaining a general education within the least restricted environment.

When special education students enroll in general education classes, they often
require accofllmodations. Accommodations keep the rigor of the subject. They can, for
example modifu the length of time a student has to complete an assignment/test and may
stipulate where the student can work on assignments/tests.
General education teachers are not given addition time to develop individualized

curriculums. As a result, these modifications will at times go unmet until a student is
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struggling or failing. At this time, the assigned case manager is informed. Often, this

will require a meeting for both

teachers to develop a plan in that the student

will

succeed.

Smith & Smith, 2006 cited Groulx, 2001, which many general education teachers
continue to be unprepared for teaching these students, as they know little about their
behaviors, cultural traits, values, and attitudes, which they often bring to the classroom.
These factors affect the students' responses to instructional situations. In addition,

Johnson (2006) stated that behavioral standards and expectations of general education
teachers were narrow, intense and very demanding. These behaviors can be

misinterpreted as a "disability" when in reality the behavior may be a cultural or
economic norrn for a student of a specific ethnic group. General education teachers can

misinterpret language, tone and volume along with body movement, speech and dress as
being symptoms of aggression, hyperactivity or impulsivity.

All of which would

contribute to classifying for special education services.
Special education environments are not the goal of current special education law.

Within special education classes, academic and behavioral expectations are often
lowered. This is often due to the students not having the opportunity to interact with their
non-disabled peers, creating a noncompetitive environment. Test results of both

individual districts and state levels will show lowered standards partly because of
students not applying themselves and partly because of the test design not be geared

toward their cultural differences and experiences( Carter) 2004.
Special education students tend to exhibit behaviors when they are with peers

within a special education setting. Contributing factors could be because they are more
relaxed with their peers. Their peers, in turn, are acting the same way that they are.
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However, when in a general education class setting, the special education student may
either act out by disrupting the class or blending in not to cause attention to themselves.

As part of the requirements for teaching special education students, coursework
regarding topics in diversity and behaviors are studied. ln meeting these requirements,
presented materials expose avariety of cultures in which many students live. In addition,

trainings often times offered to present current information and data regarding the best
techniques in teaching special education students.
The purpose of this paper was to provide available research by investigating the
ways in which general education and special education teachers view behaviors in their
diverse classrooms. By examiri.rg available literature, performing in-depth qualitative
classroom observations and interviews of 12 suburban High School teachers (6 special
education and 6 general education) and analyzing each participant's knowledge,

interpretation and perspective was noted. By using emergent analysis, concrete concepts
were able to surface. Coding provided an efficient way to label the establishing themes
as they emerged.

The following chapter discusses the literature that was available. The literature

review is followed by methodology, findings and conclusion chapters, which draw
conclusions (based on findings from one school), as to how teachers react to different
behaviors of students and ways in which people who work with teachers can create better
understanding of such behaviors in the classroom.
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Chapter

II

Review of Literature

This section will examine resources related to the ways that General Education
and Special Education teachers perceive behaviors in their classrooms. In doing so, three

main themes will be discussed. These themes are

l) the influence of dynamics

between

teacher and student, 2) how dress affects student behaviors and 3) how the specific
language patterns used by students in classrooms suggest how behaviors are perceived.

Within the area of classroom dynamics, subcategories include safety within a classroom,
the stress between the teacher-sfudent, classroom management and the cultural
backgrounds in which the teacher and student are. This synthesis will provide the reader

with research and documentation in how general education and special education teachers
perceive hehaviors of students in their classrooms.
Classroom D.y,Jramics
Several studies have provided evidence of how important the teacher-student

relationship is. Relationships can be operationalized as a connection between people.
When this occurs, there are certain properties that bring people together for a reason or
cause. These people
such communities,

will often become a group in which a sommunity is created. Within

it is up to its members to contribute positive or negative perceptions

of what is to occur. These influences can be viewed as attitudes or ideas. What each
person contributes

within a particular relationship determines how it functions. Research

has shown that relationships between teacher and student can be complex"

The relationship between a teacher and sfudent contributes to how successful the
student

will

be both academically and

socially. Schools are where children go to develop
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cognitive skills and obtain ways to problem solving as a way to prepare them in
becoming productive members of the communify in which they

live. Teachers

are

required to create learning environments that will develop these skills. Those who have a

high sense of efficacy about their reaching capabilities can motivate their students and
enhance their cognitive development (Bandura, 1994). The relationship is a predictor of a

student's development, achievement and classroom functioning. It is affected by

individual characteristics of both teacher and student, as well

as the dynamics

of the

relationship itself (Greene, Abidin & Kmetz, 1997). The behaviors exhibited by both the
teacher and students can contribute to the type of relationship that is established.
Sofuty within a relationship between teacher and student

A factor that contributes to the teacher-student relationship is safety. ZercTolerance contributes to a safe school environment. Baker (2005) found that how
teachers view how their own self-efficacy plays an important role in classroom

management and developing positive relationships hetween teacher and student, i.e., the
more self-aware and knowledgeable teachers are, the more likely that classrooms will be
well-managed and safe.

Within the general education classrooms, there are special education students with
emotional behavioral disorders. However, when these students exhibit behaviors that
disrupt the general education classroom, they are likely to be referred for a more

restrictive setting (Bradley, Henderson, & Monfore, 2004). Special Education high
school students who have been diagnosed with emotional behavioral disorders are
expelled or suspended more frequently from school than their non-disabled peers or than
students with other disabilities (Bradley, et al .2004). Because of this, there is a need for
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training on how to address difhcult behaviors for both special and general educators.
Even though teachers have reported experiences of discipline-related stress when
attempting to manage student misbehavior, they continue to believe they can effectively
educate their students (Bandura, 1993).

If teachers

have a strong sense of self-efficacy,

they may he willing to try wider range of strategies. Strategies would include
cooperative learning structures, in which students work together and help one another,

individualize instruction tailored to students' knowledge and ability while promoting
problem-solving skills (Bandur4 1993). In doing so, they may be able to eliminate
behavior problems in their classrooms, which create a positive relationship between
teacher and student and a safe environment to teach and learn as well.

Baker (2005) suggests that administrators need to discover ways to assist all
teachers to hecome more self-assured in their own ability to meet the needs of their
students. Administrators can offer suggestions through annual reviews and classroom

observations. As ways to develop healthy relationships, it was suggested that partnerships
among teachers (general education and special education) be formed. Losal agencies may
be able to provide opportunities to offer teachers personal growth, and for those teachers

who continue to struggle, they should be given the time to observe other teachers and
model specific behavioral techniques. Spending time with colleagues is a way for
teachers to hrainstorm and problem solve. By establishing teacher assistance teams and

internal instructional, behavioral support may provide teachers with competence and
confidence. By providing time to access available resources within individual buildings
and districts, teachers may feel confident in meeting the behavioral needs of students.

9

These suggestions were offered by Baker (2005), as ways for teachers to obtain self-

efficacy, ffid establish healthy relationships in the classroom environment.
Stress

within a teacher-student relationship
Another factor that may diminish the quality of teacher-student relationship is

stress. Behavioral characteristics of the students

will influence the relationship with the

teacher. Hamre and Pinata (2001) stated that negativity in the teacher-student
relationship as early as kindergarten, predicts problematic academic and behavioral
outcomes into middle school. As a result, sfudents may develop depression and/or
behavioral problems because of unfulfilled interpersonal relationships, including those

of

their teachers. This implies that teachers will become frustrated in dealing with students
who exhibit behaviors that cause disruption within their classrooms. General education
teachers feel stress while instructing students with

ADHD (Attention Deficit

Hyperactivity Disorder) than non-ADHD students (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). The Pacer
Organization states that a student with ADHD might have inattentiveness and or
hyperactive impulsiveness. They may have a difficult time in organi zing their work, be
easily distracted, unable to follow directions, does not appear to listen when being spoken

to and have a difficult time being on task. A student with EBD (Emotional Behavioral
Disorder) may have the inability to build or maintain interpersonal relationships with
peers and teachers. They may exhibit inappropriate types of behavior, be unhappy or
depressed while developing fears associated with personal or school problerns.

Schizophreniacan also be apart of

EBD. Nelson,200l

found that all teachers felt less

capable in working with students with externalizing and tough behaviors.
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In an article written by Murray,2A02, Pianta (1999) was cited as stating that
emotionally warm relationships between teachers and students (open communication,
support, and involvement) provide students with a sense of security within school
settings, which promotes comfort, as well as social, emotional and academic competence.

Murry, 2402 also cited Birch and Ladd 1997, who found that all students who had close
relationships with their teachers were more adjusted academically than students with

conflicted teacher-student relationships. In another study cited by Murray,2002, he and
Greenberg, 2001, stated that students with high incidence disabilities, (Learning

Disabilities, Mild-Mental Retardation and Emotional Behavioral Disorders), who spent
the majority of the school day in special education settings reported higher levels

of

conflict with teachers than students without disabilities. The study concluded that
students with high incidence disabilities often do not feel supported by their teachers.
These students may have underdeveloped social skills and therefore are likely to have

physical and verbal conflicts with their peers and teacher. In addition, teachers own
attitudes and beliefs could manifest in everyday activities. It is important that the
teachers understand the socioeconomics and behavioral patterns of their students. In

addition, the quality of these student's relationships with general education and special
education teachers was associated with self-reports of delinquent type of behaviors,
depression, anxiety and conduct problems. It was noted in the same research that the

children who reported having wafin and supportive relationships with teachers had better
reported adjustment in these areas than the students who had greater conflict in teacher
student relationships.
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Classroom management and the teacher/student relationship

Another aspect of relationship building is how teachers manage their classrooms.
The climate of the classroom

will often set the stage for how the students will conduct

themselves. In many schools across America, special education students will travel
between the two worlds of special education and general education classes. In doing so,

they are exposed to different teachers, who in turn have different teaching styles and
beliefs. An empirical study (Safran, 1986) proposed to answer two questions. First,
was to determine

if there was a diflerence in how general education

it

and special education

teachers perceive problem behaviors in their classroom. Second, this study set out to

discover which behaviors were identified as causing the most problems. In this case, the
teachers viewed a video and then answered questions regarding the behaviors they had

seen. The result showed no significant differences between the groups regarding which
behaviors were perceived as problematic. The second question referred to which
behaviors were most difficult to manage. The results concluded that both groups

of

teachers once again believed that they could manage problem behaviors with the same

amount of effectiveness within their classroom setting. The identified behaviors hy both
groups were aggression, lake of cooperation and blaming. This case illustrated that the
teachers believed themselves to have had the silme management

skill abilities. This

suggested that even though the general education teachers have larger class sizes, they

believe that they possess the same management skills of their special education
colleagues.

While general education and special education teachers may believe to have
comparable management skills, a study conducted by Johnson & Holly, 2006, examined

t2

the perceptions of disturbing hehaviors of eighty-eight secondary general education
teachers. It was to determine how and what teachers think about the students may

influence how they perceive the behavior. The teacher often decides the severity of the
behavior by determining if it can be tolerated or not. Once determined, a particular
consequence for the student may occur.

A particular tolerated behavior by one teacher,

either by a special education or by a nondisabled student, may not be by another
(Johnson, 2006). This raises an interesting thought pertaining to how educators perceive

problem behaviors.
This study performed by Johnson ,2A06, indicated that general education teachers
tend to be significantly less tolerant of certain types of behaviors than special education
teachers are regardless

if the student had a disability of not. The teachers were given

Disturbing Behavior Checklist

I

(DCB 1) to

the

fill out. This checklist was used in its 2000-

copyrighted form. They were to rank behaviors regarding social immaturity, social
defiance, physical disturhance and socialized delinquency. The hypothesis in this study
was that the general education and special education teachers would recognize the factors

of social defiance most unsettling, followed by socialized delinquent behaviors, physical
disturbance, and social immaturity and that general ratings of disturbing behaviors would
be higher than those of special education teachers (Fullwood

&

Johnson, 2006). An

example of social defiance would be behaviors mostly associated with ADHD.
Behaviors might include temper loss, not following rules, not taking responsibility for
own actions and over reacting. Socialized delinquent behaviors regard to conduct
disorders. Behaviors might include aggression, acting out within the communitylhome,
refusal to comply with the law and opposition to authority figures. Physical disturbance
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is when a student might have a fear of school, safety and eating. Social immaturity is

exhibited by a student's sense ofjudgment. An example would be if they were able to
advocate for themselves, communicate effectively and be self-directed.

The

follo*irg

is the order in which teachers found the behaviors to be most

disturbing: artlmusic, business/computers, social studied/gym, careers, English, foreign
language, reading, math and science.

It should be noted that the classes that correlated

with the higher scores on the DBC I checklist are electives in most school systems. For
the most part, these classes do not have resource classes as a component. The classes

with the lower scores on the DBC I are required courses and do have resource rooms
available to assist with curriculum.
The study performed by Johnson, 2006, suggested that additional training in
education or graduate work might influence what behaviors the two groups of teachers
tolerate. Perhaps additional training in education would affect the perceptions

of

disturbing behaviors and teaching that is more effective and behavior management. In
this case, there was no difference between the age of the teachers and number of years
teaching.
Classroom management is a characteristic of an effective teacher. Research has
established that organization motivates students and leads to understanding and

achievement (Bufumo, 2005). Organizational skills need to be taught and reinforced,
using methods that correspond to individual leaming styles (Avitablie,2007). When a
classroom is organized, expectation levels are established. In doing so, behaviors within
the classroom
students

will

be positively effected (Avitablie, 2007). By having an organized clasr

will learn organizational skills, establish patterns and predictable routines.

t4

Many times students, both general and special education, get off task because they cannot

find their work. Being off task presents a situation and often leads to behavioral

problems. By modeling and expecting appropriate behaviors in the classroom, teacherstudent relationships are established

(Murray,2002). Murray, 2002 explains that the

teacher-student relationships should be built on open communication and trust. When
students have a sense of security and support in relationships with their teachers, (Piant4
1994; Pianta

& Steinherg, 1992), stated in an article written by Murray,200} that

teachers had fewer behavioral problems, greater social competencies, and better school

adjustment than did children experiencing greater conflict in their relationship.

Culture and the relationship between teacher/student
In order to comprehend that race and culture affects the impact of teachers and
academic success, it is important to define what culture is and how it affects teaching and
learning in the classroom. Culture makes life secure and meaningful (Boykin, 1997).

Although it may be easy to recognize people

as being

different, in order to accept any

differences may present a challenge.
Challenges can occur within the classroom environment when teachers

misinterpret students' behaviors. In doing so, a struggle may develop within the teacherstudent relationship. In a 1982 study by Jawanza Kunjuku, Graybill, 1997, stated by

reiterating that the most important factor in a student's performance is the relationship
h/she has with their teacher.

It is necessary for teachers to view their class upon its

cultural design. Even though research in the areas of race and culture is broadening our
understanding of the impact of teachers on academic success, teachers own culture and

l5

values can interfere with learning when their own set of values, inadvertently, limit
learning of their students (Graybill, 1997).

Referrals to Special Education
As noted above, when students misbehave in the general education classroom
setting and interventions are exhausted, the special education team receives a referral. In
order for a student to receive special education services, they are required to qualiff
under the United States Education Departrnent's category of education disability in the

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Part of the refemal requires
observations of that student within the school environment.

A continuing controversy regarding emotional behavioral disorders is
disproportionate race-ethnic rspresentation. This exists when the proportion of students

with labeled emotional behavioral disorders belonging to

a

particular race-ethnic group

does not equal the proportion of all students constituted by that race-ethnic group (U.S.

Department of Education,2002). The controversy about disproportionate representation
centers on the ovelrepresentation of Black students (Cullinan, 2005). The

disproportionality involving Black students is about 160% of what is expected (Cullinan,

2005)" Many
caused by racial

high degree of disproportionate prevalence must be
students, as stated by Osher, Cartledge, G, Oswald, D,

Sutherland, K, Artiles, A & Coutinho, M, 2004, in an article written by Cullinan, 2005.

This bias may be individual and intentional, or otherwise systematic, institutional,

"cultural

or other manifestations (Cullinan, 2005).

In an article written by Carrie L.Francis (2000), the author cited Kaplan &
Saccuzzo (1997), as to whether a bias exists in the way that standardized tests are
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structured. In doing these theorists believe a difference exists between how European
Americans and African American student's learn. Francis (2000) cited Shade (1992) in a
study that indicated that African Americans learning styles are more holistic and
spontaneous than European Americans- In knowing this, the study suggested that
teachers allow all their students to work collectively in groups or to communicate freely

in a classroom setting. It was explained that African American's culture, attitude and
behavior affect their learning. Francis (2000) stated how African American students are
not being perceived as intelligent, are being ignored and labeled as having learning

disabilities, and overlooked in the school system. Francis (2000) concluded in the article
that teachers have responsibility to understand the learning style of African American

students. ln doing so, their learning style will be considered when standardized tests are
being developed.

Cullinan (2004) performed a study about the racial bias in educator's perceptions
of emotional and behavior problems. In doing so, the five characteristics of Emotional
Behavioral Disorders were considered by both Black and White teachers who rated the

African American and European American students with emotional behavioral disorders.
The five characteristics consist of having an inability to learn what cannot be explained

by intellectual, sensory or health factors. An inability to build or maintain satisfactory
interpersonal relationships with peers and teacher. Inappropriate types of behavior or
feelings under normal circumstances. A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or
depression and alor atendency to develop physical symptoms of fears associated with
personal or school problems (U.S.Department of Education, 1998).

t7

The study performed by Cullinan in 2004 consisted of 769 students (and their
general education teachers) who were receiving special education services across the

country as identified by the U.S. Census Bureau. The subjects were subdivided into three
groups: elementary, junior high and high school. The U.S. Department of Education

(2002) showed that twice as many of the students with emotional behavioral disorders
were European American as are African American, at each school level 32% of study
participants were African American. The teachers agreed to rate their students and to
anonymously provide their own race status. The teachers were to rate their students
according to inability to learn, relationships and inappropriate behaviors. The results
concluded that the teacher's perception of student's emotional and behavioral problems

varied. General discoveries indicated that the teacher's perceptions of students with
emotional behavior disorders

a.re

not rigid, but instead varied depending upon the

emotional and behavioral problem that was being considered.
The results reinforce that general education teachers are interpreting behaviors.

Interpretation is drawn of past knowledge, past experiences and previous relationships,
Tyler, Boykin, Walton (2006). Student academic outcomes are enhanced when aspects of
their cultural background are present in classrooms (Boykin,200l). A study performed
by Tyler , et al, 20A6, examined how teachers' perceptions of classroom motivation varied
among those students who displayed cultural-based classroom behaviors. In this case,

sixty-two elementary school general education teachers read scenarios of hypothetic
students whose behaviors manifested to be consistent with a European mainstream

culture and Afro-culture (Tyler et al, 2006). Teachers rated motivation along with the
achievement of their students regarding displays of competitiveness, individuality
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(+common among Europeans) conununal or vervistic (+common among Afro-

Americans) behaviors. In conclusion, the results indicated that the teacher's perceptions

of student achievement are indicated by culture. When
as

a teacher misinterprets behavior

cultural normality, the relationship between the teacher-student is strained.
Culture allows us to maintain a sense of identity and how we perceive ourselves

(Bridgest et al., 2003). African American students' chances of school achievement
increase when they experience education with teachers who understand their

sociocultural knowledge and take into account cultural factors when designing,
implementing and evaluating instruction (Boykin & Bailey, 2000). One way in that black
males are often misinterpreted is how they walk. Their stroll, consisting of one-foot
dragging and an exaggerated knee bend, is often misinterpreted for alrogance. A
simulated study by Neal, et al in 2003, was to determine if the stroll of African American
males affect teachers' perception of their achievement,

if their stroll affects perception of

their aggression and if teachers expect students who stroll to need special education
assistance.

This study consisted of 136 middle school general education teachers who were
given videotape to watch along with a questionnaire to

fill

out. The participants first

viewed a videotape where African American and White students were staged to either
stroll or walk with a standard walk into a classroom- Afterwards, the teachers were to
complete a questionnaire to provide data regarding the interaction between student

ethnicity, movement and the teacher's ratings of sfudent achievement, aggression and
need for special education.

l9

This study provided evidences that teacher's perceived African American student

with a stroll to be lower in achievement and higher in aggression than those without

a

stroll. However, no differences were noted based on ethnic classification. Teachers
identified African American students with a stroll more likely to require special education
services than other students without the stroll.

The teacher participarrts in the sfudy were of general education. As a result, no

information was available to indicate if special education teachers would have viewed the
students the same way as the general education teachers. This study demonstrated how

culturally formed behaviors, while placing aside student ethnicity, allowed teachers to
view students with a stroll as being more aggressive and in greater need of receiving
special education services. The researchers in the study concluded that ethnicity and
culture are variables that could be used for investigating and interpreting how teachers

might react to behavioral differences.
Both general education and special education teachers measure behaviors
depending upon the language their students use. They recognize language as effecting

behavior. It was noted as far back

as

the 1960's, that African American students, in

particular males, have their behaviors labeled as inappropriate because of the language
they use in class (Irvine, 1990). Irvine infers that what often occurs is that teachers (who
are mainly white females) bring their values and cultures into the classroom and measure

their students upon their norn; their experiences and comfort levels. As a result, when a
student continually misbehaves within the general education setting, h/she

will

be

referred to receive special education services. When placement is a result of a behavioral

referral, frequently, the situation consists of an African American student and a teacher
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who does not understand the minority child's cultrue. When such an interpretation of
behavior occurs, the child is declared a failure (Rodiqttez,l983). Teacher's bias against

minority children, lead to lower academic achievement expectations. Misinterpreting
behaviors affect the teacher-student relationships that influence the expectations in the

classroom. Teacher attitudes are key to teacher-student expectations (Graybill,1997).
The issue regarding teacher's attitude and understanding of cultural diversity is

very important when teaching students from different ethnic backgrounds. Throughout
this literature review, information has indicated how important the role of the teacher is
in understanding how behaviors can be perceived. In doing so, culture influences how
teachers interpret the way in which students behave. In providing teachers with the
necessary tools about cultural diversity,

it is plausible that they will

be more culturally

aware to the needs of their students. As an outcome, perhaps a common thread

will exist

between general education and special education teachers in how behaviors are
perceived.

A study was performed at the

State University of Minnesota at Morehead

(Dalhouse, 2006). In this study, ninety-two pre-service white teachers were asked to
respond to questions regarding their beliefs about their awareness of culture, diverse

families, cultural cofirmunications, uses of assessment and their teaching in multicultural
classrooms before and after

a

junior level diversity practicum and seminar. ln this report,

it was noted that future educators (white, female and suburban), had signifrcantly
different expectations for students in different school settings (urhan versus suburban),
and for students from different racial minority and linguistic backgrounds
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(Terrill, 2000).

The preservice teachers believed that in racial minority schools, there would be

higher levels of discipline problems, lower parental support, lower levels of student
motivation, fewer gifted and talented students, and higher levels of child abuse
(Dalhouse, 2006). These preservice teachers revealed that they had encountered
prejudices toward racial minority groups, had limited interactions with them and
possessed

limited knowledge of their historical contributions (Dalhouse, 2006). The

result of this study was to notice

if a diversity seminar would

change the cultural

awareness of white preservice teachers.

The results emerged from a questionnaire regarding cultural beliefs before and
after a diversity practicum and seminar. Results indicated that pre-service teachers were
less

likely to refer students for testing if they thought their learning difficulties were due

to cultural differences. These teachers, in addition, were more apt in recognizing that

minority parents are knowledgeable about assessing their student's abilities.
Dress

When students arrive at school each duy, they are supposed to come prepared to
learn while encouraged to interact with their peers in appropriate socially accepted ways.

However, school officials are declaring that certain clothes being worn could be
considered disruptive, obscene, or vulgar, or that have logos or pictures that convey

illegal, sexist, or racist viewpoints (Pardon My Do-Rag, 2003). Many schools have
developed dress codes that keep disruptive clothing out of the classroom. In Stamford
Connecticut, officials have established a dress code for students,

According to the article, Pardon My Do-Rag, in order for the students to learn,
they need to be focusing on the material presented by their teachers. Instead, sfudents
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a-re

spending more time on who is wearing what. Students, however, feel that fashion defines

whom they are and by having such a policy, it infringes upon who they are and how they
express their diversity.

The school officials believe that students need to take school seriously. The
administrators believe that certain clothes cause distractions within the classroom setting.
The students are not the only ones being distracted. According to the high school

officials in Stamford, Connecticut, teachers have a difficult time teaching when students
are

pulling up their pants, adjusting their hats, and belt buckles.
Jemal Horton wrote an article entitled, Georgia School board Defends Ban on

Gold Teeth in 2004. This article gave reference by interviewing teachers and school
board members to how students dress causes distractions in class, which contribute to

problem behaviors. It referred to those students who wear gold grills in their mouths,
dress in saggy pants and have excessively large belt buckles as the students causing

distractions within the classroom environment. Some of the accessories, such as belt
buckles are being used as weapons. Some of the baggy attire permits students to
transport weapons into the school.

Administrator Eloise Curtis stated that there are teachers who do not say anything
about the gold grills in the students' mouths because they are

afraid.

She explained to

how the grills make it difficult to understand what the student is saying. Curtis added the

hygienic risks involved with wearing grills. They include chipped teeth, problems with
the digestive system

(difficult to chew food properly).

She believes that as educators, we

should not just be teaching the students about today, but for life.
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In addition to the ban on gold grills, the dress code prohibits sagging pants and
large belt buckles. The article added that it is very easy for students to conceal weapons

in their baggy clothes. Some articles of concern that were hidden in the students over
sized clothing, and brought into the schools include knives, brass knuckles, pistols,

sawed-off broom handles, and baseball bats. Curtis explained that the number one
concern is safety. They want ensure that the schools are safe and eliminate as many
distractions as possible. If the classrooms are not safe, learning will not occru.

In trying to provide a safe environment, according to board member Andrew
Jefferson, no one is trying to infringe upon the rights of freedom of speech or freedom

of

expression of any student. One concern with the school board passing a new dress code
had to consider

if it was targeting black students. Jeflerson explained that the majority of

students affected might be hlack; however, you have your share on non-African

Americans doing it as well.

Holloman, LaPoint, Alleyne, Palmer and Sanders-Phillips (1996), indicated in a
study that particular types/styles of clothing worn could be associated to gang

membership. These styles are often accompanied by behavior problems in the classroom.
In their study, they indicate that both urban and suburban schools have problems

involving appearance. Some factors regarding dress relate to student's ethnicity and
social class. They include poor academic achievement and attendance resulting from
dress-related concerns. Most of the reports relating to dress-behavior problems suggests
according to Holloman ( I 996), that the phenomenon occurs mainly among low-income

youth of certain ethnic minority groups, most notably African Americans. However, it is
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noted in the study that an increasing number of white, middle-class suburban students
have similar problems (Pan, 1995).

In general, researchers usually agree that clothing influences individual and group
behavior. How a student dresses, provides information regarding status, ethnicity and
values (Holloman et al,

1996). Information provided by the media reports African

American youths as experiencing more dress-related behavioral problems. This is due to
their cultural expression, materialism, negative stereotyping and devaluation of Black
youth identity (Alleyne et al., 1997). In losing their sense of identity, students will have

difficulty paying attention in class, problems maintaining good grades and attendance
issues leading to dropping out.

The dropout rate for students with disabilities is approximately twice that
general education students (Blackorby

of

& Wagner, 1996). In Michigan, for example,

the

Department of Education cites that 43.3 Yo of students being diagnosed with EBD
between the ages

of 14-21 drop out of school.

These students, as mentioned previously

are being required to pass standardized tests. For students

with disabilities, several

factors aside from academic achievement influence their ability to pass these
assessments- Sfudents who experience failure or who see liule chance of passing these
tests may decide not to stay in school-because either they

will not graduate with

will not be promoted or they

a standard diploma Thurlow, Sinclair

& Johnson (2002). Many

school districts consider implicating strict dress codes in order to maintain safety and
order within their schools. Teachers

will often

be in favor of this because they believe

that they reduce the problems associated with dress and behavior problems.
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In one study regarding the affects of dress on school discipline, Professor Somer
of Ashland University (2001), performed research to determine if a student's behavior
would change if they dressed a particular

way. To perform his research

he had

participating principals conduct two-three sets consisting of three days each- One day
was to be a dress-up duy, one a dress-down day and one a regular dress

duy. On these

days, the principal was to record the total number of discipline cases sent to the

disciplinary officer that day. The students did not know it was a research project.
Nineteen schools participated; five high schools,4 juniorhighs and l0 elementary. For
the purpose of this paper, the results recorded are only from the high school level.

Within the five participating high schools, on the regular school dress duy, there
were 84 disciplinary cases reported. On the dress up days, there were 70 referrals,

producing a l5o4 decrease in discipline cases. During the dress down days, 87
disciplinary cases were reported. This was an increase of

60/o.

* The participating

elementary and junior high schools produced similar results.
The results of this sfudy illustrated that student dress affects their discipline. ln

conclusion, if students are dressed up they are likely to follow the rules, acquiring less
disciplinary referrals. If they dress down, students tend not to take school so seriously
and as a result, acquire more disciplinary referrals than on days when they dress up or
dress regular. This study implied that by imposing a dress code promoting business-like

attire, fewer distractions, leading to behavior problems would occur throughout the
school day. In doing so, the environment within the classroom setting would be
conducive to learning.
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Teachers support the use of uniforms, ffi they believe that this would reduce the

risk of psychological harm as well as school related behavior problems. With reduced
behaviors, the teachers would have fewer disruptions in their classrooms and more

opportunities to teach. A journal by Alleyne, LaPoint, Lee and Mitchell (2003), provides
empirical data on the use of uniforms in a particular Northeastern city school. In order
for the researcher to obtain information regarding views on sfudent dress and behavior, a
survey was issued was given to 24 black teachers. The next step was a focus group to
explore the perceptions of teachers anon the implementation of school uniforms. The
school in which the research occurred was a middle school with 343 students. The
previous year it had implemented a uniform policy.
The teachers were to complete a questionnaire regarding demographic, knowledge
regarding dress and hehavior, attitudes about dress and behaviors and personal

experiences. Findings revealed that fights might have been related to the way students
were dressed. Fourteen of the 16 teachers believed that dress influenced behavior at

school. The data included personal harm, social status, gang -related issues (specific
colors, types of clothes worn), tardiness, poor grades and disruptive behaviors.
The focus group discussed how economic diversity of the students and its affect
on behaviors. It was determined that many students were not financially capable

of

affording name brands. As a result, they were made firn of, resulting in a fight and
missed school. The teachers believed that unifonns would bring this problem to a halt.
The focus group believed that when the students wore uniforms, they had a sense

pride. Students reported uniforms

as being a way of not competing

policy had reduced teasing, absenteeism and school violence. As
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of

with their peers. The

a result, the students

focused on the teaching and learning process. When asked how the policy could be
enhanced, the teachers believed that consistency in the uniform policy was the primary

way to facilitate a positive attitude about uniforms.
The data collected by Alleyne (2003), provided information regarding how
students are influenced by specific styles and colors of

clothing. It was stressed how

important it is to address these challenges by teachers obtaining awareness as to the types
of clothing students are wearing, ffid why. In doing so, there could be a reduction in
number of special education referrals based upon behavior.

Communication Style
As our classrooms, general education and special education, continue to become
more diverse, it is important that teachers tackle the task of developing strategies that

will

contribute to the success of their students. By the year 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau
predicts that one in every 10 children will be foreign-born (Lindeman,2002). As aresult,

English will not be their primary language. If teachers and students do not understand
each other, both teaching and learning become a challenge. In a report written by Irvine,
1990, she informs the readers that education is not a neutral process. She discusses the

dominate sulture's ideologies and the cultural background and achievement of African

American students. She believes that a correlation exists befween school failure and not
recognizing cultural differences.

Irvine explains that when school personnel do not understand their students, the
student's behaviors and achievements are misunderstood. Irvine (1990) cites research
data indicating that when teachers design curriculum they apply generalized expectation

for students' achievement based on race and fail to consider the students ability. African
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American males, according to Irvine (1990), receive the most amount of negative
feedback and have the lease amount of contact with their teachers.

This study conducted by Irvine ( 1990) suggests ways for teachers to provide a
positive learning environment for students. Irvine (1990) concludes with the following
concepts relating to improving communication and teaching within the classroom. She
states that teachers need to design curriculum related to the culture of

African American

students. Teachers need organizational and classroom management skills. Teachers are
to match instruction with the student's academic level. Staff development need be
required in order to assist teachers in changing attitudes and beliefs about students

of

different races and culfures. By not working on teacher-student communication, white
teachers, particularly

will continue to be culturally conflicting with African American

students. This misconception could lead to viewing their behavior negatively (Irvine,
1990). African American students' chances of school achievement increase when they,
like their non-African American schoolmates, experience education with teachers who
understand their sociocultural knowledge and take into account cultural factors when

designing, implementing, ffid evaluation instruction (Boykin & Bailey ,2002).

After years of failing many African American students, particularly in literacy,
the American school system needs to search for instructional methods that could

substantially impact the academic achievement of these students. One would think that
the home language of African American students would be acknowledged (Adger,

Christian and Taylor, 1998). However, it is cofirmon for African American students to

walk into classrooms and be told thaf their language is not correct. These students will
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find themselves often failing in classes where teachers who do not understand their
language and culture

fail to recognize their language.

Ebonics has been defined as a combination of the words "ebony" and "phonics",

"Black sounds." Ebonics is the language many African Americans speak, which some
linguists link to the language spoken in West Africa (NEA Today, 1998). Ebonics refers
to the "language family" spoken by Africans throughout the African Diaspora, which

historically included enslaved Africans in Jamaica, the Caribbean, South American and
Europe. In other words, wherever the enslaved Africans were taken throughout the
world, a form of Ebonics exists (Sharroky, 2001). [n knowing this, one will acknowledge
that most African Americans

will

speak differently from Standard English (Sharroky,

2001). From an educational point of view, Ebonics has been characterized

as being

lazy,

defective, ungranrmatical or broken language (Adger, 1998).
When African American students are afraid of sounding ignorant in their classes,
they do not go. On the other hand, if they do go, they will not participate and can perhaps
engage in negative behavior problems.

A decision that leads to not preparing for class,

not going to class and ultimately,ulack of interest in school altogether (Zanders, 1997).
When sfudents do not participate in class, they tend not to do well, and
they

will

seek out other ways

fail.

Often times,

of obtaining attention, which may not be positive.

However, how behaviors are perceived and later identified may depend upon the teacher
and their cultural upbringing. Cultural discontinuity occurs when the white middle class
teacher views the black student's behavior as disruptive "talking back" or acting out

(Irvine, 1990). Irvine stated that teachers tend to overreact to the behavior of black
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students, particularly black male students. The white female teacher, Irvine adds, may be

misunderstood because she does not understand African American culture.

In acase study performed by Ogbu (1996), examination occurred between White
proper English and Slang English. The adults residing in Oakland, Californi4 where the
study took place, believed that White proper English is standardized English. African

American students expressed concern over being poked fun at and called, "Oreos" while

implying that they are talking White. Cited in the study by Ogbu that Black slang English
is used at home and within the community. The families of the students in the case study
considered proper English appropriate for school and in the workplace. Children,
according to Ogbu know the rules of dialect switching. Dialect switching occurs at
school when students use proper English in the classrooms and slang English in the
hallways.

White standardized English is the primary dialect used in today's school districts.
When students enter the classroom either not knowing or not willing to switch dialects,
teachers view the students as being ignorant. Ogbu explained in his 1996 case study that
students who do not engage in dialect switching become

"victims" by failing to dialect

switch. Ogbu stated that often these African American students chose not to do work that
requires extra effort because they do not want to be perceived by their peers as being

smart. Ogbu explains the low teacher expectation hypothesis as a factor in Black student
underperformance. Teachers of Black sfudents often enter the classroom with
stereotypical beliefs about and attitudes toward black students based on society's framing

of Blacks as a racial group prior to ever having met the students or witnessed their
academic patters (Irvine, 1990).
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The use of Ebonics in school is a controversial topic. Some believe that using
phrases and terms in relaxed setting with family or friends are fine, while using Ebonics

in schools will confuse students (Johnson,1997). Others are in favor of the elimination
of Ebonics within the classroom environment. If Ebonics is accepted in schools, the

African American students will continue to graduate from our public schools unprepared
to compete effectively in the present, let alone next century (Johnson, 1997).
Students want to come to school and have a sense of belonging. When they do

not feel as if they fit in behaviors begin to escalate. [nstead of applying themselves in the
classroom, Ogbu (1996) explains students will refuse to make good grades by not

completing homework and class assignments. In an article written by Zanders (1997), he
stated that students who do not dialect switch, are afraid of sounding uneducated in class
and therefore

will not participate in class discussions.

Summary
The review of literature reveals that there are both similarities and differences to

how general education and special education perceive behaviors. Throughout the
literature, however, limitations continue to exist regarding what each type of teacher
considers a specific behavior to be a problem. There are numerous facets in identifuing

problem behaviors in the classroom. As seen throughout this literature review,
relationships between the teacher and student, how students dress and talk influence how
teachers

identiff their behavior. These issues affect students of all ethnic groups and

academic abilities.
The purpose of this study is to acknowledge the information available while

building upon what information is lacking and collaborate with both general education
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and special education teachers to enhance knowledge in the fields of which can be

detrimental to the students with whom we work. As the literature illustrates, there is a

limited amount of empirical sources available to substantiate a comparison between the
two types of teachers (general and special education). The information provided will
hopefully enhance what is available and be a foundation for future studies.
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Chapter

III

Methodology
Overview

This study attempted to identifu how general education and special education
teachers perceive behaviors in their diverse classrooms. The methodology used for this

study is the phenomenological method of research that is based upon qualitative research.

Qualitative research is useful in exploring and describing the phenomenon being studied.
Qualitative research refers to research that leads to understanding people's lives, stories,
behaviors, or is about organizational functioning, social movements, or interactional
relationships (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Qualitative research relates to how people make
sense of their

lives. It consists of fieldwork that involves the researcher going into the

field, observing and recording people in their natural environment. Qualitative research
is descriptive in that the data is gathered through a process and meaning achieved through

words. The researcher then constructs concepts, hypotheses and theories from the
gathered details (Biklen, 2003). This study utilized a multi-method approach, including

qualitative documentation, observations, and audiotaped interviews as a way to explore
how general education and special education teachers perceive the behaviors within their
classrooms. In particular, I attempted to answer three questions related to how
relationships, dress and jargon influence such behaviors.
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METHOD
Participants
The participants for this study were l2 high school teachers from a suburban high
school in the Upper Midwest. This suburban school is part of a large school district,

which is located ten miles north of a major metropolitan area. Teachers who taught a
diverse class received an email asking if they would partake in a research project
regarding student participation in their classes. Twelve teachers volunteered to take part

in this study. Six of these teachers were general education and six were special education
teachers. I met with them separately and explained that I would be observing them teach
in one of their diverse classes. To protect confidentiality and mitigate bias, neither the
researcher nor the school administrators discussed the purpose of the research with the
teachers. I assured the participants that only I would know their identity.
Teachers were notified that their classroom management techniques would be

observed during a twenty-minute observation. It was cofilmunicated that all collected data

would be kept confidential in a locked

file. Upon agreeing

to the affangement, each

participant was issued a letter of consent to sign. Table 1 illustrates the participant's

profiles. The chart indicates the following information: identification number and
gender, age category, self-identified race, number of children, years in teaching, type

of

teaching license, experience in urban/rural setting, experience in general education and
experience in teachit g both special education and general education.
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Table I : Demographic Characteristics of Participants

#lyr
Gender

Age

Race

Teaching

M

30-40
30-40
50-60
30-40
20-30
s0-60
20-30
30-40
50-60
30-40
s0-60
50-60

w

l5
l0

F
F

M
F

M
F'

F
F
F

F
F

W

w
w

20
15

W
W

10

2

w

2

NA

5

w
w
w
w

25

l1
5
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Type of
License
Gen Ed

Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed

Gen. Ed.
and Spec.
Ed.
Experience

Gen Ed
Both
Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Gen Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed
Spec Ed
Both
Spec Ed
Both

Urban and/or
Suburban
Experience
Suburban
Suburban

Suburban
Both
Both
Suburban
Both
Both
Suburban
Both
Suburban
Both

As can be seen in Table 1, the demographic information indicates that the
participants consisted of three males and nine females. The average age of the participant
was in their 30's for both groups of teachers, 1l:12 classified their ethnicity as being

White, except for one, who listed hers as being Native American. The average years of
experience, teaching within the general education teachers was 12, and l1 years for the
special education teachers. Regarding teacher certification, three participants, one general
education and two special education teachers, hold both a valid general education and
special education licensure. Four general education teachers and two special education
teachers had no prior experience other than teaching in the suburbs.

Instrumentation
Upon an agreed date and class period, the observations were completed. The
teacher introduced me to the class and explained that I was there to observe the teacher,

not the students. I then took a seat in the back of each room and remained quiet. During
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this time, fieldnotes included the iurangement of student's desks, tables and the teacher's

desk. Words and sketches described the ddcor of each class. The ddcor included a
variety of lighting, area rugs and wall posters. In addition, observer comments noted
the class was cluttered and how the teacher was dressed. Notes indicated the types

if

of

behaviors plus teacher's response time. The observer comments continued throughout
the observation.

I did not

use any electronic recording devices for this portion of the research (such

as video cameras or audio recorders) in order to protect the sfudent's anonymity. As

I

carried out observations, I noted a variety of student behaviors. Toward the end of my
observations, I began to note how each teacher reacted to students being out of their seat,
using cell phones, using foul language, asking for passes and intemrpting the teacher by

talking with another student. Observation was followed by an in depth interview. All
interviews occurred separately and privately in a conference room located in the student
services of Irondale High School so that no distractions would occur. Recording devices

included a pen, paper and a tape recorder

(a11

the teachers agreed to have their interview

recorded). I asked descriptive questions that allowed them to talk about what they saw as
being important (see Appendix A). This assisted me in determining

if

and how special

and general education teachers define non-acceptable behaviors in their classrooms

(which may in turn increase disciplinary action or special education referrals).
Action Research Interpretation and Analysis
Through interpreting the data collected from the twelve in-depth qualitative
observations and interviews, certain areas started to become necessary to analyze. This
process consisted of reflection and investigation of each participant's knowledge,

^t -I
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interpretation and perspective. It was crucial to understand their ideologies and
experiences. Using emergent analysis (explained below), I was able to re-read my notes,

implement my observer's comments and keep track of the emerging themes.
Two phases assisted in analyzing the qualitative data. Phase 1 consisted of
constructing typologies while looking for concrete concepts. I challenged what I was

finding with literature to verifiz what was unraveling. Through gathering and studying
empirical journals, articles and other print materials, the information received through the
observations and interviews were substantiated. In Phase 2, I determined my themes,
ideas and codes.

My coding assisted me in establishing patterns and being able to label

them. I was condensing data. My codesithemes depended upon the physical
environment, how the participants defined the situation, their perspectives and
explanation (process) of events. As I was discoveringtheory emerging from datan I was
able to predict, explain and interpret the

findings. Glaser & Strauss,1967 explain that

grounded theory enables prediction and explanation of behavior, It is useful in the
advancement of proving theory, while predicting and explaining findings. In addition,
they explain that grounded theory provides a perspective on behaviors and guides a style

for research on particular areas of behavior. Grounded theory assists researchers with the
opporfunity to investigate theories that may be difficult to confirm. This strategy
constructs what the researcher has recorded as a way to clarifu the data obtained.

Although the data collected was unproven, I was ohtaining description that
allowed me to coilrmunicate what I was discovering. GSsping how participants perceived
themselves in their classroom environment was very important as it affected their
responses throughout the interview. Using coding procedures and cross checking, three
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categories began to emerge as to how these teachers perceived behaviors in their

classrooms. The following chapter provides details of these categories, while supported
by teacher interview and observational data.
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Chapter IV
Findings

This study was designed to investigate if there were differences in how general
education and special education teachers perceive the behaviors of African American
male students within a particular suburban high school. In doing so, the research
extended into the role of culture in the schooling experiences of African American male

students. This study was to discern whether culture mediated teachers' perception of
behaviors. The twelve teachers (six general education and six special education), agreed
to participate in this study and to be observed and interviewed.
The findings that emerged in this action research project were that not all teachers

provide a culturally responsive classroom environment. The results demonstrated that

Aftican American male dress and language styles appear to correlate with participation in
special education setting. This portion of the study also found that most of the students

who engage in the use of Ebonics were more conrmonly in the 9th- l0th grades. The
results also demonstrated that teachers, who lack experience in teaching within urban
school settings, are less likely to address behaviors portrayed by African American males

until the behaviors become overwhelming to the teachers themselves.
Findinq # I
Based on this study, data that emerged through classroom observations

demonstrated that there was more use of Ebonics in special education classes than
general education classes. Often times, when sfudents engage in conversation in the
school hallways with their peers they speak Ebonics. When these same students enter
general education classrooms, many of them

will switch from Ebonics
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and start to speak

another dialect referred to as Standard English. This is the language spoken in the
schools across America. One of the special education teachers defined Standard English

during an interview as, "old, white language." Another special education teacher added,

"It is the way that students

are required to speak when in a formal setting." However,

some students may not be able to, or may not wish to switch from how they speak with

their peers and or family members within the classroom environment or community
setting.

Dialect switching most commonly occurs when people switch from one dialect or
communication style to another. Those students who have a difficult time in dialect
switching, either because of not knowing how to or simply choosing not to, may struggle
academically or challenge school norms. Of the six general education teachers who
participated in this study, none claimed Ebonics as an issue within their classrooms. One
teacher stated,

"I think jargon/Ebonics is like any other trend- you have white kids

mimicking the way black kids talk." "I don't see how they speak impacts their learning
unless they are not able to embrace the proper way to talk." Another teacher added,

"I

don't notice a lot of Ebonics in my classes. I had a lot of it when I taught in an urban
school setting. I tell my students that if they are talking about a specific topic, I wouldn't
correct them, but,

if it was for a formal presentation, they would

have to talk

differently...like they are talking to white teachers." This same teacher added, "I

see

Ebonics being used more by 9th graders here as they have not adapted to how we talk

here. They learn,

as

they get older. One general education teacher noticed that within

their own classes, more of the special education students would use Ebonics than the
general education students. One teacher explained during the interview process,
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"I hear

Ebonics being used more frequently by special education kids who have lower GPA's, as
a way

of compensating because this is the language that it is used in their homes. I think

students who have parents with a higher education and working in any sort of typical

work environment, are surrounded by language at a higher caliber."
While interviewing special education teachers they revealed quite the opposite
from their general education colleagues. One special education teacher explained in an
interview, "My students tend to use more slang when they are writing. The African
American students cannot write a five-paragraph essay. They speak the same way...they
speak the same no mafter who they are talking

too. They cannot use slang if they want to

pass the Minnesota Comprehension Assessment.

If they want to pass, just for one

day,

they have to think and write like some old person." This same teacher provided examples

of slang used by students in their classes to include "ax for ask, cuz for because, thang for
thing, bin for been, be doin for been doing and dis for this."

"I think

One special education teacher alleged,

building. The students use it

a

slang is used throughout the

lot in my classes as it is accepted and seen as appropriate

within our society." The same teacher added, "In special education, the students will
often go from class to class with the same students. They use Ebonics because they feel
comfortahle with each other. It is how they talk to each other."
In another class where there are only special education students, the teacher
provided explanation during an interview, 'oSome cultures have some phrases that
everyone will use. An African American
using

will

it. My students use a lot of Ebonics

special education students

will

say a phrase and everyone in class

will

start

in my classes." Another teacher added, "The

speak diflerently to each other as a group.
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I see most of

the students who use Ebonics to be in the 9th and lOth grade. Their writing skills are

horrible. They are not proficient in reading or writing. They do not understand that they
have to write for a different audience when they are taking a test. They just don't get

it."

As noted in these findings, both general and special education teachers have
perceived that the majority of the students who utilize Ebonics throughout their day are in
the 9th and lOth grades. The participating teachers who taught I lth gpade were not able

to comment on Ebonics usage in their classes. Of the six special education teachers who
participated, two did not believe that Ebonics was used in their classes, between students
regardless of their grade

level. Both of these teachers stated, "I have small groups and

would not tolerate Ebonics being used." One teacher added, "I have high expectations
for my students and would not allow them to use Ebonics in an English class. The other
teacher added,

"I don't know how they (the students) speak at home, but, in my class they

use Standardized English."

The data provided by general and special education teachers substantiated those
students who receive special education services tend to use Ebonics more than students

do in general education. Teachers contributed information pertaining to how Ebonics

influence the academic challenges of their students. Special education teachers described
a relationship between the

writing and reading abilities of their students, plus the

standardized test struggles that result from students who are not able to dialect switch

from casual to academic. It is clear that students who can or would easily switch codes of
language (from Ebonics to Sta-ndard English) were less likely to end up in special

education programming. Those that did or could not easily switch were more likely to be
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labeled as academically proficient by their teachers (and be targets for special education

programmirg).
The collected data provided information to draw a hypothesis concluding that
students who use Ebonics in this particular school are most commonly in the 9th and 10th

grade. The teachers speculate that these students have not yet adapted to the ways in
which students communicate between each other in their school. The teachers believe
that it takes time for students to learn and practice dialect switching. It is clear that the
general education environment in this school has a culture of using Standard English
(results are mixed for special education classrooms). Therefore, teachers believed that by
the time students who reached I

lth

grade in the general education program, most African

American students would be proficient at dialect switching when necessary. Those who
were not successful were generally not found in l lth and l2th grade general education
classes (some ended up in special education classes; others may have transferred,

dropped out, or found other arrangements).
On the other hand, special education students most commonly travel with each
other from one class to another. In some cases, the students have been together since
grade school, which in itself creates a relationship

bond. As a result, the students

are

relaxed within the special education setting. As the research indicated, this may in turn,
contribute to special education students using Ebonics more than their older nondisabled
peers do.

Those students who do not engage in dialect switching, as they may simply not

know how to or not willing to, will most likely, according to the teachers past
experiences in working with students

will acquire lower academic and standardized test
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scores. European American students who parrot African American Ebonics usage also

fit

into this category.
Findine #2
Based on this study, data that emerged through classroom observations and

interviews demonstrated that more Aftican American males in special education dressed
in baggy jeans and hoodies than those in general education. The data from observations
demonstrate that one out of every five African American males in general education
classes dress in baggy jeans and hoodies, yet three out of four students in special

education dress the same way. During the interview portion of this study, discussion
occurred regarding if teachers perceive the typical dress of African American males as a

distraction in their classrooms or not. This was considered to be an important factor, as
ultimately, it is the teachers within the school setting, who make-up the special education
"team" who deem special education services necessary or not.
One special education teacher stated, "The African American male students in my
classes come to school each day wearing an oversized tatl t-shirt, baggie pants hanging

down to either their hips or thighs, with two pairs of boxers on to hold up the pants.
Boxers would be showing in the back. Belts are worn and placed very low, hanging

below the hip. The students grab their belt buckle in order to hold up the pants...it looks

like they are holding their crotch. They also have to wear the big hoodie with the hood
worn over their head. These students will wear white tennis shoes. (They will often use
my Clorox wipes to clean their shoes!)" The same teacher added, "Ninety-nine percent
of the African American students dress like this in my classes. The White Wanna Be's

45

will

dress the same

way. They have the bling-bling on with the marijuana ea:ring and

pretend diamonds."
The description offered by this special education teacher rang true of how African

American males were dressed inthe majority of the special education classes when
observed. Within the general education classes, the majority of African American
students observed wore loose
waste or at right below

fitting blue jeans or khaki pants that fell either at their

it. Six of the ten males wore belts with standard-sized belt buckles

that went through the loops. One student was observed wearing a blue crew t-shirt over a

white thermal, long sleeved shirt. Others wore t-shirts that tucked into their pants and/or
a navy

blue and white striped form fitted crew neck shirts with three buttons down from

their collar. One male, who had on a yellow t-shirt, wore an unzipped brown hoodie. At
no time was the hood placed on his head. Two of the males wore eyeglasses. Their
sneakers (tennis shoes) were not bright white; they were grey, brown and/or black in

color. None of these males had over sized jewelry or wore earrings.
The data collected exemplified that five out of six general education teachers
agree that how the

African American male dresses in their class does not interfere with

teaching or learning. Only one teacher stated,

"I don't

see the dress as a

distraction, but,

their mannerisms can be. They are less likely to come to class with materials. They are
more likely to be outspoken. They come in not being afraid of anything. For example,

during the start of a new semester when I take attendance I call out their names. They

will yell out "yeah-yeah." They have a sense of cockiness to them. I think it has to do
with how they dress."
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Regarding culture and dress, data showed that five out of the six teachers

interviewed agreed that how African American males dress in their class is not reflective
of their culture. One teacher stated, "A certain population that dresses with the baggy
pants is seen as being sloppy. I don't see fashion related to culture." Another teacher
added,

"I can't make a racial stereotype about dress. How they

dress is more independent

of their interests verses their culture." The one teacher who did recognize dress as part

of

the African American culture had experience within an urban school setting. They
explained,

"I don't notice their

dress a whole

lbt. I do believe how they dress reflects

their culture. How they dress is how th"y see themselves." All of these teachers, of
course, had fewer students wearing baggy pants and hoodies.

Additional data contained evidence that five out of six special education teachers
agree that how the

African American male dresses in their class does interfere with

teaching or learning. A teacher stated during an interview, "How th"y dress interferes

with learning and teaching. They are so focused on what they are wearing that they are
not learning. They also try to hide headphones, which are not allowed, under their hoods.
The White Wanna Be's are no different." Another teacher added, "The boys

will come in

dressing like gangsters. It affects the atmosphere of the class. They are always playing

with their pants. It is a distraction. Having their hands down their pants is not
appropriate." One teacher claimed, "Their dress does influence their behaviors and
attitude. If their pants are slouching, their attitude is slouching. How they dress
influences their attitude for the day.

All of the students I teach

dress like this." Another

special education teacher added during an interview, o'How the sfudents dress influences

how teachers may or may not approach them. I have students who will dress a certain

47

way to fend off teachers. If teachers are not familiar with that student or how he is
dressed, the teacher most

likely won't approach them...no learning occurs." Another

teacher explained, "How the student dresses reflects their personality. This also includes

the Wanna Be's. Right now, I have two African American boys who keep flunking. One
is a won't, not a can't. He is just lazy."
Regarding culture and dress, data showed that five out of the six teachers

interviewed agreed that how African American males dress in their class is reflective

of

their culture. The majority of the teachers did not hesitate when asked this question.
They were able to conclude that dress suggests their cultural beliefs and/values.
teacher stated, "They (African American males),

will

A

dress as they see themselves in their

neighborhoods. How th*y dress is who they are. They do not dress any differently than

their family or friends. How they dress sends a message. The message with the baggy
pants is being cool, a gangster..." Another teacher asked, "Does a student dress a

particular way to fit in or for comfort? Which came first, the chicken or the egg? They
want to fit into a group. The class is a community with its own culture." Another teacher
explained,

"I think their dress is cultural. It is who they are. How they see themselves.

They come in every day with pants hanging, long t-s and big fake diamonds." The one
teacher who did not believe dress to be affiliated with culture stated,

that way just to fit

in.

"l think they dress

That is not cultwal. It is a passing stage, a fashion statement."

Teachers' impressions and observation data indicate two distinctly different styles
among African American males in general and special education settings. The general
education teachers did not find the way African American males dressed in their classes

to be disruptive of learning

- but only had a few students
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with baggy pants and hoodies.

Noting that the documented information revealed during the observations state that an
average

of

80% of the African American males in their classes did not dress like their

peers in the special education setting. In addition, the findings five out of six general

education teachers did not equate dress with culture. In this sample of participants, only
one had acquired experience within an urban school setting. The majority of these
teachers believed that how the students dressed was not reflective of their culture, but

instead as fashion.
On the other hand, the findings showed that an average of 80% of special
education teachers equated African Americans dress to disruptive behaviors within the
classroom environment.

All but one teacher stated that the clothes that these students

wear to school not only disrupt students, but, the teachers as

well. Five out of the six

teachers who participated in this study agreed that how the student dress is a part of their

culture. The majority of the teachers echoed that how they dressed with the baggy pants
and hoodie reflected their culture, their identity.

The implications for this relationship are important. Evidence suggests that there
is not one "black" way to dress in schools, but that African American males tend to dress

differently. Those who choose to wear buggy jeans and hoodies, however, are more
typically found in special education environments. Special education teachers associated
such dress with disruption, while general education teachers did not. The difference

between the two settings was that in special education settings the majority of males

(white or black) dressed in baggy pants and hoodies, while in general education classes, a

minority of African American males dressed this way.
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Findine #3
Based on this study, data that emerged through classroom observations and

interviews demonstrated that those teachers without urban teaching experience were less

likely to either recognize the needs and/or address behaviors exposed by African
American males. The participants in this study consisted of 12 teachers, five of which had
acquired urban teaching experience that consisted of a minimum of an 8-10 week student
teaching assignment to several years within an urban school setting. Of the twelve, seven

of the teachers had no experience in an urban setting, except for one who taught briefly in
another country. For the purposes of this study, their experience was listed as suburban.

Of the six teachers being general education, only one had urban experience. Of the six
teachers who taught special education, four have urban experience.

In one classroom where the teacher was limited to only having suburban
experience, there were two African American males in class during an observation. One

of them was dressed in a long t-shirt and baggy pants down to their knees. He was

fluttering from group to group in a large class of 25 plus students. In doing so, he was

joking with other students

as he disrupted others. He

would look around the class for

another student to approach. He left his group and went across the room to hug a
European American

black arm reached

girl. On his way back to his seat, the classroom door

opened and a

in. While on his way back to his area, he stopped walking and high-

fived the mysterious arm- At this point, the teacher who had been working with other
European American students in their groups stopped what he was doing and looked up.
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While this was occurring, another African American male dressed in a gray t-shirt
and jeans was

working independently. He raised his hand three times within

a

two

minute time period. The teacher never acknowledged his request for assistance.
Another class observed was a general education class with more than 30 students.
The teacher had only worked in a suburban setting. Within this class, an African

American male with a blue crew t-shirt on over a long sleeved thermal was talking to a
European American male while the teacher was lecturing. The European American
student had on a long sleeve t-shirt and jeans. The teacher did nothing. The students
stopped talking for a minute and then started again. These students were sitting in the

middle of the class, rear seats. As the teacher began lecturing, again they walked around
the

room. However, the teacher never walked back to where these students continued to

talk.

In a class with 30 plus students and computers, the teacher who only had
suburban experience was not able to attend to the needs of an African American female.

On this day of observing, rlo African American males were present. The female wearing
a

bright yellow t-shirt and her hair pulled back neatly, sat patiently with her hand raised

for 20 seconds and then placed her hand down. She was wearing a bright yellow t-shirt.
There were two European American females sitting together on the side of the room that
needed

help. They did not raise their hands. Th*y yelled out to get the teacher's

attention.

In one class, an African American male sat in the back of the class wearing an
over sized hoodie and mid-calf shorts as he teetered his desk on two legs. He did not
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participate the entire class session. He placed his head down on his desk several tirnes, as
the teacher ignored his behaviors.

It was clear that teachers with no urban teaching experience tended to ignore the
behaviors of African American students, whether they were on-task or not. It is unknown

why such behaviors went ignored. It is possible that large class sizes contributed or that
the teachers were simply not effective classroom managers. Different themes, however,

were found in classrooms where teachers had urban experience.
The teachers who had experience in teaching within an urban setting, the data
revealed, approached their students more aggressively than there counterparts. For
example, in one class where there were 19 students, four were African American males.

During the observation, two of them wore baggy pants to their hips or knees. They also
had on hoodies. One of them was constantly

off task. When he was supposed to be

reading, he got up and started to talk with another student. The teacher instantly told him

to sit down. Two minutes later, he was up again walking across the room to talk to a
student who was working on a computer. Again, the teacher instructed him to sit.

During this observation, another male with baggy pants and a big- combed out afro,
started dancing. The teacher pointed to him to

sit.

One African American male was

wearing neat braids and loose fiffing clothes. He raised his hand and sat quietly for help.
The teacher acknowledged this; however, the paraprofessional went to help him. A
European American male wearing baggy pants and large jewelry hanging from his neck
got up and walked across the room to high-five another student. The teacher again
stopped what he was doing and told to return to his seat. In all instances, the students
responded to the teacher's direction.
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In a class with l0 students, two African American students entered the class prior
to the final bell ringing. The teacher sat behind her desk. One of the students was a

female. She wore a beige velour sweat suit. Her hair was neatly styled; pulled back into
a ponytail. The male was wearing green t-shirt over a long sleeved shirt

with baggy pants

down to his knees. When they walked in, the female yelled to the male, "Get the fuck
away from me!" The male responded, "Fuck-you." She said, "Shut the fuck
said, "Shut up." Then the second bell rang and they both sat down and were

up."

He

quiet. Four

minutes later, another African American male who was wearing form fitting clothes and
braids began to tap his pencil for 15 seconds. The teacher gave him a look and he
stopped. During an interview, the teacher was asked about the encounter described above

with the two students. They explained, "When I taught in urban schools, there was
always drama between the kids. You learn when to intervene. I change to fit the
student's needs."

During an observation of a class consisting of 25 plus students, three African
American males were off task. The first one wore a grey t-shirt and baggy pants. He had
two big fake diamond earrings in both of his ears. When the class started, he was
chewing gum and looking up at the ceiling. When he started to bang his finger on the
desk, causing a distraction to those around him, the teacher told him to stop. He did.

This same male yelled out an answer, causing another intemrption within the class. The
teacher told him not to do that again. Another African American and European American

males were talking to each other while the teacher was instructing. Both these boys were

wearing loose fitting jeans and hoodies over their t-shirts. The teacher said, "Sshhh."

53

They stopped talking. About 3 minutes later, they started again. The teacher quickly told
them,

"If you talk out again, I am going to move you." They did not interrupt
One of the teachers explained during an interview that,

class again.

"I wish we had a

workshop that informed us of cultures-human diversity. It would give me a reference
point to where the kids are coming from. You need to know about diversity with such a
glohal world."
In review of the data, the observations and interviews revealed a relationship
between how and when teachers intervene with behaviors in their classrooms. The data
collected showed that those teachers with experience in urban settings were more likely

to intervene with disruptive behaviors exhibited by African American males than those
who have limited experience of teaching solely in the suburbs. As a result, teachers with
experience in dealing with the types of behaviors or code violations as displayed by inner

city students may feel more confident and self-assured to deal with whatever types of
behaviors are in their classrooms. While working in urban school districts, they were
exposed to a variety of diversity. On the other hand, teachers with no urban experience

were more tentative to intervene in students' off-task behavior. The long-term

implications of this are unknown, but it is clear that teachers who had experience with a
variety of student behaviors were quicker to intervene in order to keep students on-task

with learning activities. Those who do not intervene may "get through"

a

particular day,

lose valuable instructional time. The long-term implications of this are unclear.

Summary
Data revealed three patterns in cross-cultural teaching and learning. First, those
students who use Ebonics exclusively are more likely to be in special education settings.
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Second, that special education classrooms are more heavily populated by African

American males wearing baggy jeans and hoodies than any other fashion. Third, those
teachers with urban experience are more likely to intervene quickly when an African

American male is off-task than teachers with no urban experience.

All of these findings

are meaningful given the crisis of over-identification

of

African-American males in special education programs. The teachers within this school,
along with other team members, are responsible for determining if particular students are

eligible to receive special education services. Problems exist if not knowing what to say
or do to address behaviors is causing unnecessary referrals to special education.

Likewise, if people associate Ebonics and hoodies with special education, there may be a
bias against particular students. The data showed that "acting black" is associated

with

placement in special education settings - how students dress and speak may contribute to
them being targets for special education. Teachers, who request that these students be
considered special education, may not be familiar with the cultural-norms associated with
the students. Furtherrnore, when teachers overlook behaviors because of not knowing

how to approach a student, the student's behavior will most likely continue to escalate
into worse behaviors. These students may be marked for special education when they
are actually acting and speaking as they do at home or within their community settings.

Without feedback to inform students about cultural norrns of schools, the students may be
at a disadvantage.
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Chapter V
Discussion and Conclusion

This study explored how general education and special education teachers
perceived the behaviors of African American male students in their classrooms within
one suburban high school setting. The results of this study revealed that not all teachers

provide a culturally responsive classroom environment to their students. Within a

culturally responsive classroom, teachers recognize the importance of acknowledging the
cultural composition of their students. In doing so, the students' culture is incorporated
into the curriculum. When this occurs, students become interested in the subject matter
that is being presented. Students who are engaged in classroom activities are motivated to
do

well. The findings

also demonstrated that African American males dress and language

styles appear to correlate with their participation in special education setting. ln addition,

aportion of the study found that most ofthe students who engaged inthe use of Ebonics
were more commonly in the 9th and lOth grades. This study also established that
teachers, who lack experience in teaching within urban school settings, are less likely to
address behaviors portrayed by African American males.

The findings of this study expound implications for education. How African

American males choose to dress affects their learning. Results demonstrated how this
specific dress distracts students from learning, as they are often preoccupied with what
they and their friends are wearing opposed to what is being taught in their classrooms.
Students cause distractions by adjusting their pants, which strategically

fall below their

hips and accessories, such as chains and large emblems being worn around their necks.
Teachers find the African American male buggy pant style to distract from their teaching
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time. The data implicated that teachers will have to stop their lessons to redirect their
students from picking up their pants to taking their hands out of their pants.

Language styles also present implications for education. When African American
males enroll in school,

it is expected that they will dialect switch successfully. Dialect

switching occurs when one dialect is substituted for another. In this case, Ebonics would
be substituted for Standard English. However, when African American males arrive at

school, many who are enrolled in Special Education have a difficult time in dialect

switching. These students are comfortable in speaking in their native dialect and will
either struggle or oufwardly refuse to speak and write using Standardized English.

Without the students practicing and becoming proficient in Standardized English, they do
not do well in their classes and on Standardized tests. As a result, they receive poor
grades, fail, and stop attending class and drop out.

Data in this study revealed a qualitative diflerence exists between teachers who
lack urban experience and those who have experience in both urban and suburban

settings. The difterence influences education. When teachers are not famitiar with urban
teaching styles, they are more likely to avoid specific behaviors that occur in their
classrooms. In this study, it was observed that those teachers with exclusive suburban
experience were less likely to confront American males who exhihited inappropriate
behaviors in their classrooms than teachers who have experience in an urban setting. As a
result, behaviors went unnoticed. Due to this, the student's inappropriate behaviors were

reinforced as being accepted. As a result, these behaviors have the potential to reoccur
and even escalate. The students who were enrolled in special education classes were often

times taught by teachers with urban experience- These teachers, as per observations,
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confronted, redirected and processed behaviors with these students. When teachers who
are hesitant to redirect or confront negative behaviors of

African American males, their

learning abilities are challenged. This chain of consequence can result with the student as
being identified as rude, disrespectful, and loud and often times defiant. These behaviors
may contribute and/or affect the student as qualifying for Special Education services.
The data that emerged from this study demonstrated that special education
students use Ebonics more frequently than general education students do. Teacher

interviews concluded that Ebonics was spoken most commonly between 9th and 10th
grade students.

It is unknown why there was such

a

major shift in language choice, but

teachers agree that students became acculturated to the Standard English, which was used

more frequently in the school. Those students, who progress to the l lth and l2th grades,
are exposed to additional years

of Standardized English. Additional years of exposure

and continual assistance by their teachers may contribute to why African American males

dialect switch more often and willingly as they get older.
Those African American males enrolled in general education classes appeared to
grasp and accept the concept and necessity of dialect switching (changing between

Ebonics and Standard English depending on the situation). However, within the special
education population, a different phenomenon occurred. African American males used
the same Ebonics in the classroom as they used in conversation with their peers. As a
result, teachers would predict that those students using Ebonics would do poorly on or

fail written standardized tests, which are necessary to graduate. In this study, there were
fewer African American males in general education classes than in special education
classes.
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It is common for students in segregated special education classrooms to have been
educated within the same classes since being diagnosed with disabilities during their

primary school years. As a result, the students bond while they become comfortable with
each other. In doing so, they use the dialect in which they are most comfortable. Both

African American and European American students, in this case, use Ebonics while
communicating with each other in the school environment. The European American
students

will rnimic their African American

peers by using slang for short periods

of

time. The majority of the students who receive special education services do so while in
elementary and/or middle school. It is during this time when family memhers and
teachers observe particular behaviors, mannerisms and speech as interfering with

learning. Those special education teachers who make up the team decide
present and warrants services.

If

if a disability is

students meet the criteria to receive special education

services, adaptations and modifications are designed to assist the student in meeting their

academic, behavioral and emotional needs. These teachers observe and design strategies
and interventions to determine which services would best acconlmodate the needs of the
students regardless of their race or cultural background.

For many students, school is very often the first place where the use of Ebonics is
not encouraged. Even though family members know the rules pertaining to dialect

switching, African American students may struggle with saving face in feeling as if they
are selling out their race by speaking (like a) white (person). In doing so, their cultural-

behaviors, including their speech are misinterpreted for behavior problems.
Educators need to hecome accurate in understanding a student's ability to learn.
They need to understand the cultural complexity of Ebonics. Ebonics is a sense
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of

community in that everyone speaks the same language (dialect). Those students who are
either unable or unwilling to engage in dialect switching, however, fail within the current
educational structure. This reinforces the student's belief that they are not smart and
continue to be discriminated against as their ancestors. Teachers need to encourage
students to apply themselves by creating a sense of trust and belonging. This by no
means is an easy task. For many of these students, to obtain high marks is selling out to
the man. However, once relationships are established, students often succeed

academically when they know that someone is invested in thern.

It is important for those teachers in elementary and middle schools to understand
the conflict that occurs between Ebonics and Standard English.

If

students realize the

importance of obtaining good grades while in primary grades, they would more likely
attend class on a regular basis. Accordingly, they would be exposed to Standard English
at a younger age and be able to practice

it more frequently in their speech and writing.

Teaching students Standard English is not a way of eliminating Ebonics in their lives.
Rather, when students learn to "dialect switch" (or change language patterns according to

situation) they become fluent in both their academic and social worlds. In time, they
become familiar with dialect switching and do so accordingly. This in turn, would assist

them in preparing for high school where they should be priming themselves for their

future. However, when teachers misidentify behaviors associated with a feeling of
disconnect, sfudents are dismissed or suspended, and leaming does not occur. The
unfortunate situation in this school was that some teachers either ignored Ebonics or

completely disallowed it. Neither of these reactions gave students the skills they needed
to survive in their home and school worlds.

60

In addition to language patterns, dress was also an issue. Data that emerged
through classroom observations and interviews within this specific school setting
indicated that more African American males in special education dress in baggy jeans
and hoodies than those in general education. The majority of special education teachers

confer that this specific dress is reflective of their culture and that th*y dress as they do

within their corrmunity. They recognized a relationship between dressing in baggy jeans
and over sized hoodies as influencing the attitudes of their students. They also believe

that this specific style of dress interferes with both learning and teaching. They
contributed jeans worn down to the student's hip and big fake diamonds as distractions. It
t

is common for this type of dress to imply that the student is careless and lazy. As a
result, teaching and learning time is lost.

Having fewer African American males dress in the baggy style may have
influenced the general education teacher's response in relating to

if

students dress

contributes to disruptions within their classroom environment. The majority of these
teachers did not consider this style of dress reflective upon black culture. Instead, they

viewed this dress as a fashion or trend. Perhaps if they had more students who dressed
this way, they would have had experiences to speculate the correlation between dress and
behaviors. ln this case, however, teachers with fewer students dressed in "gangsta" styles
were less agitated by this particular style of dress than their colleagues with more
students dressing in this way.

This raises the question as to if teachers predetermine how students behave based
upon their dress. If teachers perceive behaviors to vary between those sfudents who dress
one way and another, they are bound to conjecture that a particular dress style contributes
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to certain behaviors. This presumption results from teachers not completely
understanding andior accepting the cultural differences of their students. If teachers
understand that African American students' dress attributes to their culture, they may be
able to dissociate particular classroom behaviors from cultural customs.

If this occurs,

teachers would be able to concentrate upon particular behaviors that are not based on

cultural differences.
For many African American students, their teachers are often the first positive
contact that they have with European American people. For many, initial contacts have
been made through Social Service and Communify Correction programs.

It is difficult

for family members to put down their guard when associating with school officials.
Often times, deep feelings of discrimination continue to exist and portrayed in the
relationships with school officials. Yet, it is expected that European American teachers
break through years of which African Americans have felt hatred along with being

discriminated and develop successful relationships where others have tried and failed
repeatedly. African American students have a saying, "Being Real." This means when
something comes from the heart in a caring way. When teachers and administrators are
not being real, the students are able to see through it and more resentment occurs. When

African American students have trusting relationships with their teachers, regardless of
their color, many successful endeavors can occur.
There is not a simple solution to dress as there is for language (i."., a student
cannot "dialect switch" at school because they typically only wear one outfit to school.
Further research is needed in this area to determine the cultural and educational

ramifications of uniform dress in schools, the role of dress in teachers' assumptions of
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student behavior,

ffid the correlation between particular clothing choices and whether or

not particular styles predict special education referrals.

Many of the language and dress patterns described above are present in urban
schools in the U.S. Data that emerged through classroom observations and interviews
showed that teachers without urban teaching experience were less likely to either

recognize needs/or address behaviors exposed by African American males. Observations
showed that teachers without urban teaching experience tended to over look the behaviors

of their African American male students.
Teachers who have no or limited experiences in dealing with students of diverse

cultural hackgrounds, are most likely to do nothing to identify o. correct behaviors being
exhibited by students of a culture other than their own. The teachers in this study who
were not experienced in teaching within an urban school setting were willing to extend a
part of them into territory that is not familiar. By taking a chance, one becomes
vulnerable, hut by choosing to ignore a situation; a person may hope that it
as is

will go away

will not exist.
Instead, teachers who find themselves uncomfortable in particular situations

should consult with their colleagues who have experience in this particular field.

Through collaboratory discussion, the teachers would be able to brainstorm options and
effectiveness. Another option would involve observing those teachers with urban
experience to notice how they conduct themselves and relate to students in their

classrooms. The teaching staff may be surprised to hecome aware of the teaching style
differences. If this were to occur, the colleagues would be able to share experiences and

situations. Teachers would be able to combine their knowledge of diverse culture and
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customs. In doing so, the teachers with urban experience, who typically are accustomed
to teaching students of diverse backgrounds, would be successful in assisting those
teachers who lack this experience and knowledge. As a result, the teachers would apply

what is applicable to their particular situations that may arise within their classroom.
Human nature often prevents people from saying or doing things that cause

discomfort. In this case, not having self-confidence and experiences in dealing with
students from different cultures may hinder classroom behavioral management. Teachers

who have experience in urban settings have acquired the necessary skills required to
survive in today's every changing classroom- Working in urban school settings exposes
teachers to a diversity of behaviors and situations that may range from a mild infraction
such as talking in class to a major infraction causing for expulsion, such as assaulting

another student. With each outburst, with each distraction, the urban teacher acquires an

additional skill in which is necessary to assist in both teaching and learning. When
teachers are limited or have no experiences to draw from, they do and say nothing, as

they know no better.

During the observations of this study, when students were off task, not following
directions or being defiant, the teachers with urban experiences did not hesitate to
confront the student's behavior immediately. By doing so, the student knew that the
teacher was aware of the hehavior and was not going to tolerate

it in the classroom.

If

behaviors continually go unnoticed, they can easily escalate to a problematic state where
safety becomes a concern. Having urhan and suburban experiences within the classroom

setting provides not only the teacher, but also, the student with a safe, unified learning
and teaching experience. Students are most successful in safe classrooms. When teachers
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understand how to manage diverse classrooms, they are more apt to create safe

classrooms. In this study, teachers with urban teaching experience were more likely to
manage their classrooms safely, while other teachers typically ignored off-task behavior

until it became problematic for other students.
Teachers lacking experience in urban school settings are less familiar with the

cultural response of their students. Without the knowledge, experience of how diverse
students live, and work, situations arise in which they are not

familiar. These situations

involve behaviors. The African American male student arrives at school portraying
behavioral elements that reflect their culture. Examples include the use of Ebonics and
dressing in the "gansta" style. In addition, the tone/volume in which they speak the
words that they use and body language contribute to behavior styles often not familiar to
European American teachers who have no urban teaching experiences.

Without experience to understand what behavioral patterns are cultural and
harmless and what behaviors may be a danger to others' learning, teachers allow

particular behaviors to go unnoticed. Behaviors can include talking out, pacing around
the class, t}rowing objects, using profound language and engaging in fights. When such
situations occur, teachers without urban experience

will struggle with confronting

the

students. By confronting the student, the teacher is holding the student accountable for
their actions. However, without having prior knowledge as to how the student will most

likely react, teachers will allow behaviors to occur. As

a result, behaviors may escalate,

as this is a way to challenge authority.

Teachers with both urban and suburban school seffing experience are accustomed

to customs and behaviors brought into their classroom. Urban schoolteachers will have
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classes

with

a

variety of cultures. As a result, these teachers may familiar with different

behaviors and the triggers that promote distracting or intolerable behaviors from

occurring. When in their classes, they bring experience and prior knowledge of what
works and what does not. These teachers do not hesitate to confront students and process

with them. This ability comes with experience and time.
Limitations:
The findings from this study were informative, but somewhat limited. This school
was not large, as it has approximately 1600 students enrolled with less than l0% being

of

color. This school consists of students in grades 9 through12. Of the special education
classes observed, most of the students were already enrolled in and receiving special

education services. However, there are occasions when a high school student is referred
to the special education team after interventions and behavior plans have been exhausted.
When African American students behave according to the results indicated in this
study, they can be identified as requiring special education services. It is necessary to

know if an error exists in being able to distinguish the need for service and cultural

behavior. False identification is difficult to determine. Perhaps a student should continue
to be observed after they have been identified as having either a learning or behavioral

problem. This would be helpful in determining if the disability continues to exist at the
same level or has changed. As a way to assist in prevention of disproportionality,

additional research is required to study racial bias. When African American students are
observed as part of the process to determine special education needs, if possible, both an

African American teacher and a European American teacher should observe and rate the
student in order to reduce that perceptions were mistaken with student problems.
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In addition, as in all qualitative research, the data were interpreted through the
eyes of the researcher. Because my role is that of a teacher in the school who lives with

the consequences of both teacher and student actions daily, it is possihle that additional
emotion was added to the interpretation of findings.
Nonetheless, this research study allowed discussion on a topic that affects all

teachers. It provided an opportunity for teachers to evaluate their teaching style and
behavior management skills. This research allowed teachers to think ahout their values
and cultures. It provided a time for them to discuss their perceptions of a topic that at

times causes stress and wonder.

This study has the potential to raise eyebrows, promote discussion, shake heads
and question

why. Through this study it is hoped that teachers

and administrators

will

bond together to work on effective ways to promote education to every student regardless

of their cultural make-up. Teachers need to be familiar and sensitive to the cultural
differences of their students. In doing so, students, teachers, families and community
members will become united to assist students in having not only a successful academic
experience, but to prepare them for their futures as well. If the behavior of one student is
questioned, if one teacher stops and wonders

*hy, this study was a success.
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Chapter VI
Self Reflection

Oprah Winfrey claims that each of us exists for a purpose. It is our duty to
discover our passion in life. Five years &go, I decided to change careers- I was hesitant in
pursuing my teaching licensure and Master's in Arts of Education through the Week End
College at Augsburg College. I could not help but wonder how I would go to school part-

time, work both full and part time jobs while raising two teenaged boys. In speaking to
my advisor, she smugly reminded me that the years would pass and that I would get older
regardless of furthering my education or

not. I found myself in her office signing up for

a

new chapter in my life.

This research study provided me with the opportunity to explore a topic in which I

find great passion. I have worked with students at risk and adult criminal populations
with whom most people cringe. Yet, for me, I find strength. I understand the complexity
and dynamics of which behaviors manifest. When contemplating a research topic,

I

realized that this was an opportunity of a lifetime. This action research paper provided
me with the chance to determine first hand, how general and special education teachers
perceive student behaviors within their diverse classroom settings. The task that included
observations, interviews and endless hours of research, enlightened me as to which
behaviors affected the teachers and their learning environment.
The outcome of the observations and interviews was that not all teachers handle

disruptive behaviors

alike. I found that general and special education teachers

respond

differently to situations within their classroom from student to student. What I observed
offered me with the chance to ask questions regarding why. I was able to ask teachers
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why they tolerate behaviors one day by one student and not by another, the next day. The
gathered information revealed that how and why they respond to a specific behavior has

to do with who they are. Included in that is their own experiences, values, culture, and
beliefs.

This action research project stressed the importance of teachers being aware of
whom their students are. Throughout this study, the data referred to diversity within the
classroom setting. The diversities within the classrooms often compared African

American and European American students because these two groups were the most
prominent within the confines of the study. The students with whom the teachers were
interacting were of both general and special education populations.

At times, the study spoke specifically of students with Emotional Behavioral
Disorders. This information was very interesting to me as this is the population with

whom I currently work. The data proved that this group of special education student is
the most challenging to general education teachers. The themes discussed in this study
influenced the behaviors that were ohserved in the classroom. They included the teacherstudent relationship; student dress and

jargon. These themes applied to all students.

However, student dress and jargon were significant within the African American culture
as the research revealed a

diflerence in how teachers perceived the behaviors of this

group in comparison to European American students.
The research encouraged me to look at the school in which I work and observe

how student's behaviors are not only perceived but also handled. It challenged me to
understand the reasoning behind it. It brought out questions regarding comfort, tolerance,

cultural exposure and acceptance. This research provoked me in thinking outside of the
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box while looking at the communities around me. I began to notice how people interact

with each other. How people of different cultures greeted each other, if their voices were
raised, if they were loud, if they touched. I started to ease drop on conversations when
colleagues would speak about comfort levels and boundaries. I thought about how those

comfort levels they had amongst themselves and their own families affected who they
were in the classroom and how they perceived behaviors.

When I observed African American males not paying attention in class, I
wondered what the teacher thought. I wondered why the general education teacher would
remove him to the behavior room, when a European American boy, not following
directions would be spoken to immediately and redirected. I had to think if the way the
student dressed or talked influenced the teacher's behavior. The research showed that
these themes do, indeed influence how teachers perceive behaviors in their classes.

Not only African American students dress with the low hanging pants and baggy
hoodies. The research verified that suburban European American youths are accepting
this dress. However, the teachers, both general and special education not only expressed
a concern, but also found a correlation

with their African American males who dress in

this fashion and in failing Standardized tests.
Behaviors are very complex. It was not the purpose of this research to show bias
towards one group of sfudents over another. The research was a result of the information
gathered through observations and interviews. The discussion that evolved during this
research was priceless in raising the self-consciousness of those who would never have

otherwise thought about these specific issues.
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Based on the information gathered, I believe that in order to make our schools an

accepting environment for students of all cultures and abilities teachers require exposure

to a variety of cultures and resources. When students who are different from us enter our
classrooms, we need be ready. Some teachers have gathered experience through student
teaching while others have not. Administrators can ease the process by oflering

opportunities for teachers to brainstorm problems and solutions. Teachers need to be able
to confer with their colleagues about behaviors that are manifesting in their classrooms.
First year teachers might be required to participate in a shared-urban/suburban program
during the first year of their teaching career. Outside agencies might be available to
provide information through offering services to educate staff about the cultural
dynamics within the community.

I believe that it is important for teachers to be proactive, accountable and
consistent when dealing with all students, regardless of their race and/or disabilities. I
hope that this research project raises eyebrows while opening the door for further

discussion. It is my desire that plausible solutions evolve from discussions that will lead
to alternative ways in which behaviors are recognized and dealt with in the classroom
environment.
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Appendix A

Tentative questions asked during interviews.

'

How many years have you been teaching with either a general education, special
education license or both?

'

What types of factors contribute to the teacher-student relationship? What does it
take to be a "good" teacher?

'

Would you say that you have good classroom management skills? What factors
contribute to your answer? For example, do you consider yourself to be

organized? Explain while considering active well-thought lesson plans, decorated
rooms, student involvement, the type of questions you ask, etc.

r

Do you have experience in teaching in urban school districts? If so, explain
when, where and for how long.

'

What behaviors have you encountered in an urban school that you have not
encountered in a suburban school?

'

what types of be behaviors do you consider to be disruptive?

'

Can you describe any differences that you encounter when teaching general and

special education students?

'

Do you have paraprofessionals in your classes? Tell me when and why. What
types of behaviors do you witness in your classes being exhibited by general and
special education students? How do you deal with these behaviors? Does having
a paraprofessional make a

difference? Why/FIow?

t6

Classrooms are getting more diverse each day. Over the years, how many African

American students have you taught? (0-5, 6-20 etc.)
Describe how African American students dress in your class. Provide details
regarding their hair, pants, shirt, colors, length of clothing, accessories etc.
Describe or show me how an African American student might walk.

Tell me if a correlation exists in how students dress and how they behave in
school and/or how they will perforn on academic requirements.
Elaborate upon the tone in which you are most familiar with how African

American students speak. Would you describe it as being in any way different
from a European American student? Explain.
I

Are you familiar with your student's current slang and jargon? Explain if ever,
how you misinterpreted what they were saying.

How familiar are you this dialect switching? Is this something that you witness in
and out of your classes? Do you recognize this as being a necessary tool
students who are required to pass standardized tests?

77

for

