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ABSTRACT 

 
A SUBURBAN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL’S JOURNEY TO INCLUDE STUDENTS  

 
WITH EMOTIONAL AND BEHAVIORAL DISORDERS IN THE REGULAR EDUCATION 

  
CLASSROOM 

 
By 

 
Mary L. Savage Brown 

 
Dissertation Director: Dr. Elizabeth Twomey 

 
 
 

 As the documented number of students demonstrating significant emotional and 

behavioral challenges continues to increase, teachers often encounter difficulties in meeting the 

needs of these students in their classrooms. With Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

2004 (IDEA) mandates requiring the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), schools are 

challenged to include these students in the regular education classroom while ensuring a safe 

learning environment for students and staff.  

 This qualitative case study focused on affecting teacher attitude toward the inclusion of 

students with emotional and behavioral disorders in a suburban elementary school. The initiative 

incorporated a professional development series as well as the implementation of administrative, 

organizational and cultural supports aimed at building teacher capacity. As part of this study, the 

principal analyzed how school culture changed as the school sought to become more inclusive. 

 The researcher, who was also the principal of the school, studied the attitudes and 

experiences of ten teachers who volunteered to be a part of this project. Data were collected and 

triangulated through interviews, journal entries, questionnaires, observations, field notes, a 

survey, and document analysis. 
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 The findings of this study indicate that efforts to affect teacher attitude must be 

comprehensive. Relying only on professional development opportunities does not necessarily 

ensure that teachers will generalize their newly acquired skills back to the classroom. Teachers 

require collaboration opportunities with special educators embedded within their school day. 

They also need the administrative, organizational, and cultural supports that sustain successful 

inclusion. These supports include: active modeling and assistance from the principal, 

accessibility to assistants, supportive scheduling, implementation of common language regarding 

behavior, and the identification of core values which affirm a commitment to inclusion. 

 Implications for practice include the importance of: fostering communication and 

collaboration between and among special and regular educators, promoting professional 

development opportunities based on current adult learning theories, and utilizing journals to help 

teachers think more deeply about their interactions with students as well as their teaching 

practices. 

 Limitations of this study include the researcher’s role as school principal and participant, 

small sample size, and relatively short study duration. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

OVERVIEW 

    
         
 A recent study of pre-school children indicated startling trends in regard to the discipline, 

behavior, and mental health of the nation’s youngest students. Nationally, pre-kindergartners are 

more than three times more likely to be expelled from school for disruptive behavior than 

students in kindergarten through Grade 12 (Gilliam, 2005). As the number of children with 

severe behavioral problems continues to rise (National Research Council, 2002), schools and 

teachers are challenged to meet the needs of this growing population. The number of students 

identified as “Emotionally or Behaviorally Disturbed” (E/BD) has increased by five hundred 

percent between 1974 and 1998 (National Research Council, 2002), yet there is little indication 

that novice teachers or even experienced educators have received training or support regarding 

effective practice when working with these students. While there is concern that the number of 

students labeled E/BD may be inflated due to the overrepresentation of some minority groups 

(Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, & Feggins-Azziz, 2006), there nevertheless remains a 

significant increase in the number of students exhibiting tremendous behavioral and emotional 

problems. 

 With research showing that teachers cannot teach if they do not feel psychologically safe 

(Marzano, 2003), there is concern that student learning will be significantly impaired as teachers 

struggle to address the needs of E/BD students in their general education classrooms. 

Furthermore, some general education teachers believe that they lack the skills and training 

necessary to educate E/BD students (Lohrman & Barbara, 2006). In fact, new teachers who leave 

the classroom after their first year often cite frustration with students’ significant behavioral 
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issues as a leading cause for leaving the education profession (Alliance for Excellent Education, 

2005). This suggests that talented new teachers have abandoned their careers in education due to 

a lack of the preparation and support essential to addressing the behavioral needs of their 

students.  

 The United States Department of Education (2003) reports that almost half of all students 

with a disability, including 25% of students with emotional/behavioral disorders, spend more 

than 79% of their school day in the regular education classroom. As the presence of students 

with emotional and behavioral disabilities (E/BD) increases and these students become part of 

the fabric of our public schools, some educators believe that classrooms will become more 

disruptive and safety concerns for staff as well as other students will intensify. Many educators 

question whether E/BD students should be included in general education classrooms; the 

educational research community is also divided in regard to inclusion for these often very 

challenging students.  

 A recent tragic incident in an affluent Massachusetts suburb further emphasizes this 

point. For no known reason, a disabled student described by his lawyer as having a history of 

fairly serious psychological diagnoses stabbed a typical student in the bathroom before the start 

of school (Weber, 2007). The victim died from his injuries leaving an entire community 

wondering how this tragedy could have happened. With legal requirements mandating the “least 

restrictive environment” for all students, schools are challenged to provide necessary supports in 

the regular education classroom for both students and staff to ensure a safe and productive 

learning environment and thereby prevent tragedies such as the one that occurred in 

Massachusetts.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 The Adams School (a pseudonym), a suburban K-5 elementary school with 

approximately three hundred students, is facing the challenge of addressing the needs of students 

with emotional and behavioral disorders. In response to concerns regarding the increase in 

significant behavioral problems at the preschool and elementary levels, the District Special 

Education Team recommended the creation of a district program for students with emotional 

and/or behavioral disorders. The Central Office Team resolved that the program would be 

housed at the Adams School and would commence at the start of the 2005 to 2006 school year. 

The decision to initiate this program was not confirmed until the summer of 2005, leaving no 

professional development opportunities for teachers prior to the influx of students at the start of 

the new school year. In response, the Adams School principal and district leadership hired an 

experienced special education teacher to support the creation and implementation of the 

program. 

 From the beginning, the Adams School principal was concerned that teachers’ collective 

attitudes as well as skills might not be at the levels necessary for the successful inclusion of these 

students. She also expressed concern to district leaders that the district had not established 

entrance and exit criteria for the program. She queried if incoming students would have to 

possess a particular diagnosis or identified disability on their Individual Education Plan to be 

considered for participation in the program or would the district use other means to determine 

program eligibility. The principal further asked what roles had been determined for district 

personnel or the building principal regarding supervision and evaluation of the program. No 

answers were supplied to these questions; nevertheless, September 2005 heralded an initial 
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attempt to create and implement a program for students with emotional and behavioral 

challenges. 

 Problems emerged almost immediately: the “program” lacked consistency, organization, 

structure, and communication. Although the special educator of the Program developed behavior 

plans for each student, teachers reported to the principal that they were unclear about the 

implementation of the plans. Plans for students seemed to change frequently with little or no 

warning to the classroom teacher or the adults assigned to support inclusion; moreover, 

instructional assistants were not provided with additional training or support and were often 

unsure of appropriate interventions.  

 Because no time was allotted into the daily schedule for communication or collaboration, 

classroom teachers received minimal support from the program teacher. Furthermore, the Adams 

principal was not part of the weekly E/BD update and planning meetings; only district personnel 

facilitated these meetings. By the middle of the school year, the weekly meetings tapered off to 

approximately once a month. Moreover, throughout the year the school was overwhelmed by a 

small group of non-compliant students who often engaged in serious aggression. During this 

year, the Adams School principal spent a significant amount of time clearing classrooms in order 

to remove non-compliant students, restraining students or working with students to develop the 

language pragmatics necessary for appropriate social interactions. It was not uncommon for 

teachers to report that they were “afraid to turn their backs.”  

 According to the Adams School principal, who is also the researcher in this study, the 

E/BD program was not effective and immediate changes were needed for the 2006-2007 school 

year. In August 2006, the school principal hired a new special education teacher to help redesign 

and implement a more effective E/BD program. The new special education had previously 
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worked with students with significant behavioral challenges in both a public and private setting, 

possessed a psychology background, and had experience working in clinical settings. During the 

2006-2007 school year, the first phase of the new program was implemented. New programmatic 

features included:  

• student behavioral structures 

• academic as well as therapeutic support for students 

•  development of common behavior language 

•  teacher supports 

Behavioral Structures 

 A behavior protocol was instituted for all students in the program. The protocol utilized 

common vocabulary, and identified three expected behaviors as well as an individualized target 

behavior for each student. Student level of compliance with behavior requirements was evaluated 

after each lesson and students were provided with feedback regarding their behavior. For 

younger students, this typically meant that feedback was provided every thirty minutes while 

older students received feedback hourly. Several students in the program required more 

consistent feedback and therefore received feedback every ten to fifteen minutes. Areas of 

expected compliance focused on: Routine (R), Adult Interaction (A) and Peer Interaction (P). 

These focus areas were commonly referred to as “RAP” by staff and students at the Adams 

School. The number of reminders the student required during specific time periods determined 

points received. Students in the program, staff working with these students and the classroom 

teachers, easily understood this leveled behavior point system. The goal for each student was to 

stay on either Green Level or Yellow Level. Students in the program strove to remain on these 
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levels, and as the year progresses, the criteria for the Green and Yellow Levels became more 

stringent to promote student independence. 

 Students who continued to struggle with behavior would be placed on the Red or Blue 

Levels.  Blue Level was the safety level, meaning that a student had demonstrated unsafe 

behavior toward herself or others and therefore was removed from the class for an extended 

period of time. This level was used when students were in significant crisis. The Red Level 

denoted that a student’s behavior was elevated and bordered on unsafe. Students on this level 

were permitted some time in their classroom but had to remain with a Program trained assistant 

at all times. As part of the supports provided for students on Red Level, therapeutic processing 

with the psychologist or special educator were scheduled throughout the day to assess the 

student’s behavior and safety levels. Students that were unable to get their behavior and 

emotions to safe levels may be elevated to the Blue Level and therefore would not be able to 

return to their class.  

Therapeutic and Academic Support 

 Students who found themselves on Red or Blue Levels were provided with emotional and 

academic supports in the Behavior Classroom. On the Red Level, students were encouraged to 

work through their challenges with the school psychologist or special educator. They were 

permitted to spend part of their day in the regular education classroom and part of their day in the 

Behavior Classroom as needed. 

 Students who were on Blue Level had engaged in unsafe behavior and were not permitted 

to return to the regular education classroom. The duration of time students were withheld from 

the classroom was dependent upon the severity of the action as well as the emotional state of the 

student. Before returning to the regular education classroom, the student was required to 
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successfully complete a Processing Meeting with the Program teacher, classroom teacher, school 

psychologist school nurse, principal, and other adults who had been affected by the unsafe 

behavior. The school resource officer often attended this meeting as well in order to establish a 

relationship with the student.  

 At the Processing Meeting, the student prepared, with the support of the special education 

teacher, his account of the unsafe behavior as well as the impact of this behavior on others. This 

was often challenging for students in the program; it therefore was not uncommon for this  

presentation to be in the form of pictures the students had drawn to articulate the unsafe action. 

After the student accepted responsibility for his actions, he was next required to offer 

suggestions of how to make amends for his actions to the school community or to others.  The 

adults at the table were also provided with the opportunity to ask the student specific questions. 

These questions were generally shared with the special educator before the meeting in order to 

help the student prepare for the meeting. 

Common Language around Behavior 

 The new program utilized common vocabulary that articulated a continuum of 

interventions regarding escalating behavior: 

Settling Space: A specific area of the classroom was designated for the student to take a break if 

needed to regroup or calm himself. The student was permitted to initiate use of this space on her 

own; alternatively, the classroom teacher could suggest or require that the student go to settling 

space. The student was allowed to return to her regular classroom seat when she believed that 

she was ready to learn.  

Time Away: If a student was unable to become calm or compliant after using “settling space” he 

may have required “Time Away.” Time Away provided the student with an opportunity to leave 
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the classroom for a break. For some students, this may have meant a five-minute motor break on 

the trampoline or five to ten minutes in the Behavior Classroom to calm down or either 

independently or with the help of one of the adults assigned to the program. 

Extended Time Away: Students struggling to keep a safe body may have spent a longer amount 

of time out of the classroom to receive necessary therapeutic support. For some students, this 

may have meant processing angry or worried feelings with the special educator or the school 

psychologist. The student may have used pictures or a thermometer to gauge his feelings. The 

Extended Time Away protocol was implemented in an attempt to prevent a student from 

reaching an emotional or behavioral response that was unsafe. 

Safety: The Safety protocol was a response to a student demonstration of an unsafe behavior. At 

this level, the school psychologist, in conjunction with the special educator and principal, 

determined the next steps that were appropriate to take. In some cases, the school psychologist 

completed a risk assessment or a Functional Behavior Analysis (FBA). The ultimate goal of the 

program at large was to prevent a student from reaching this level; therefore there was an 

expectation that the previous interventions would have prevented a Safety level response from 

occurring.  

Teacher Supports 

 Individual teacher meetings as well as faculty meetings provided teachers with 

opportunities to begin developing the skills needed to work with E/BD students, while faculty 

meetings early in the school year provided a venue in which to familiarize all teachers with the 

vocabulary and point structure that the program utilized. The principal created a schedule that 

allowed more flexible time for the lead special educator to work directly in the regular education 

classrooms teachers and scheduled weekly meetings with the E/BD special educator and school 
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psychologist. The school nurse as well as a classroom teacher representative frequently 

participated in these meetings as well. The program now operated entirely at the school level 

with minimal to no input from Central Office Administration; almost all operations and 

programmatic discussions and decisions occurred at the building-level. 

 Phase two of the program commenced in September 2007. This phase introduced 

additional teacher professional development through scheduled teacher-support group meetings 

facilitated by the E/BD teacher, the school psychologist, and the principal. Also, the principal, 

school psychologist, and the E/BD teacher developed a school-wide behavior system to identify 

a continuum of services for students struggling with behavioral and emotional challenges.  

 This study narrates the Adams School’s journey to include students with substantial 

emotional and behavioral challenges. There are two major foci of this journey. The long-range 

goal for this journey will focus on the academic achievement of these students through the use of 

specific instructional practices that support students with emotional and behavioral challenges. 

However, it is the short-range goals of the journey that will be the focus of this study. These 

goals include changing teacher attitudes toward the inclusion of E/BD students through 

professional development opportunities and institutionalized organizational, administrative, and 

cultural supports. Moreover, the journey will examine the culture and leadership practices of the 

Adams School as it seeks to include students with substantial emotional and behavioral 

disorders. 
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Research Questions 

This study attempted to answer the following research questions: 

(1) What school initiatives affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion of E/BD students in 

the regular education classroom? 

(2) What administrative, organizational, and cultural resources are needed to move toward 

institutionalizing successful inclusion of E/BD students in the regular education classroom? 

(3) How has school culture changed during the Adams School’s journey toward a successful 

learning environment for all children? 

Theoretical Rationale 

Federal initiatives such as IDEA as well as NCLB (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001) require 

that disabled students have access to the general education classroom, participate in high stakes 

testing, and be educated in the least restricted environment. Furthermore, disabled students are 

considered part of the school system’s profile when determining adequate yearly progress 

(AYP). Consequently, many educators believe the best place for disabled students to receive 

their services is in the general education classroom with their peers (Wagner, Bursuck, Kutash, 

Duchnowski, Sume & Epstein, 2006). However, in regard to the inclusion of E/BD students, 

there is great debate about educational placement as many researchers believe that separate 

settings, rather than the regular education classroom, are more appropriate to address the needs 

of this challenging population (Wagner et al., 2006). Students with significant behavioral 

problems are considered the most challenging students to include (Wagner et al., 2006). 

 While included less often than other disabled students, approximately 25% of E/BD 

students spend more than 79% of their school day in the regular education classroom (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2003). Therefore, it is imperative that schools develop effective 
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inclusion models. In identifying the components of successful inclusion models, this researcher 

reviewed articles and studies in peer-reviewed journals. Based on current social science research, 

the essential components of a successful inclusion model would include: 

• Shared school-wide culture of inclusion 

• Availability of school-wide and situation specific supports 

• Continuous professional development opportunities to provide teachers with an 

understanding of effective research-based practice 

 Surprisingly, despite IDEA’s demand for the utilization of research-based practice, there 

is no research base that identifies effective academic interventions to implement with E/BD 

students. Lewis, Hudson, Richter, and Johnson (2004) state that in the E/BD field, there is a 

“lack of clear, consistent criteria to determine what are researched-based practices” (p. 247).  

While there are studies that support academic interventions for students who are at risk of 

academic failure, none of these interventions have been validated with E/BD students (Wagner et 

al., 2006). Some researchers therefore claim that special education teachers are not equipped to 

meet the demands of federal initiatives because there is no real knowledge base to support their 

practice (Lewis et al., 2004).  Current inclusion models often reflect a school’s adoption of “non-

research validated practice” (Lewis et al., 2004, p.248). The paradigm wars regarding what is 

considered research remain contentious in the E/BD field (Lewis et al., 2004), and until there is 

universal acceptance of what is considered valid research, E/BD students and their teachers will 

continue to utilize various individual strategies that appear appropriate for a particular student. 

With experts disagreeing over the identification of appropriate research-based practice, efforts to 

support general education teachers through professional development are often questioned 

(Lewis et al., 2004). 
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 In general, E/BD students who struggle to meet academic requirements often engage in 

non-compliant behavior; addressing academic needs, therefore, helps to inhibit challenging 

behaviors (Sutherland & Wehby, 2001).  Kauffman and Baker (1995) further assert that 

academic and social skills cannot be taught unless behavior can be controlled. However, Trout, 

Nordness, Pierce and Epstein (2003) caution that, “Interventions focused solely on social 

behavior ignore students’ academic deficits on students’ achievement and contribute to the 

lifelong pattern of social deviancy often representative of children with E/BD ” (p. 208).   

 Modified instructional materials and methods can foster a high rate of correct on-level 

academic responses (Sutherland & Wehby, 2001). By providing more appropriate learning tasks 

coupled with more opportunities to make correct answers, educators witness an increase in on-

task behavior and a decrease in maladaptive behavior (Sutherland & Wehby, 2001). Moreover, 

when students are provided with more choices and opportunities to demonstrate their 

understanding of new concepts, they are more successful (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006; 

Sutherland & Wehby, 2001).  Sutherland & Wehby (2001) identified additional strategies to 

promote successful inclusion of E/BD students: pre-teaching concepts and using frequent 

assessment probes to monitor student understanding. By providing special and regular education 

teachers with opportunities to collaborate, educators are able to make use of a more holistic 

response to addressing student academic and behavioral needs. Moreover, educators can gain a 

better understanding of how to address particular student needs. 

 Since effective inclusion of E/BD students within the general education classroom 

requires effective implementation of intervention procedures, ongoing professional development 

opportunities are critical. As part of the Shapiro, Miller, Sawka, Gradill, and Handler (1999) 

study, teachers were provided with an intensive in-service program to teach school personnel 
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how to design and implement interventions for E/BD students. Teachers were enthusiastic and 

believed that the in-service prepared them to meet the need of their students. Unfortunately, 

despite their efforts, the majority of these teachers were unsuccessful in transforming this newly 

acquired knowledge base into practice within the school setting.  To remedy this situation, a 

consultation model was developed to provide teachers with ongoing support.  When ongoing 

consultation was provided, these same teams became highly successful (Shapiro et al., 1999).   

 IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act) and NCLB (No Child Left Behind), 

both federal statutes, require that all teachers be “highly qualified.”  However, with a national 

shortage of certified teachers in high demand areas such as special education, alternate routes to 

teacher certification are becoming more prevalent (Rosenberg, Sindelar, and Hardman, 2006). 

Some researchers question the effectiveness of alternative preparation programs, asserting, 

“entry paths that skirt the core features of teacher preparation produce recruits who consider 

themselves underprepared” (Darling-Hammond &Young, 2002, p. 23).  Other researchers testify 

that flexibility in licensing will increase the pool of qualified candidates in all areas of education 

(Podgursky, 2005).  Regardless of the type of their teacher preparation program, regular and 

special education teachers remain accountable for student achievement. Special educators must 

work collaboratively with regular education teachers to address the needs of a wider range of 

disabled students (Rosenberg et al., 2006).  Moreover, the various disabled students in today’s 

classroom pose challenges for new general educators who most likely have had limited special 

education or inclusion classes in their traditional teacher preparation program. With what could 

be interpreted as minimal preparation in teacher prep programs, general educators with E/BD 

students in their classrooms would logically look to the special educator to facilitate support for 

this challenging population.  
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 Unfortunately, there is a severe shortage of teachers trained to work with E/BD students 

and those who are trained tend to leave the field more quickly than other special education 

teachers (Henderson, Klein, & Gonzalez, 2005). Given the challenge of working with these 

students, it is not surprising that E/BD teachers have higher attrition rates. These facts paint a 

somewhat bleak picture of special education and the least restrictive environment for E/BD 

students. With a lack of certified candidates for E/BD positions, uncertified teachers are often 

hired under an emergency waiver to work with this specialized population.  In fact, 

approximately 65% of E/BD teachers are not highly qualified (Billingsley, Fall, & Williams, 

2006), leaving classroom teachers seeking their inclusion support from uncertified, untrained 

“teachers.” 

 In schools where there is an untrained E/BD teacher, the general education teacher must 

proceed with caution. Because IDEA requires that students be educated in the least restrictive 

environment to the maximum extent possible, the general education teacher must be cognizant of 

her role in regard to the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP). In addition to her role as an 

advocate for the student, general education teachers are responsible under PLEP A (Present 

Level of Educational Performance) of the IEP to provide the accommodations necessary for the 

student to be successful in the regular education classroom.  The special education teacher, who 

should have a sufficient knowledge base regarding what strategies, proposes many of the 

accommodations included on the IEP and interventions should be effective in the classroom with 

the particular child. An untrained special education teacher may not have the expertise needed to 

devise appropriate accommodations, potentially leaving the general education teacher feeling 

unprepared and unsupported. 
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 Research shows that general education teachers are provided with minimal supports and 

little professional development related to their students’ needs (Wagner et al., 2006). This 

violates IDEA mandates, which include new requirements that schools provide "high-quality, 

intensive pre-service preparation and professional development for all personnel who work with 

children with disabilities" in an effort to ensure that all school staff have "skills and knowledge 

to improve the academic achievement and functional performance of children with disabilities 

…including the use of scientifically based instructional practices" (Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, 20 U.S.C. §§ 1400 et seq. (2004)).  

 The extent to which E/BD students are successfully included in the regular education 

classroom is unknown (Wagner et al., 2006). Researchers do know that students with E/BD 

participate in large and small group instruction, receive more support from their classroom 

teacher, and work independently less often than their peers (Wagner et al., 2006).  Given the 

nature of the E/BD disability it is important that teachers try to incorporate more partner-work 

for their students (Wagner et al., 2006).  E/BD students usually lack the social skills needed to 

interact successfully with their peers, so classroom teachers must be prepared to support and 

foster the development of these pro-social behaviors (Wagner et al., 2006). 

 There is no doubt that working with E/BD students is challenging, and classroom 

teachers confirm that they feel unprepared to meet the challenges presented by these students 

(Lohrmann & Bambara, 1999; Wagner et al., 2006). With few professional development 

opportunities for teachers to learn more about this disability, there is concern that students are 

not receiving the academic and social support they need. Wagner et al., (2006) advocate for a 

closer working relationship between mental health experts and special education teachers, and a 

collaborative effort may indeed help create a brighter future for these students. At present, 
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however, a lack of funding and validated research-based practice continues to plague the E/BD 

field of education. Until these conditions are ameliorated, it will remain unlikely that educators 

will be able to live up to the promises of IDEA.    

Significance of the Study  

 As the documented number of students demonstrating significant emotional and 

behavioral challenges continues to increase, public schools encounter more and more difficulties 

in meeting the needs of these students. With Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

mandates requiring the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), schools are challenged to include 

these students in the regular education classroom while ensuring a safe learning environment for 

students and staff.  

 The journey of the Adams School shows how one elementary school includes students 

with significant emotional and behavioral challenges and disorders (E/BD) in the regular 

education classroom. The study articulates the specific administrative, organizational, and 

cultural supports that have facilitated inclusion at the Adams School. Moreover, the study 

examines the attitudes of teachers toward the inclusion of E/BD students and whether or not 

those attitudes changed during the course of the journey. This information may be of use to 

elementary principals struggling to include E/BD students to the maximum extent possible. 

Furthermore, it may provide elementary school administrators with the data needed to determine 

the necessary building and personnel supports that promote successful inclusion of E/BD 

students in their schools.  

 Overall, this study identifies important policy, practice, and leadership implications for 

schools that are struggling to meet the needs of this challenging population of students in 

neighborhood schools, thereby avoiding costly out-of-district placements. 
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Design of the Study 

 This research was designed as a qualitative, narrative case study that involved the 

researcher as a participant-observer, interviewer, and document analyst. The case study design 

was utilized “…to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation and meaning for those 

involved [.](Merriam, 1998, p.19).” The researcher focused on three questions that were most 

relevant to this study:   

 (1) What school initiatives affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion  of   

 E/BD students in the regular education classroom? 

(2) What administrative, organizational, and cultural resources were needed to move 

toward institutionalizing successful inclusion of E/BD students in the regular education 

classroom? 

(3) How has school culture changed during the Adams school’s journey toward a 

successful learning environment for all children? 

 The study was conducted at the Adams School, a suburban K-5 elementary school with 

approximately 300 students. Although all sixteen-classroom teachers at the Adams School 

volunteered to participate, the researcher utilized a maximum variation sampling process to 

ensure that the ten teachers selected to participate in this study represented the “widest possible 

range of characteristics of interest for this study” (Merriam, 1998, p. 63). 

 To enhance the probability of valid responses to the research questions, each teacher in 

the study was a “case” which was reviewed using cross case analysis. According to Miles and 

Huberman (1994), utilizing cross-case analysis not only provides “deeper understanding” across 

cases but also enhances “generalizability” to other settings (p. 173). Utilizing a cross-case 

analysis provided the researcher with the opportunity to identify and confirm emerging findings.  
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The researcher utilized transcribed interviews, as well as the analyses of teacher reflection 

journals, field notes, and documents form workshops to determine responses to the stated 

research questions. This provided the researcher with the opportunity to triangulate the data, 

defined by Merriam (1998) as “using multiple investigators, multiple sources of data, or 

multiple methods to confirm emerging findings” (p. 204).  

Limitation of the Study 

 The researcher in this study was a participant-observer, a role that could have led to 

potential bias. While the researcher approached the data objectively and did not allow her 

personal beliefs and understandings to impact the collection and analysis of the data, Merriam 

(1998, p.22) warns that in qualitative research, “because the primary instrument in qualitative 

research is human, all observations and analyses are filtered through that human being’s 

worldview, values, and perspectives.” 

 Another limitation of the study was the researcher’s role as principal of the elementary 

school in which the research was conducted. The researcher maintained relationships with the 

participants, which may have impacted their responses. Since the researcher is the supervisor 

and evaluator of the teacher-participants in the study, teachers may have been uncomfortable 

stating their beliefs or they may have provided responses that they believed the researcher 

wanted to hear. In an attempt to limit this possibility, the researcher reminded the participants 

throughout the study that participation was optional and they could freely withdraw at any time. 

 The duration of the study represented another limitation. The data was collected during 

the 2007-2008 school year and it is unclear if a longer study could have yielded different 

information.  
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 The study was also limited by the fact that the researcher designed the data collection 

tools. Although these collection tools were reviewed by other researchers and outside experts, 

their validity and reliability remains unknown. The researcher did incorporate data from multiple 

sources, as Merriam (1998) affirms that triangulating data helps ensure internal validity.  

 Another limitation of the study was the small sample size. Ten teachers participated in 

either the interviews or questionnaires, meaning that the results may not necessarily be 

generalized to another setting. Because of the small sample size, the researcher tried to include 

participants from a wide variety of educational experiences and backgrounds. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are utilized in this study. Definitions are provided to enhance clarity:     

Emotional and/or Behavioral Disorder (Disability): As defined under federal law at 34 CFR 

§300.7, the student exhibits one or more of the following characteristics over a long period of 

time and to a marked degree that adversely affects educational performance: an inability to learn 

that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors; an inability to build or 

maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers; inappropriate types of 

behavior or feelings under normal circumstances; a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 

depression; or a tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. The determination of disability shall not be made solely because a student’s 

behavior violates the school’s discipline code, because the student is involved with a state court 

or social service agency, or because the student is socially maladjusted, unless the Team 

determines that the student has a serious emotional disturbance (Massachusetts Special 

Education Regulations 603 C.M.R. 28.02(7)). 
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Inclusion: Because this term is not used in federal statutes, it is not legally defined. For the 

purposes of this paper, “inclusion” will be defined as follows: Students are educated within the 

regular education setting with support services brought to the child in the regular education 

classroom. 

Mainstreaming: This term is defined as “…periods or sessions when a student in a self-

contained special education setting joins a regular education class for classes with lower 

academic demands such as music, physical education…(Smoot, 2004, 15).” While this is the 

term used in IDEA, court decisions discussed in this report suggest that the mainstreaming 

concept is now best described as “inclusion.” 

IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act): This special education law was 

originally enacted in 1975 and was reauthorized by Congress in 2004. The law requires that 

students with disabilities have the same right as non-disabled students to receive a Free and 

Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) possible. 

IDEA “governs how states and public agencies provide early intervention, special education and 

related services to…eligible infants, toddlers, children and youth with disabilities” (Retrieved 

February 23, 2008 from www.idea.ed.gov). 

LRE (Least Restrictive Environment): To the maximum extent appropriate, children with 

disabilities... should be educated with children who are not disabled, and. special classes, 

separate schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular educational 

environment should occur only when the nature or severity of the disability is such that 

education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved 

satisfactorily. 20 U.S.C. 1412(a)(5)(B) 
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FAPE (Free and Appropriate Public Education): Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 

1973 states, “No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States as defined 

in section 705(20) of this title, shall, solely by reason of her or his  disability, be excluded from  

the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any 

program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance . . .” (29 U.S.C. § 701 et seq.). This 

Section requires that schools provide a “free and appropriate” education to students with a 

disability regardless of the severity of the disability (Retrieved March 3, 2008 from 

http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/edlite-FAPE504.html). 

Overview of the Study 

Chapter 1: This chapter provides an introduction to the study by describing the increase in the 

number of students with emotional and behavioral disorders in public schools. It also explains 

the challenges public schools face to follow IDEA and LRE mandates to include these students 

in the regular education classroom.  The specific nature of these challenges are seen through the 

journey of a suburban elementary school, the Adams School, as it tries to successfully include 

students with emotional and behavioral disorders. The first two years of the journey are 

summarized and background information is included to provide a context for the third year of 

the journey. 

 

Chapter 2: In this chapter, the researcher provides an overview of current research through a 

comprehensive review of the literature associated with the following topics in the context of 

inclusion: ethical leadership, teacher attitude, legal responsibilities, school culture, and adult 

learning. The knowledge base in these specific areas provides a framework for the direction and 

course of this study. 
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Chapter 3: This chapter provides the overall research design of this study. It will include the 

methodologies utilized in gathering relevant data, the rationale for using these methodologies, 

sampling techniques, pilot studies, methods of data analysis and reporting the data. 

 

Chapter 4: This chapter presents and analyzes the findings of the study. The Chapter also 

provides the site’s description and demographics as well a description of the study’s participants. 

A case history is presented and then the chapter describes the initiatives of the principal and the 

corresponding teacher responses to these initiatives. This Chapter includes “Other Significant 

Findings” that occurred as a result of the study.  

 

Chapter 5: The final chapter summarizes the findings presented in Chapter 4, and also 

discusses these findings in the context of the theoretical rationale and relevant literature. 

Moreover, this chapter makes recommendations for practice and policy as public schools 

struggle to meet the needs of this often-challenging population of students as well as 

recommendations for further research.  The chapter concludes with a personal reflection of this 

study’s impact on the researcher’s leadership practice. This provided the researcher with the 

opportunity to reflect on personal learning and how this study impacted her practice. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 

 

 This study examined the journey taken by the Adams School as it sought to include 

students with substantial emotional and behavioral disorders. The journey is fraught with fear, 

frustration, and confusion; however, the journey also highlights Adams School’s commitment to 

legal and social justice for E/BD students. In order to fully understand this study and its 

implications, it is necessary to critically review the social science research of the following 

topics in the context of inclusion: legal requirements, teacher attitude, ethical leadership, school 

adult learning, and school culture. 

 

Legal Responsibility and Inclusion 

IDEA and Case Law Regarding Inclusion 

 With research showing that teachers cannot teach if they do not psychologically feel safe 

(Marzano, 2003), there is concern that student learning will be negatively impacted as teachers 

struggle to address the needs of E/BD students. Furthermore, some general educators believe 

that they lack the skills and training necessary to educate E/BD students (Lohrmann & Barbara, 

2006) in the regular education classroom. The requirements of the Least Restrictive 

Environment (LRE) clause of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) put 

additional demands on general education teachers. Since the LRE for some E/BD students is 

often the general education classroom, it is not surprising that new teachers who leave the 

classroom after their first year often cite frustration with students’ significant behavior issues as 

a leading cause for leaving the education profession (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005). 
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This suggests that talented new teachers have abandoned their careers in education due to a lack 

of preparation and support to address behavioral issues within their classrooms.  

 For teachers and schools, IDEA mandates the mainstreaming of students in the regular 

education classroom to the “maximum extent appropriate.”  Legal challenges to IDEA show that 

the various circuit courts “differ upon how far to extend the preference for inclusion and to what 

extent non-academic benefits should be considered” (Howard, 2004, p.5). Moreover, there is no 

language in IDEA regarding the components of an effective model of inclusion for disabled 

students, but rather the assertion that research-based interventions should be used. There is no 

doubt that schools are often struggling to balance their legal responsibilities with the reality of 

how to best meet the needs of disabled students.  

 To advocates of the disabled, the Brown v. Board of Education (347 U.S. 483 (1954)) 

decision was more than a victory over racial inequalities. They assert that students with 

disabilities, paralleling the experiences of students of color, have endured prejudice, 

discrimination, segregation as well as exclusion from educational opportunities (Smith & 

Kozleski, 2005). The dual system of education is also referenced in regard to special education 

students. While using the arguments of Brown v. Board of Education to support educational 

opportunities for the disabled may be compelling, more recent court cases as well as legislation 

clearly reflect that an inclusive paradigm has developed over the last twenty years.   There is no 

doubt that the courts believe that schools have an important responsibility to meet the academic 

and social needs of disabled students. There is also no doubt where the courts believe these 

needs should be addressed. 
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 The Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA 20 U.S.C. §§ 1400 et seq. (2004)) requires 

that emotionally disturbed students, as well as other disabled students, receive a free and 

appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment.  

  (A) In General.  To the maximum extent appropriate, children with 
   disabilities, including children in public or private institutions or  
  other care facilities, are educated with children who are not disabled, 
   and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children  
  with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs  
  only when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such 
   that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids 
   and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily.  
    (IDEA 20 U.S.C. § 1412 State Eligibility; Section 5)  
 

 While the word “inclusion” does not appear anywhere within the IDEA document, court 

decisions reflect the philosophy that schools must meet mainstreaming requirements. Reviewing 

these court decisions facilitates the understanding of the challenges faced by schools and 

teachers; namely, that some of the IDEA is subject to interpretation by the courts, although 

parameters have been established. 

 Three of the most often cited cases defining inclusion and the least restricted environment 

are:  Roncker v. Walter (700 F.2d 1058; 1983 U.S. App. LEXIS 30234); Daniel R. R. v. State 

Board of Education (874 F.2d 1036; 1989 U.S. App. LEXIS 8422); and Sacramento City 

Unified School District v. Rachel H. (14 F.3d 1398; 1994 U.S. App. LEXIS 1124). In the 

Roncker case, the court determined that the school district must prove that it is not feasible to 

support a young intellectually impaired child in the regular classroom. In making this 

determination, the court found that the benefits of a segregated placement must “far outweigh” 

the benefits of inclusion in the regular classroom in order to be justified.   

 This decision was further clarified in the Daniel R. R. case in which the 5th Circuit Court 

identified parameters to determine if a student could be “mainstreamed.” This decision gave 
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guiding questions regarding the placement decision-making process for school districts. 

Placement issues should be framed around the following questions: 

 

• Can the student (in this case, a student with Down Syndrome) be educated in the regular 

education classroom with the use of supplemental aids and services? 

• Is the child being mainstreamed to the maximum extent appropriate? 

 

 In the Rachel H. case, the 9th Circuit Court determined that the appropriate placement for 

an eleven-year-old girl with an IQ of 44 was in the general education classroom. In making this 

determination, the Court developed a four part-balancing test to determine compliance with 

IDEA requirements.  The test, which was somewhat of a combination of the Daniel R. R. and 

Roncker decisions, required the following considerations:  

• The educational benefits of placing the child in a regular education program  

• The non-academic social benefits of such a placement 

• The effect the child would have on the teacher and other students in the regular classroom  

• The costs of supplementary aids and services associated with this placement 

 The following year, the 11th Circuit Court confirmed the school’s responsibility to 

balance the educational benefits of inclusive versus non-inclusive settings in determining 

appropriate placement. In Greer v. Rome City School District (950 F.2d 688; 1991 U.S. App. 

LEXIS 29957), it was determined that the school had to modify the kindergarten curriculum and 

provide supports in the regular education classroom for a severely impaired student. The Court 

did state that the added cost of supplemental services could be a factor in considering 

appropriate placement. 
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 Oberti v. Board of Education (995 F.2nd 1204; U.S. App. LEXIS 12641) clarified but also 

limited the scope of inclusion. In this case, the Daniel R. R. test was used to require that the 

school show genuine effort to include a Down Syndrome student in the regular education 

classroom. Moreover, the Oberti case recognized the benefits for non-disabled students to be 

educated with their disabled peers. However, the Oberti case also held that a disabled child 

should not be included in a regular education classroom if there is no benefit to the placement or 

if the student negatively impacts the educational environment of the other students. 

 The important role of the general education teacher in inclusion matters was highlighted 

in Zachary Deal v Hamilton County, TN, Board of Education (392 F.3d 840; U.S. App. LEXIS 

26098). In this case, a general education teacher was not included in any of the IEP meetings for 

autistic first grader Zachary Deal. The Court interpreted the lack of regular education teacher 

presence at IEP meetings as an indication that the school had previously determined placement 

for the student outside the regular education classroom. This was considered a procedural 

violation of IDEA.  

 IDEA and NCLB, both federal statutes, require that all teachers be “highly qualified.”  

However, with a national shortage of certified teachers in high demand areas such as special 

education, alternate routes to teacher certification are becoming more prevalent (Rosenberg et 

al., 2006). Some researchers question the effectiveness of alternative preparation programs, 

asserting,  “entry paths that skirt the core features of teacher preparation produce recruits who 

consider themselves under prepared” (Darling-Hammond &Young, 2002, p. 23). Other 

researchers purport that flexibility in licensing will increase the pool of qualified candidates in 

all areas of education (Podgursky, 2005). Regardless of the type of their teacher preparation 

program, regular and special education teachers are held accountable for student achievement. 
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 Special educators must work collaboratively with regular education teachers to address 

the needs of a wider range of disabled students. Moreover, the various disabled students in 

today’s classroom pose challenges for new general educators who most likely have had limited 

special education or inclusion classes in their traditional teacher preparation program. With what 

could be interpreted as minimal preparation in teacher prep programs, general educators with 

E/BD students in their classrooms would logically look to the special educator to facilitate 

support for this challenging population.  

 Unfortunately, there is a severe shortage of teachers trained to work with E/BD students 

and those that are trained tend to leave the field more quickly than other special education 

teachers (Henderson et al., 2005). Given the challenge of working with these students, it is not 

surprising that E/BD teachers have higher attrition rates. These facts portray a somewhat bleak 

picture of special education and the least restrictive environment for E/BD students. With a lack 

of certified candidates for E/BD positions, uncertified teachers are often hired under an 

emergency waiver to work with this specialized population.  In fact, approximately 65% of 

E/BD teachers are not highly qualified (Billingsley et al., 2006) which means that classroom 

teachers often find their inclusion support from uncertified, untrained “teachers.” 

 In schools where there is an untrained E/BD teacher, the general education teacher must 

proceed with caution. Because IDEA requires that students be educated in the least restrictive 

environment to the maximum extent possible, the general education teacher must be cognizant 

of her role in regard to the student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP). In addition to her role as 

an advocate for the student, general education teachers are responsible under PLEP A (Present 

Level of Educational Performance) of the IEP to provide the accommodations necessary for the 

student to be successful in the regular education classroom. The special education teacher 
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proposes many of the accommodations included in the IEP although the expectation is that the 

classroom teacher will actively participate in the discussion. While the special educator should 

have a sufficient knowledge base regarding what strategies and interventions should be effective 

in the classroom with a particular child, an untrained special education teacher may not have the 

expertise needed to generate appropriate accommodations. This could leave the general 

education teacher feeling unprepared to implement the accommodations or worse trying to 

implement accommodations that are not appropriate for the student.  

 General education teachers are provided with minimal supports and little professional 

development related to their students’ needs (Wagner et al., 2006). This violates IDEA mandates 

which include new requirements that schools provide "high-quality, intensive pre-service 

preparation and professional development for all personnel who work with children with 

disabilities" so all school staff have "skills and knowledge to improve the academic 

achievement and functional performance of children with disabilities " . . . "including the use of 

scientifically based instructional practices." (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 

U.S.C. §§ 1400 et seq. (2004))  

 Federal initiatives such as IDEA as well as NCLB (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001) 

require that disabled students have access to the general education classroom, participate in high 

stakes testing, and be educated in the least restricted environment. Furthermore disabled students 

are considered part of the school system’s profile when determining adequate yearly progress 

(AYP). Consequently, many educators believe the best place for disabled students to receive 

their services is in the general education classroom with their peers. (Wagner et al., 2006). 

However, in regard to the inclusion of E/BD students, there is a great debate about placement as 

many researchers believe that separate settings are more appropriate to address the needs of this 
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challenging population (Wagner et al., 2006). Students with significant behavioral problems are 

considered the most challenging students to include (Wagner et al., 2006). 

 While included less often than other disabled students, approximately 25% of E/BD 

students spend more than 79% of their school day in the regular education classroom (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2003). Since legislation and court decisions reflect a commitment to 

inclusion, it is imperative that schools develop effective inclusion models and teachers willingly 

learn to address the challenges these students face.  

 

Teacher Attitude 

 In order to gain a better understanding of the etiology of the traditionally negative teacher 

attitude toward inclusion, it is important to briefly review the history of inclusion. In particular, it 

is apparent the non-collaborative relationship between regular educators and special educators 

took hold in the early years following the authorization of the Individual with Disabilities 

Education Act of 1975, as more disabled students were included. This historically weak 

relationship, as well as additional factors, has played a role in the formation of teacher attitude 

toward inclusion. Finally, this section concludes with an overview of research based teacher 

recommendations to facilitate appropriate inclusion for students with emotional and behavioral 

disorders. 

Historical Perspective 

 Historically, the inclusion of students with disabilities into general education classrooms 

has been highly contentious (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994) with researchers, policymakers, and teachers 

often disputing the appropriate response to working with special education students. Following  
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the authorization of IDEA in 1975, the number of students receiving special education services 

continued to increase dramatically (Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994). During the 1980s, more and more 

special educators were hired and the appropriate setting to address the needs of the rising number 

of identified students became a great source of disagreement. During this time, advocates of full 

inclusion believed that pullout services were “inherently inferior and discriminatory” (Lipsky & 

Gartner, 1987; Wang & Walberg, 1988) and proposed special education students be educated in 

the general education classroom. Viadero (1989) cautioned that “generic mainstreaming” (p. 26) 

was not always appropriate while others touted more anecdotal data to support the benefits of 

inclusion (Strully & Strully, 1985). Many of these benefits were identified to be primarily social 

which then forced the question, should students be educated in the regular education classroom 

if there are only social benefits and no academic benefits?  

 In the 1980s, some researchers looked to general education classrooms to help address 

special education concerns through initiatives such as the Reagan-Bush sponsored Regular 

Education Initiative (REI). Leaders of this initiative tried to involve regular educators in special 

education concerns, but the initiative was met with little interest from regular educators (Pugach 

& Sapon-Shevin, 1987) and many researchers questioned the logic behind the premise of special 

education and regular education working together (Kauffman, 1989).  Highlighting the folly of 

REI in 1989, Kauffman wrote “special educators had successfully resisted collaboration 

strategies [with regular education] (p. 256).”  He further lamented that some special educators 

were embracing the concept of REI for political reasons when in reality he believed the policies 

of REI were “inimical to the improvement of services to the handicapped and at-risk students” 

(Kauffman, 1989, p. 257). Kauffman (1989), citing the one hundred year old foundational history 
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of special education, argued that students must be “identified” so that “special” teachers could 

specifically meet their needs since not all teachers are equipped to teach all students” (p. 257). 

 As the 1980s concluded, more and more special educators were hired to address the 

challenges of the growing special needs population and many reforms were introduced to clarify 

effective practice in special education. These reforms were often met with resistance from 

special educators as well as some researchers. In fact, due to the massive build-up of special 

education teachers, administrators and support staff, researchers believed special education 

leadership was “more interested in empire building than in effective teaching” (Wang and 

Walberg, 1988 as cited in Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994). As the empire grew, the gap between the 

workings of regular education and special education continued to widen with many special 

educators presenting a view of distrust of regular education teachers addressing the needs of their 

students in the general education classroom. This suggests that the challenges of building a 

collaborative relationship between regular and special education has been years in the making 

and there is little wonder why these challenges continue to exist. 

 As the 1990s began, these divergent beliefs were further highlighted when then-president 

of the American Federation of Teachers, Shanker, remarked that advocates of inclusion “are 

interested in one thing-socialization” (Shanker, 1994, p. 39).” Shanker’s comments reflected the 

view that inclusion was often perceived in the context of providing mainly, if not only, social 

benefits. It was left to the courts to determine what was appropriate in terms of the viability of 

inclusion. By 1994, Shanker’s comments were refuted when the United States 9th Circuit Court 

of Appeals held there must be an educational benefit beyond socialization when determining if 

inclusion is appropriate (Sacramento City Unified School District v. Rachel H.; 14 F.3d 1398; 

1994 U.S. App. LEXIS 1124). While proponents and opponents of inclusion continued to 
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disagree, the number of students placed in general education classrooms continued to increase 

(McLeskey, Henry, & Hodges, 1998).  

Etiology and Importance of Teacher Attitude  

 It is generally agreed that in order for inclusion to be successful, the general educator 

must believe in the principles of inclusion (Burke & Sutherland, 2004; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 

1996; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994). However, historically, regular education teachers have offered 

varying perspectives and attitudes toward inclusion. Despite varying perspectives, Scruggs & 

Mastropieri (1996) found in their analysis of teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion over a thirty-

seven year period (1958-1995) that teacher attitude toward inclusion has changed very little 

during these decades. Scruggs & Mastropieri (1996) found teacher support for inclusion was 

directly related to the “degree of intensity of mainstreaming and the severity level of students 

with disabilities who are mainstreamed” (p. 62).  Their studies showed strong teacher support for 

including students with mild learning as well as physical, sensory, and medical disabilities which 

required little teacher help while teachers were far less supportive of including students with 

emotional and behavioral disabilities (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996). 

 Burke and Sutherland (2004) posit that teacher attitude toward inclusion is directly 

correlated to their experiences and knowledge of the disabled. In their study, pre-service teachers 

and regular education teachers completed surveys regarding their knowledge of the disabled, 

their experiences with disabled students, as well as their beliefs about disabilities and inclusion. 

Data collected showed pre-service teachers responded more positively to inclusion questions 

than the veteran teachers (Burke & Sutherland, 2004). The surveys also showed that pre-service 

teachers felt they had a strong knowledge of disabilities and believed that they were prepared due 

to their courses to work with special education students.  Veteran teachers responses indicated 
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that they did not feel as knowledgeable nor as prepared as their pre-service counterparts reported 

(Burke & Sutherland, 2004). Burke and Sutherland (2004) concluded that teachers with specific 

knowledge of disabilities and subsequent training were more likely to have a positive attitude 

toward inclusion. Pre-service teachers rely on their teacher preparation programs to help them 

formulate their beliefs about inclusion whereas practicing teachers tend to rely on their 

experience rather than “formal theory and research” (Burke & Sutherland, 2004, p. 171). This 

underscores the importance of providing continuing professional development for new and 

veteran teachers to strengthen their knowledge base as well as to shape their classroom 

experiences into meaningful learning opportunities.  

 Leyser and Tappendorf  (2001) studied the attitudes toward inclusion of ninety-one 

regular education and special education teachers in two rural communities. Using questionnaires, 

their data showed that teachers are not strongly supportive of inclusion nor do they routinely 

utilize instructional strategies that support the wide range of learners in the classroom (Leyser & 

Tappendorf, 2001). A significant part of their study examined if there was a relationship between 

teacher attitude toward inclusion and certification, gender and training in inclusion.  Their data 

showed that females had a more positive attitude toward inclusion than males (Leyser & 

Tappendorf, 2001). Moreover, their study showed that teachers with more than thirteen years of 

experience, had significantly lower scores on tools measuring beliefs about the benefits of 

integration as compared to teachers with less than five years of experience and teachers with six 

to thirteen years of experience (Leyser & Tappendorf, 2001).  Leyser and Tappendorf (2001) 

found that teacher certification, grade, and training were not significantly related to teacher 

attitude. 
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 Cook, Tankersley, Cook, and Landrum (2000) state that previous surveys and 

questionnaires used by various researchers may not provide an accurate portrayal of teacher 

attitude toward inclusion. Moreover, they propose that “positive teacher attitude constitutes less 

than a sufficient condition for [student] success” (Cook et al., 2000, p. 116). They propose that 

teacher attitude can be more accurately determined by examining teacher attitude toward their 

actual included students. They posit “student-teacher interactions meaningfully differed as a 

function of general educators holding attitudes of attachment, concern, indifference, and 

rejection toward specific students” (Cook et al., 2000; Brophy & Good, 1974 as cited in Cook et 

al., 2000, p. 116). In their study, teachers nominated three of their students to prompts which 

corresponded to the attitudinal categories (attachment, concern, indifference, and rejection) 

articulated below (Cook et al., 2000).  

• Attachment: If you could keep one student another year for the sheer joy  

   of it, who would you pick? 

• Concern: If you could devote all your attention to a child who concerns 

                    you a great deal, whom would you pick? 

• Indifference: If a parent were to drop by for a conference, whose child would 

            you be least prepared to talk about? 

• Rejection: If your class was to be reduced by one child, whom would you 

   be relieved to have removed? (Cook et al., 2000, p. 121) 

 

Their results showed students with disabilities were “significantly underrepresented” in the 

attachment category and “significantly overrepresented” in the concern and rejection categories 

(Cook et al., 2000, p. 115). Moreover, Cook et al. (2000) determined that more experience 
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teaching in inclusive classrooms was associated with higher rates of concern for students with 

disabilities. Students nominated to the concern category had more academic problems and did 

not have behavior problems related to their challenges. Students nominated to the rejection 

category had “social, attitudinal, and behavior problems” which “compounded the negative 

effects of their academic shortcomings” (Brophy & Good, 1974 as cited in Cook et al., 2000, p. 

117). Rejection students received fewer opportunities to learn; they were called upon less 

frequently and interacted with teachers more about behavior issues than legitimate academic 

concerns (Cook et al., 2000). While special education students comprised just 13.6% of the 

sample, they made up 30.8% and 30.9% of the concern and rejection categories (Cook et al., 

2000). The study’s researchers found no difference between teachers with and without formal 

inclusion training in terms of the proportion of students nominated to the concern and rejection 

categories (Cook et al., 2000). However, teachers with seven or more years of experience 

nominated almost twice as many students to the concern category (Cook et al., 2000).   

 Teachers show great variability in terms of their beliefs about the benefits of inclusion. In 

general, special educators and elementary general educators tend to see more benefits to 

inclusion than regular education teachers at the secondary level (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996). 

Moreover, in terms of the negative impact of inclusion, regular teachers readily identified that 

students with disabilities require “significant changes” (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996, p. 68) in 

the classroom and that their workload also increases significantly.  

Facilitating the Inclusion of Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disorders 

 Facilitating inclusion for students with emotional and behavioral disorders is complicated 

by the fact that teachers consider these students the least desirable students to have in their 

classrooms (Simpson, 2004; Soodak, Podell, & Lehman, 1998; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996; 
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Knitzer & Steinberg, 1990). In his study of stressors for regular education teachers in Australia, 

Forlin (2001) found that disruptive behavior is one of the strongest stressors for classroom  

teachers. Since there is a direct correlation between teacher attitude and successful inclusion 

(Hasazi, Johnson, Liggett, & Schattman, 1994), there is cause for concern among school systems 

seeking to meet the requirements of the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) clause of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  Since the LRE for some E/BD students is often the 

general education classroom, it is not surprising that new teachers who leave the classroom after 

their first year often cite frustration with students’ significant behavior issues as a leading cause 

for leaving the education profession (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2005).  

 In a peer-reviewed qualitative interview study, Lohrmann & Bambara (2006) found that 

regular education teachers could readily identify the supports they needed for successful 

inclusion of E/BD students; namely, time for collaboration, planning, and training with their 

special education colleagues. Classroom teachers reported that formal and informal opportunities 

to collaborate with colleagues were crucial in supporting the development of their skills and 

confidence to work effectively with E/BD students (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006). A three-year 

study by Shapiro et al. (1999) confirmed the importance of continuous, ongoing consultation and 

collaboration between special and regular educators.  

 In general, E/BD students who struggle to meet academic requirements, often engage in 

non-compliant behavior, so addressing academic needs may inherently inhibit challenging 

behaviors (Sutherland & Wehby, 2001).  Kauffman et al. (1995) also assert that academic and 

social skills cannot be taught unless behavior can be controlled. However, Trout et al. (2003) 

cautions that, “interventions focused solely on social behavior ignore students’ academic deficits 
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on students’ achievement and contribute to the lifelong pattern of social deviancy often 

representative of children with E/BD” (p. 208). 

 Modified instructional materials and methods can foster a high rate of correct on-level 

academic responding (Sutherland & Wehby, 20001). By providing more appropriate learning 

tasks coupled with more opportunities to make correct answers, there is an increase in on- task 

behavior and a decrease in maladaptive behavior (Sutherland & Wehby, 2001). Moreover, when 

students are provided with more choices and opportunities to demonstrate their understanding of 

new concepts, they are more successful (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006; Sutherland & Wehby, 

2001).  Sutherland & Wehby (2001) identified additional strategies to promote successful 

inclusion of E/BD students: pre-teaching concepts and using frequent assessment probes to 

monitor student understanding. Developing and implementing these strategies requires a 

collegial relationship between the regular and special educator. By providing special and regular 

education teachers with opportunities to collaborate, they can develop the needed protocols to 

promote student behavioral and academic success. This more holistic response to addressing 

student academic and behavioral needs recognizes the complexities of working with E/BD 

students and provides for a comprehensive approach to student learning and behavioral 

compliance. 

 Since effective inclusion of E/BD students within the general education classroom 

requires effective implementation of intervention procedures, ongoing professional development 

opportunities are critical.  As part of the Shapiro et al. (1999) study, teachers were provided with 

an intensive in-service program to teach school personnel how to design and implement 

interventions for E/BD students. Teachers were enthusiastic and believed that the in-service 

prepared them to meet the need of their students. Unfortunately, despite their efforts, the 
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majority of these teachers were unsuccessful in transforming the newly acquired knowledge base 

into practice within the school setting. To remedy the situation, a consultation model was 

developed to provide teachers with on going support.  When ongoing consultation was provided, 

these same teams became highly successful (Shapiro et al., 1999).    

Availability of Situation Specific Supports 

 Lohrmann and Bambara (2006) report that teacher attitude toward successful inclusion 

may be directly related to the quality of supports they receive from the school community. In 

recent studies, regular education teachers who work with students with emotional and behavioral 

challenges believe that situation specific supports were essential for successful inclusion  

(Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006; Sutherland & Wehby, 2001).  Teachers identified the following 

supports as “situational”: interpersonal support; collaborative support; direct assistance from 

administrators; parent support; and awareness-building activities (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006). 

Interpersonal supports are those opportunities for colleagues to brainstorm or even vent 

frustrations with friends and colleagues. This support provided almost a therapeutic outlet for 

teachers. Teachers also spoke of the importance of collaborative supports which provided 

teachers with regularly scheduled times to discuss students (Lohrman & Bambara, 2006). This 

time was considered more of a strategy session in which teachers could collaborate and develop 

interventions or academic mediations. Administrators and parents were also identified as critical 

situational supports.  Principals offered comfort and resources during times of stress or particular 

challenge. Regular communication with parents was also invaluable. Conversations with parents 

helped teachers gain a better understanding of their students’ ongoing challenges (Lohrmann & 

Bambara, 2006) at school and at home. Student difficulties at home could translate to spikes in 
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aggression or problematic behaviors at school, so clear home-school communication was 

essential. 

 Teachers also emphasized the importance of learning about the E/BD student before the 

start of the school year. Teachers revealed that they often heard graphic and exaggerated stories 

of challenging student behaviors circulating around the school. This meant that classroom 

teachers often had an image of a particular student, which often caused great stress and concern. 

By participating in various disability awareness activities, teachers felt better prepared to 

address the needs of their students with behavioral challenges (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006). 

Disability awareness activities provided the general education teacher with necessary 

information to better understand the E/BD student. Teachers learned about successful behavior 

strategies and could observe the student in his current class placement in order to develop a 

more comprehensive assessment of the student’s strengths and weaknesses. 

Finally, to address problems such as a student displaying significant aggression or non-

compliant behavior, teachers in the Lohrmann & Bambara (2006) study identified the 

importance of providing in-class support to assist with implementing behavior strategies. 

Teachers also remarked that the high level of modifications needed for all curriculum materials 

also warranted the help of an assistant. Teachers stated that without the in-class support 

personnel, they would have been unable to successfully include the student with significant 

behavior challenges.  Teachers described the ideal in-class support person as someone who 

could blend in, have a good work ethic and do what is right for the student (Lohrmann & 

Bambara, 2006). It is interesting to note that the teachers did not list as a desirable quality 

anything regarding knowledge of behavioral strategies. Teachers did assert that an additional 
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staff member in the classroom also provided assurance that emergency situations could be 

addressed quickly and effectively (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006). 

Research-based Practice to Include E/BD Students 

 According to a 1995 survey of elementary teachers, 89-100% of teachers expressed they 

needed additional training to include students with emotional and behavioral disorders (Wolery, 

Werts, Caldwell & Snyder, 1995 as cited in Shapiro et al., 1999). Shapiro et al. (1999) affirm 

that general educators need specific skills and a knowledge base to facilitate inclusion of E/BD 

students. Moreover, NCLB (No Child Left Behind) specifically requires educators to utilize 

scientifically based research practice to address the needs of students. However, it is believed 

that there is a research-to-practice gap due to a “lack of clear, consistent criteria to determine 

what are research-based practices and the absence of support structures to assist educators in 

implementing these practices” (Lewis et al., 2004, p. 247).  Consequently, E/BD students have 

not benefited from the consistent use of effective teaching practice (Lewis et al, 2004).  

 Using a four-phase review, which included review of peer-reviewed literature, the 

presentation of primary data, and utilization of an experimental or quasi-experimental approach, 

Lewis et al. (2004) identified research-based practices that are effective with E/BD students: 

Teacher Praise: When working with E/BD students, teachers use negative reprimands for non-

compliant behavior more frequently than they do positive reinforcements for compliant behavior 

(Albert et al., 1999; Sutherland, 2000). Research shows that task compliance increases 

significantly when there are high rates of teacher praise in the classroom (Sutherland, 2000). 

Opportunities to Respond During Instruction:  Non-compliant behavior is often prompted by a 

gap between classroom instruction and the student’s achievement level (Gunter & Denny, 1998; 

Gunter & Reed, 1997 as cited in Lewis et al., 2004). When students are able to interact 
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appropriately with the curriculum and classroom materials, there is a greater tendency for on-

task behavior (Gunter & Denny, 1998). 

Positive Behavior Support (PBS): According to the Office of Special Education Programs 

(OSEP) Technical Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, a system of 

positive behavior support “uses a systems approach to establish the social environment and 

behavioral supports needed for a school to be an effective learning setting for all students 

(Retrieved July 20, 2008 from www.promoteprevent.org/Publications/EBI-factsheets/PBIS).”  

In order for all students to be part of the school community, including those with significant 

emotional and behavioral disorders, appropriate protocols and tools must be utilized. This 

includes the use of functional behavioral assessments (FBAs). An FBA, often completed by a 

psychologist or a Board Certified Behavior Analyst, seeks to identify the purpose of a student’s 

challenging behavior. This information is then shared with the student’s IEP team in order to 

develop a series of interventions to ameliorate the problem behavior.  

Social Skills Instruction: Numerous literature reviews have shown that teaching specific social 

skills does promote pro-social behavior  (Smith & Sugai, 2000; Lewis et al., 2004). Moreover, 

improving social competence also positively impacts academic task engagement (Lane & 

Menzies, 2002). 

Self-Management:  Self-management programs are often the result of a functional behavior 

assessment (FBA). After identifying the student’s antecedent behavior, an appropriate 

replacement behavior is identified and incorporated into the student’s behavior plan to serve the 

same function. Positive reinforcement and self-monitoring also play an important part in 

regulating student behavior as part of a self-management approach (Smith and Sugai, 2000). 
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 Research-based practice presents positive opportunities for students with emotional and 

behavioral disorders. This, combined with appropriate supports can facilitate more positive 

teacher attitude toward inclusion of E/BD students. Perhaps one of the most crucial supports for 

teachers is the building principal. The leadership capabilities as well as the principal’s beliefs 

regarding inclusion can positively impact teacher attitude toward inclusion.  

 

Ethical Leadership 

Shift in School Leadership Practice 

 The practice of educational leadership in the United States during the last one hundred 

years has been greatly impacted by both societal and global influences (Bottery, 2006). 

According to Bottery (2006) leadership roles in the nation’s schools during this time have 

responded to:  

• Creating American citizens out of the large immigrant population (early 1900s) 

• Providing an educational response to threats from Soviet competition (1950s) 

• Addressing implications of the civil rights movement (1960s) 

• Responding to mandates of NCLB (No Child Left Behind) legislation (2002) 

 Moreover, as our society has become increasingly more diverse, educational leaders are 

challenged to lead tolerant and democratic schools. Bottery (2006) states there has been a shift 

in the role of the principal from one primarily focused on the management aspects of school to a 

role “increasingly embedded in larger social and cultural concerns” (p. 177). Subsequently, a 

strong foundation in ethical leadership prepares the school leader to lead tolerant, democratic 

schools by fostering the leader’s ability to “recognize, reflect on, and appreciate differences” 

(Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005, p. 4). 



 44

 New leadership theories which reflect a more “societal context” of leadership have 

developed over the last two decades (Kezar, Carducci, Contreras-McGavin, 2006, p. 71). These 

theories highlight a more emotional, ethical, spiritual, and collaborative focus to the application 

of leadership (Kezar et al., 2006). The leader who promotes partnerships, collaboration, and 

cooperation has replaced the autocratic formal leader of the past who makes all the decisions for 

the organization.  Kezar et al. (2006) believe today’s educational leaders bring ethics, morals, 

and spirituality to the leadership process. This is not a uniquely American concept of leadership. 

The study of ethical leadership is occurring not only in the United States, but it is also prevalent 

in Canada, Sweden, Australia, Barbados as well as the East and Far East (Begley & Wong, 

2001).  

Definitions of Ethical Leadership 

    Every art and every applied science, and every 
    systematic investigation, and similarly  
    every action and choice, seem to aim at some 
               good; the good therefore has been well defined 
    as that which all things aim.  
     Aristotle, Nicomachaean Ethics (p.3) 

 

 Logic and reason would dictate that any discourse on the topic of ethics should 

commence with a brief review of the teachings of the Greek philosopher, Aristotle. Aristotle 

looked at ethics as the study of human character. He believed that people derive their sense of 

self and sense of moral purpose from their participation in the community; therefore, what 

makes a person good is essentially what makes a community good. Aristotle affirms that 

traditional virtues and experience are essential for leading a moral life, although he also states 

that shared experiences along with an appropriate upbringing in moral conduct is a pre-requisite 

to leading this moral life (Baracchi, 2008).  
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 According to Aristotle, the study of ethics provides no clear answers, but rather presents a 

moral framework for how to think about living a moral life in the context of the community at 

large.  Various educational researchers have applied this concept to the school setting and have 

articulated frameworks from which educators can lead their schools using a moral and just 

approach. 

Clarification: Ethical Leadership and Moral Leadership 

 The terms ethical and moral can have similar or different meanings depending on one’s 

interpretation of the words. Some researchers do use the terms almost “interchangeably” 

(Furman (ED.) 1997, p. 85) while others have identified clear distinctions between the terms. 

For the purpose of this review, Starratt’s (2004) definitions will be utilized to clarify the 

distinction between moral leadership and ethical leadership. Starratt (2004) states “moral 

leadership involves the moral activity embedded in the conduct of leading; ethical leadership is 

an attempt to act from the principles, beliefs, assumptions, and values in the leader’s espoused 

system of ethics” (p 5). Moreover, Starratt (2004) states “ethics is the study of what constitutes a 

moral life” (p. 5). Sarratt (2004) further purports “morality is the living, the acting out of ethical 

beliefs and commitments” (p. 5). Namely, ethics is the study of moral practice as well as being 

moral. 

Ethical Paradigms/Lenses 

 Today, many of education’s most influential thinkers continue to refine and clarify their 

understanding of ethics by building on those theories espoused by Aristotle in 350 BC. Aristotle, 

believing that the study of ethics is static and therefore always changing, would probably not be  

surprised to learn that many researchers support using multiple paradigms or lenses to analyze 

and understand ethical conflicts and problems that arise. 
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 Bolman and Deal (2003) posit “ethics must rest in the ‘soul,’ a sense of identity that 

defines an individual or an organization’s core beliefs and values” (pp. 395-6). They assert that 

soul and ethics are “inextricably intertwined” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 398). Namely, an 

organization must know who they are and what they believe in for it is this understanding that  

informs and guides decision-making. Bolman and Deal (2003) have reframed the more 

traditional view of the ethics of leadership through their use of four-frames that equate an 

organizational ethic with a corresponding leadership contribution. 

 Authorship- Bolman and Deal (2003) relate this leadership aspect to the organizational 

ethic of excellence. Individuals need to see their work as meaningful in order to feel personally 

accountable. Excellence cannot be attained if the individual does not feel invested in the process 

and subsequently the outcome (Bolman & Deal, 2003). 

 Love- This leadership contribution is associated with the ethic of caring (Bolman & Deal, 

2003). Bolman and Deal (2003) state “caring – one person’s compassion and concern for 

another is the purpose and the ethical glue that holds a family together” (p. 402). This suggests 

the leader must listen, understand and respond to the needs of the organization. 

 Power- Bolman and Deal (2003) relate this leadership aspect to the ethic of justice stating 

“we cannot give everyone everything they want, but we can honor a value of fairness in making 

decisions about who gets what” (p. 403). They believe the “key gift a leader can offer is power” 

(Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 403). Allowing people to be part of the decision-making process 

results in an organization that is more likely to be productive and energized. Moreover, Bolman 

and Deal (2003) believe “the gift of power enrolls people to work toward a common cause” (p. 

404). This creates a shared understanding which in turn frames the individual’s understanding of 

their purpose as well as the collective purpose of the organization. 
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 Significance- This leadership contribution relates to the ethic of faith. Bolman and Deal 

(2003) believe that in work organizations, “faith is strengthened if individuals feel the 

organization is characterized by excellence, caring, and justice” (p. 405). Affirming the 

importance of being a spiritual leader who helps people find meaning in their work, Bolman and 

Deal (2003) believe significance within the organization is shown through the “use of expressive 

and symbolic forms: rituals, ceremonies, icons, music, and stories” (p. 406). 

 Each of these frames “offers a perspective on the ethical responsibilities…and the role of 

leaders” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 407). In the context of schools, they highlight a shift in how 

school leaders work with staff as well as the entire school community from a more managerial 

role to a leadership role. While the more traditional view of facilities management is still 

important, today’s school administrator is challenged to fill a more comprehensive, multi-

dimensional role that recognizes a more holistic approach to leadership that highlights the 

importance of relationships within the community or organization.   

 Reilly (2006) posits the ethical leader is characterized by two attributes: wisdom and 

embracing the vision. In deference to Bolman and Deal, Reilly (2006) emphasizes the 

importance of the heart. Wisdom, she purports comes from the heart and she suggests the inner 

voice “tells us what is true and helps us to connect our heads with our hearts and our spirits with 

our work” (Reilly, 2006, p. 164).  Embracing and adhering to the vision calls upon the leader to 

recognize what is important in our schools (Reilly, 2006). 

 The growing complexity of our diverse world continues to provide problems and 

challenges that can best be described as ethical dilemmas. While Bolman and Deal use the four 

lenses to frame how ethical leaders analyze these dilemmas, Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) 

propose multiple ethical paradigms to facilitate the educational leader’s understanding of 
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complex issues. It is this understanding that will help the leader to develop tolerant and 

democratic schools (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). These paradigms include the ethics of justice,  

critique and care (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). More recently the authors have added an 

additional ethic; namely, the ethic of the profession (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). 

 Numerous scholars have written about the broader concepts surrounding the ethics of 

justice, care, and critique (Starratt, 1994; Myers, 1998; Furman, 1998;).  Starratt (1994) states 

these ethics are complimentary and become more complete when combined equating them to 

themes that are interconnected. 

  An ethical consciousness that is not interpenetrated by each 
             theme can be captured either by sentimentality, by ration- 
  alistic simplification or by social naiveté. The blending of  
  each theme encourages a rich human response to the many  
  uncertain ethical situations the school community faces every 
             day, both in learning tasks as well as in its attempt to govern    
  itself. (p. 57)  
 

 Ethic of Justice: Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) purport this ethic focuses on “rights and 

laws and is part of a liberal democratic tradition” (p. 11). They cite the research of venerable 

scholars including Starratt, Dewey, and Sergiovanni as well as landmark law cases to fully 

articulate this paradigm that espouses freedom and equity (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) state “viewing ethical dilemmas from this vantage point, one 

may ask questions related to the rule of law and the more abstract concepts of fairness, equity, 

and justice” (p. 13). 

 Ethic of Critique: Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) state there is “tension between the ethic 

of justice, rights, and laws and the concept of democracy” (p. 14). Therefore the process used to 

determine unjust laws is the ethic of critique (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). The ethic of critique 

forces one to raise difficult questions and challenge the issue while also rethinking and 
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reframing beliefs. This ethic is based on critical theory that has “at its heart, an analysis of social 

class and its inequities” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005, p. 14). This is reflected in the 

underperformance of some minority and poor students as well as a lack of needed resources in 

many of our nation’s schools. Given the current inequities in many schools throughout the 

country, this is an ethic in need of more attention (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). Shapiro and 

Stefkovich (2005) believe through a critical analysis of social class, educators can more readily 

identify inequities thereby becoming “more knowledgeable, moral, and sensitive educational 

leaders” (p. 15).  

 Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) posit there is not one best ethical paradigm. Using 

multiple paradigms will help the leader to gain greater insight into her own personal and 

professional ethical codes before making an ethical decision. 

 Ethic of Care: The ethic of care requires the leader to consider multiple voices in the 

decision-making process (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). The focus is on collaborative 

relationships and fostering a sense of community while deemphasizing competition. Viewing 

ethical dilemmas through this paradigm, the leader considers the consequences of actions and 

decisions on others. 

 Ethics of Profession: Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) more recently included the ethics of 

profession because they believe the other three ethics (justice, critique, care) were not sufficient 

to provide an “adequate picture of the factors that must be taken into consideration when making 

ethical decisions in the context of educational settings” (p. 19). This paradigm asks the leader to 

reflect on her own professional code of ethics “in light of individual personal codes of ethics, as 

well as standards set forth by the profession, and then calls on them to place students at the 
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center of the ethical decision-making process” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005, p. 26). Namely, the 

good of the student must take priority over all else. 

 Starratt (2004) believes an understanding of ethical leadership is needed if school leaders 

are to usher in school reform that will reinvigorate our nation’s schools as well as recharge each 

citizen’s commitment to democratic principles. Starratt (2004) states that most educational 

leaders lack training in ethical analysis and reflection which means that they are unable to 

connect their actions and decisions as leaders to an “articulated moral landscape” (p. 4).  

  Starratt (2004) posits that ethical leadership requires educators to demonstrate the 

virtues: responsibility, authenticity, and presence. Leaders who are able to utilize these 

foundational virtues as the basis of their leadership, will positively impact not only teaching and 

learning in today’s schools, but also contribute to the greater good in the community at large.   

 Starratt (2004) holds a comprehensive multi-faceted view of the ethics of responsibility. 

He states that the leader is responsible as a human being, educational administrator, and citizen-

administrator. This means the leader is responsible to multiple stakeholders inside as well as 

outside the school setting. The leader must create and sustain authentic working relationships 

with the stakeholders while also providing a healthy organizational environment for teaching and 

learning. This healthy environment must also provide for the learning and practice of civic virtue 

for all students and teachers. This emphasizes the leader’s responsibility to the ultimate good of 

people while also ensuring the common good of the school she leads (Starratt, 2004). 

 Starratt (2004) believes that leaders bring themselves, including their beliefs and values 

to their work. Being true to oneself, namely, being authentic is looked upon in relational and 

dialogical terms.  It “is the human challenge of connecting oneself to a wider whole, of finding 

one’s life in dialogue with this wider whole, of discovering that the deepest character of all 
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beings… is their relationality, their participation in the larger life around them” (Starratt, 2004, p. 

70). Essentially, authenticity is simultaneously a personal and social dynamic in which the 

individual is further defined by his responses to others (Starratt, 2004). How the leader responds 

to those around her forms and reflects who she is as a human being. 

 According to Starratt (2004), the virtue of presence connects the virtues of responsibility 

and authenticity.  Starratt (2004) believes “we cannot define or express ourselves unless it is in 

relationship to others” (p. 85). Since humans are social beings rather than solitary figures, our 

presence is dialogical. Spoken as well as body language sends a message that is then interpreted 

by others. Being present requires that the leader is sensitive not only to herself, but also to the 

signals she sends out to others (Starratt, 2004). Presence is an all-encompassing concept that 

takes many forms. 

 Starratt (2004) states that there are three types of presence: affirming presence, critical 

presence and enabling presence. Affirming presence validates others for who they are rather than 

who we want them to be. It sends a message of community and acceptance to the organization 

(Starratt, 2004). At times, something may distort an individual’s sense of who they are or how 

their actions reflect back on others. In this case, critical presence is needed to “call on us to name 

the problem that stands between us and the other” (Starratt, 2004, p. 98).  A dialogue is required 

to allow both sides to truly listen and understand both sides of the problem. The importance of 

dialogue is also apparent in an enabling presence. An enabling presence is concerned with  

building capacity (Starratt, 2004). Namely, this work is difficult to do alone; however, working 

together it can be done.  

 Starratt (2004) highlights the dynamics among and between the virtues of responsibility, 

authenticity, and presence stating the ethics of presence mediates the relationship between the 
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leader’s ethics of authenticity and ethics of responsibility. In order for the leader to be authentic, 

the leader must take responsibility for the person she is. To be responsible, the leader must  

choose to be authentic, which is only possible, if the leader is present to herself and the people 

and circumstances around her (Starratt, 2004). Therefore, the virtues constantly influence one 

another or as Starratt (2004) states, the virtues “interpenetrate and complement each other” 

(p.110). These virtues, Starratt (2004) believes, must be applied to the three dimensions within 

schooling: “the human dimension, the academic dimension, and the civic dimension” (p. 111). 

This belief further reflects Starratt’s contention that the school and community are inherently 

linked and the leader must be mindful that her constituents are not just students and teachers, but 

rather the community at large. 

 Starratt’s beliefs have important implications for current school leaders who often look 

for technical and rather simplistic solutions to complex problems. Starratt (2004) calls upon the 

leader to identify a “well-articulated platform for the moral work of learning in school, as well as 

a clear sense of how to proactively engage teachers and students in an authentic process of 

learning (p.136).” This call for ethical leadership is a paradigm shift for many administrators 

who do not have a moral dimension to their leadership practice. Starratt’s (2004) three virtues 

provide the necessary foundation to analyze a problem. Looking at a morally challenging 

problem through the lens of responsibility (as a human as well as a school and civic leader) is not 

something most administrators are trained to do. 

 Starratt (2004) believes leaders need to “discover a fellowship” with those in their 

community and focus more on creating a culture of caring and humanity which is especially 

challenging in the current atmosphere of leave no child untested. Therefore, it is important to for 

the leader meet with other leaders to talk and listen to the struggles of others in order to 



 53

strengthen her own moral compass. These opportunities for dialogue will help leaders to 

formulate their own moral platform that will then help determine the right course of action when  

moral challenges develop.  A leader needs to undergo this process of identifying her true beliefs 

in order to understand the kind of leader she is now and develop a path to become the leader she 

strives to be. This work should not be done in isolation because as Starratt (2004) believes, we 

are social beings. Led by a cadre of ethical leaders, the social movement of authentic school 

reform could then become a reality. Starratt’s (2004) call for ethical leadership implores school 

leaders to look within themselves before looking for easy answers to the complex challenges the 

nation’s schools continue to face. 

Ethical Leadership in the Context of Inclusion 

 It can be quite difficult for administrators to negotiate the challenges of meeting the needs 

of special education students while acknowledging the often-contesting voices of parents. This 

can be especially apparent in Individual Education Plan (IEP) meetings where the administrator’s 

ethical training and beliefs are generally evident for all to see.  Zaretsky (2007) studied the 

interactions of school leaders (principals) and parent advocates during contentious special 

education meetings. She analyzed the implications of these interactions to determine ethical and 

successful resolutions. In her study Zaretsky (2007) identified that parent advocates felt devalued 

and dismissed by the school leader. Advocates stated that principals were not willing to listen to 

a different perspective and did not value special education students (Zaretsky, 2007). School 

leaders reported that school advocates came to meetings armed with personal and political 

agendas that left no room for negotiations (Zaretsky, 2007). Zaretsky (2007) extols the virtues of 

using “democratic and collaborative approaches to interaction as ethical responses” to special 

education challenges (p. 71).” By reframing the conflict to the interests of the child rather than 
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on one’s personal position, both sides were able to work together more effectively (Zaretsky, 

2007). 

 Over the last century, educational leadership practice has shifted due to societal and 

global changes. With the complexities inherent in leading diverse school communities, 

educational leaders are challenged to fill a more multi-dimensional role that reflects the 

importance of relationships within a school. Moreover, school leaders continue to be faced with 

complex problems that can best be described as ethical dilemmas. Based on current research, 

leaders can utilize ethical paradigms to facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of 

complex issues. 

 

School Culture 

 Collaborative relationships among administrators, special and regular educators and 

parents are not necessarily inherent to a school community. Relationships must be nurtured by  

the ethical leader in the context of a school culture that is supportive of inclusive practices. But 

how does a school foster an inclusive culture? The study of a school’s culture “leads one deeper  

into the life of the school, into the tacit world of beliefs and norms, into the realm of meaning 

and significance” (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). 

 Zollers, Ramanathan, and Yu (1999) assert that researchers are stymied by a lack of 

uniformity regarding the definition of organizational culture.  “Why” an organization behaves 

the way it does relies on unobservable assumptions and beliefs (Zollers et al., 1999).  Starratt’s 

(2003) ‘onion model’ provides a framework for understanding the complexity of organizational 

culture; specifically, school culture. In his model, the outer layers contain the operation, 

organization, programs, and policy levels of the school while the inner layers represent purposes, 
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goals, beliefs, assumptions and myths (Starratt, 2003). This framework suggests that belief 

systems are at the core of a school and influence the values of those who work and learn within 

the school; these values then influence school standards, programs, policy, as well as norms and 

behavior. The onion model highlights the importance of understanding the connection between 

teacher beliefs regarding inclusion and the establishment of cultural norms about inclusion 

within a school. Teachers who do not believe in inclusion could adversely affect the school’s 

value system that in turn could negatively impact teaching norms in regard to special education 

students. This could mean lower expectations of disabled students and the replacement of quality 

curriculum with remedial texts and materials. 

 Sergiovanni and Starratt (1993) define culture as “a set of understandings or meanings 

shared by a group of people” (p. 92).  School culture is not to be confused with school climate. 

School climate is “the enduring characteristics that describe the psychological character of a 

particular school, distinguish it from other schools, and influence the behavior of teachers and 

students” (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993, p.82). Some researchers equate school climate to the 

health of the organization (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). 

 There are four levels of culture: artifacts, perspectives, values, and assumptions 

(Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). These levels provide a framework for analyzing a school’s 

beliefs, norms, and behavior. 

 Artifacts represent the most tangible level of school culture (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 

1993). Artifacts reflect what people in the school say and do as well as how things look. Verbal 

artifacts would include the language that is used as well as the stories told while behavioral 

artifacts are shown through the school’s traditions and rituals (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). 



 56

 The next level of culture is perspective. Perspectives are the shared rules and norms of 

the school (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). Sergiovanni and Starratt (1993) believe this level 

identifies the “commonness” of how people in the school define and respond to problems as well 

as solutions to defined problems (p. 93). The third level of culture is values. In the school setting, 

the identified values serve as a covenant that guides people as they evaluate challenges and 

determine appropriate actions (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993). Assumptions are not only the 

fourth level of culture, but they also serve to unify all the other levels (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 

1993). This level focuses on what people in the school believe about themselves and others as 

their beliefs about relationships between and among people in the school (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 

1993). 

School Culture and Inclusion 

 Researchers recognize the important role culture plays in determining the success of 

inclusion (Carrington, 1999; Carrington & Robinson, 2002, Zollers et al., 1999). However, most  

research on inclusion focuses primarily on specific educational practices that support successful 

inclusion rather than on exploring the relationship between inclusion and school culture (Zollers 

et al., 1999). To determine the relationship between school culture and inclusion, Zollers et al. 

(1999) used a qualitative, ethnographic study of an urban elementary school. Their analysis led 

to the identification of three components of a school culture that contributed to the success of 

inclusion (Zollers et al., 1999): 

• Inclusive leadership 

• A broad vision of school community 

• Shared language and values 
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 Inclusive leadership: A principal’s beliefs and values can influence staff members  

(Zollers et al., 1999; Sergiovanni, 1995; Guzman, 1996). Moreover, principals who make explicit 

shared values and shared beliefs; often find these values are “transformed into norms that govern 

behavior” (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993, p. 32). A principal who extols the virtues of an 

inclusive school culture, whose day-to-day behavior reflects this belief, does influence the staff 

and subsequently the culture of the school. It should be noted that in the Zoller et al. study 

(1999), the principal had a visible disability that provided the vehicle for consistent modeling of 

inclusion. 

 In the Zollers at al. (1999) study, the principal used “a democratic approach, providing 

values-driven leadership and serving as a model influence” (p. 163). Influential thinkers such as 

Dewey and Goodlad confirm the importance of a democratic approach within schools. This also 

harkens to the ethic of critique and the ethic of justice (Starratt, 2004; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 

2005) in which ethical leaders are called upon to question issues in search of equity, fairness and 

justice. Woods (2006) posits school leadership “needs to be engaged in recentring the culture of 

schools so as to encompass a shared vision and values oriented towards democratic ideals and 

practice” (p. 331).  Woods (2006) states: 

  A school culture centered on democracy has implications, 
  therefore, for how knowledge and learning are understood 
             and constructed. It implies an open approach to knowledge… 
  Integral to advancement of understanding in this open ap- 
  proach are dialogue and the sharing of views, expertise and 
             information amongst networks of learners and the creative 
  application of tentative knowledge in practical action (p. 332). 
 
              

 Woods (2006) calls for a shared and distributed approach to leadership and this belief is 

supported in the research literature. A top-down approach does not lead to organizational change 

(Senge, 2006, Fullan, 2001); namely, a principal alone cannot bring about change. To ensure true 
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cultural change, a democratic approach is needed; a democratic approach fosters the 

understanding and adoption of common underlying assumptions (Zollers et al., 1999). Moreover, 

this approach encourages a high level of interdependence and decision-making among the staff 

and community members (Zollers et al., 1999).  

 A Broad View of School Community: The elementary school in the Zoller et al., (1999) 

study involved families as well as the community at large in almost every aspect of school life.  

A family center, an outreach program, and a planned parent empowerment program are merely a 

few of the many resources available to families and community members of the school (Zollers 

et al., 1999). Parents and community members are also important decision-makers regarding 

school issues. Fullan (2001) affirms the importance of parent and community participation in the 

school “teachers and principals need to reach out to parents and communities, especially when 

the initial conditions do not support such efforts” (p. 198). Fullan (2001) further states “Teachers 

cannot do it alone. Parents and other community members are crucial and largely untapped 

resources who have (or can be helped to have) assets and expertise that are essential to the 

partnership” (p. 199).  

 Shared Language and Values: Zollers et al. (1999) assert there was an abundance of 

shared language at the school in their study. Moreover, parents, teachers, and students often took 

pride in reciting the school’s motto that affirmed the inclusion of everyone-, as it is a “school for 

everybody” (Zollers et al., 1999, p. 179). Cultural and learning differences were celebrated and a 

belief in mutual respect was expressed and displayed routinely at the school (Zollers et al., 

1999). 

 Zollers et al. (1999) posit that these three characteristics; namely, inclusive leadership, a 

broad sense of community and shared values and beliefs, “combined to create an environment in 
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which inclusion was not merely a program model, but a way of thinking” (p. 172). Essentially, 

inclusion was a shared belief and a norm of the school. 

School Culture and Inclusion of Students with Behavioral Challenges 

 Emerging themes from the social science literature regarding school culture include the 

importance of embracing abstract ideas such as vision and moral commitment as well as more 

concrete symbols such as common language and behavior structures (Carrington, 1999; 

Carrington & Elkins, 2002; Freeman et al., 2006; Lewis et al., 2004; Zollers et al., 1999). 

Schools that lack a behavior structure may not have the institutional capacity to include students 

who exhibit disruptive behavior (Nelson, 1996). This can lead to students and staff feeling unsafe 

that can adversely impact school climate and culture. Since there is a correlation between student 

learning and behavior problems, behavior structures are specifically mandated in IDEA  

(Killu, 2008). Specifically, IDEA calls for the use of Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs), which 

identify the necessary supports for students to make social progress in school.  

  It is not uncommon for students who exhibit significant disabilities to be excluded from 

the culture of the school (Freeman et al., 2006). This is especially true of students with 

substantial social, emotional, and behavioral challenges. Some researchers assert that using 

school-wide positive behavior supports (SWPBS) will foster a more inclusive school culture 

(Freeman et al., 2006; Nelson, 1996). The school-wide positive behavior support model utilizes a 

systems-level approach. A team-based, collaborative process is used to support students through 

the identification and implementation of evidence-based practice designed to improve social and 

academic outcomes for all children (Freeman et al., 2006). The team-based approach brings 

regular and special education teachers, administrators, parents, and students together to identify 
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appropriate intervention strategies to address the continuum of student behaviors (Freeman et al., 

2006).  Freeman et al., (2006) state there are five core themes of SWPBS: 

• Recognizing the connection between school culture and successful social and academic 

experiences 

• Proactive approach to problem behavior 

• Explicit instruction of social skills and “rearrangement of both antecedents and 

consequences when necessary” (p. 6) 

• Use of three-tiers continuum  

• Collection and use of data to inform team decision-making 

 

 

 

       Figure 1 

       Source:www.pbis.org/schoolwide.html 

       Retrieved October 1, 2008 

 

The three-tiered continuum model of SWPBS is based on the Response to Intervention pyramid 

that is often seen in educational literature. This pyramid shows three levels of intervention: 

primary, secondary and tertiary (figure 1). The primary level applies to everyone in the school 

and is aimed at preventing behavior problems through the direct teaching of desired skills.  At 

this level, adults are also taught consistent ways to respond to student behaviors (Freeman et al., 
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2006). Students requiring a higher degree of intervention would be at the secondary level. This 

level would provide students with additional resources to prevent behavior challenges from 

continuing to escalate. The student may require a more individualized behavior plan or additional 

instruction of specific skills. Students who continue to demonstrate challenging behavior require 

intervention at the tertiary level. This level provides more individualized, comprehensive plans to 

support students who are demonstrating substantial problems (Freeman et al., 2006). Additional 

personnel and resources may also be needed to support the student and a functional behavior 

assessment (FBA) may be utilized to gain a better understanding of the source of the behavior.  

Through teacher and student interviews as well as observations, a Functional Behavior 

Assessments (FBA) can help determine if the student’s behavior (symptom) is the function of 

trying to escape, avoid, or get something ((Killu, 2008; Sugai, Lewis-Palmer, Hagan, 1998). 

After careful analysis, an intervention plan can be developed.  

 An important part of SWPBS is the identification and adherence to common language 

and shared values regarding student behavior (Freeman et al., 2006). Therefore, everyone in the 

school must embrace the processes and procedures identified to support SWPBS as well as the 

school’s vision of successful inclusion for all students (Freeman et al., 2006). Since decisions 

regarding appropriate intervention are data-driven, teachers must have a commitment to the 

tenets of the model for it to be successful. Without staff commitment, data collection, 

consistency in teacher responses to student behavior as well as teacher practice will be 

compromised. 

 George, White, & Schlaffer (2007) studied two elementary schools that successfully 

adopted SWPBS: one alternative school and one traditional school. While the findings at both 

schools were consistent, the analysis of the traditional school will be more fully presented. The 
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traditional elementary school suffered from poor academic results, disruptive behavior, and a 

lack of community support. A school-wide intervention program was incorporated which 

included (George et al., 2007): 

• Clearly defined rules and expectations 

• Direct teaching of rules and expectations 

• A continuum of consequences for breaking the rules 

• Recognition of appropriate student behavior 

• Special incentives 

• Use of data to inform decisions 

• Consistent follow-up by the staff 

 At the conclusion of the first year of implementation of SWPBS, office referrals 

decreased from 1717 to 702 and after-school detentions decreased from 845 to 85 (George et al., 

2007). By the end of the second year, referrals were reduced to 619 and after-school detentions 

were just 21 (George et al., 2007). The special education population saw a dramatic reduction in 

disciplinary referrals (George et al., 2007). The school’s open house attendance went from not a 

single family attending in the year prior to the implementation of SWPBS to nearly 450 families 

attending. The principal stated the surge in attendance was due to the staff’s emphasis on 

positively working with parents to help students succeed- academically and socially (George et 

al., 2007).  

 The George et al., (2007) study identified several characteristics that led to successful 

inclusive school culture change. First, agreements were made among all the stakeholders to 

consistently follow identified procedures and staff members modeled desired behaviors (George 

et al., 2007). Common interventions were designed for teachers to use before students are sent to 
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the office. This particular school used color-coded cards that served as reminders that a student’s 

behavior was off-track. Also, before being sent to the office, the student reported to a “buddy 

teacher” who served as a mentor. If the student could not problem solve with the buddy teacher, 

he would be referred to the office (George et al., 2007). Students who engaged in dangerous 

behaviors were sent to the office immediately.  

 Emerging themes from the social science literature reflect the strong connection between 

school culture and successful social and academic experiences. Therefore, a school’s culture is of 

paramount importance in facilitating inclusion of students with emotional and behavioral 

disorders. Current research suggests there are several characteristics found in schools in which 

inclusion has been successful; namely, inclusive leadership, shared values, common language, 

behavior structures, and a strong sense of community. Schools demonstrating these 

characteristics view inclusion not as a program, but rather as a way of thinking about teaching 

and learning. 

 

Adult Learning 

 Senge (2006) believes for an organization to truly flourish, the organization must 

“discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels in an organization” 

(p. 4). At the school level, this means the school community of teachers, students, administrators,  

and parents need to learn together to ensure the success of the school.  But how does a school 

build capacity to learn? How does an organization ensure that teachers and faculty have a 

commitment to inclusion? Moreover, what can a school do to help teachers move to a belief 

system that is more accepting of students with emotional and behavioral disorders?  
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Andragogy 

 The first literature regarding adult learning emerged in the 1920s and focused on whether 

adults could learn (Merriam, 2001b). Thorndike, Bergman, Tilton, and Woodyard’s book 

entitled, Adult Learning (1928), one of the first on adult learning, portrayed a “behavioral 

psychological perspective” to adult learning (Merriam, 2001b). Using a behaviorist lens, adult 

test subjects were given timed memory and learning tasks and not surprisingly, didn’t perform as 

well as younger people (Merriam, 2001b). Nearly twenty years later, Lorge posited that when the  

time constraints were removed, adults learned as well as younger people (cited in Merriam, 

2001b). This represented a shift in understanding the adult learners and prompted additional 

research. 

 Until the late 1960s, adult educators looked to research in psychology and educational 

psychology to understand how adults learn (Merriam, 2001b). With a behavioral leaning, much 

of the research was conducted with children as test subjects and findings were then applied to 

adult learning. At this time, some researchers sought to distinguish adult learning from child 

learning through the development of a knowledge base unique to adult learning (Merriam, 

2001b). 

 Knowles, Holton, and Swanson (2005), recognizing that most of the scientific theories 

regarding learning were based on animal studies or the study of children, looked to 

professionalize the field of adult learning.  Knowles introduced the European concept of 

andragogy to the United States in 1968. Knowles  (Knowles et al., 2005) defined this term as 

“the art and science of helping adults learn” as opposed to pedagogy that he defined as “the art 

and science of helping children learn” (p. 36). Knowles (Knowles et al., 2005) believed 
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andragogy could be described as a set of guidelines, a philosophy, a set of assumptions and a 

theory regarding how adults learn. He offered six principles of andragogy (Knowles et al., 2005): 

• Learner’s need to know: Knowles et al., (2005) posits that adults must have a need to 

know something before trying to learn it. Moreover, adults must recognize that there is a 

gap between where they are in their understanding of something and where they want to 

be. 

• Self-concept of the learner: Knowles (Knowles, et al., 2005) states adults want to be 

recognized by others as being capable of self-direction and “resent and resist situations in 

which they feel others are imposing their wills on them” (p. 65). Adult learners also can  

 revert back to unfortunate educational experiences of the past by trying to escape or avoid 

 the activity or task being presented. 

• Prior experience of the learner: With adult groups of learners, there will always be a 

wider range of experiences, style, motivation, needs, and interests than one would see 

with younger people (Knowles et al., 2005). This can complicate learning opportunities 

for adults, as the group can be too heterogeneous thereby creating a greater need for more 

individualized teaching and learning. 

• Readiness to learn: Knowles (2005) believes adults become ready to learn what they 

need to know and be able to do in order to navigate their life; therefore, he recommends 

timing learning experiences to coincide with developmental tasks. 

• Orientation to learning:  Knowles (Knowles, et al., 2005) states adults have a life-

centered approach to learning, so learning opportunities should be presented in the 

context of real-world experiences. 
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• Motivation to learn: Knowles (Knowles et al., 2005) believes the most powerful 

motivators for adults are internal pressures such as self-esteem and quality of life. 

Knowles et al., (2005) cite a study done by Tough (1979) in which the researcher 

determined all typical adults want to keep developing but this motivation can be blocked 

by such “barriers as negative self-concept as a student, inaccessibility of opportunities or 

resources, time constraints, and program that violate principles of adult learning” (p. 68). 

 

 Some researchers dispute Knowles’ concept of andragogy as an adult learning theory as 

well as some of the underlying assumptions of the theory. For example, Merriam (2001b) asserts 

that not all adult learners can be characterized by the Knowles’ assumptions. Cercone (2008) 

states that not all adults are self-directed which is one of Knowles’ main assumptions. Cercone 

(2008) believes many adults reflect the schooling they received as children and therefore can be 

characterized as dependent rather than independent learners. Merriam (2001b) further stated 

there are children who have some of the characteristics central to Knowles’ concept of adult 

learning. Knowles (Knowles et al., 2005) did later revise his thinking regarding andragogy and 

pedagogy and eventually looked at the two concepts on a continuum rather than mutually 

exclusive. 

 Another criticism of andragogy is that it does not take into account the context of 

learning (Cercone, 2008). “Characteristics related to culture, life experiences, and gender may be 

more important to learning than the fact that a learner is considered an adult” (Cercone, 2008, p. 

146.). 

 Merriam (2001b) states there is no one theory or model of adult learning that explains 

current understanding of adult learning, the contexts in which learning occurs, and the process of 
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learning itself. Merriam (2001b) believes there is a “mosaic of theories, models, sets of 

principles, and explanations that, combined compose the knowledge base of adult learning” (p. 

3). Merriam (2001) further asserts that in addition to andragogy another piece of the mosaic is 

self-directed learning. 

Self-directed Learning 

 The self-directed learning (SDL) model of adult learning was introduced during the same 

time frame as andragogy. Tough and Houle were among the early researchers of this model with 

Knowles also providing additional research (Merriam, 2001). Self-directed learning theory 

proposes learning occurs as part of the adult’s every day life; namely, learning is systematic but  

not dependent on a teacher or classroom; learning, therefore, is in the control of the learner 

(Cercone, 2008).  This model does reflect the characteristics of andragogy as it highlights the 

growth of the learner from dependent toward self-directed independent learner. Like andragogy, 

much of self-directed learning focuses on the individual adult learner rather than on the 

sociopolitical context of adult learning (Merriam, 2001b). According to Merriam (2001b), there 

are three basic goals to the self-directed learning model: the development of the learner’s 

capacity to be self-directed, the “fostering of transformational learning,” and the “promotion of 

emancipatory learning and social reaction” (p. 9). 

 According to Mezirow (1991), emancipatory knowledge is gained through critical self-

reflection which includes interest in “the way our history and biography have expressed 

themselves in the way we see ourselves, our assumptions about learning, and the nature and use 

of knowledge, and our roles and social expectations and the repressed feelings that influence 

them” (p. 87). Critical reflection is an important element in emancipatory learning as it serves to 

affirm new learning about the world, others, as well as the individual (Mezirow, 1991). In 
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emancipatory learning, old beliefs and perspectives are replaced by offering new ways to 

interpret feelings (Mezirow, 1991). As the learner becomes aware of a more “inclusive reality,” 

personal and social changes become possible (Mezirow, 1991, p. 88). Moreover, Mezirow 

(1991) states the learner does not become emancipated through indoctrination, but rather: 

  …learning to understand our individual historical and biographical  
  situation more fully contributes to the development of autonomy 
  and responsibility in deciding how to define our problems and the 
  course of action that is most appropriate under particular circumstances 
  (p. 88). 
 

Emancipatory learning, therefore, tries to help the adult learner look critically at her beliefs and 

assumptions now as well as in the context of her personal history. By looking critically at her 

belief system, the adult learner can then gain a better understanding of how she makes meaning.  

Transformative (Transformational) Learning 

 One theory has remained a stalwart of adult learning for many decades, namely, 

Transformative Learning Theory. A constructivist theory of learning, Mezirow (1990) defines 

transformative learning as “the process of learning through critical self-reflection, which results 

in the reformulation of a meaning perspective to allow a more inclusive, discriminating, and 

integrative understanding of one’s experience. Learning includes acting on these insights” (p. 

xvi). Mezirow (1991) believes adults are products of their own experiences and histories. He 

posits that formative learning throughout one’s life shapes how one learns in the future: 

“approved ways of seeing and understanding, shaped by our language, culture, and personal 

experience, collaborate to set limits to our future learning” (p. 1). Mezirow believes learning 

occurs in adults as they move through phases of meaning; as the adult moves through each 

phase, learning is clarified (Deissler, 2008). Mezirow’s ten phases of personal transformation 

are: 
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 1. A disorienting dilemma 

 2. Self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame 

 3. A critical assessment of epistemic, sociocultural, or psychic assumptions 

 4. Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are shared and that  

     others have negotiated a similar change 

 5. Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions 

6. Planning a course of action 

    7. Acquisition of knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans 

 8. Provisional trying of new roles 

 9. Building of competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships 

 10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s new  

       perspective (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 168-69) 

 Mezirow (1990) believes adults learn by “making a new or revised interpretation of the 

meaning of an experience” (p. 1). The adult is strongly influenced by prior experiences, beliefs, 

and assumptions that structure how experiences are interpreted (Mezirow, 1990). Consequently, 

in transformative learning, “one’s values, beliefs, and assumptions compose the lens through 

which personal experience is mediated and made sense of. When this meaning system is found to 

be inadequate in accommodating some life experience, through transformational learning it can 

be replaced with a new perspective” (Merriam, 1994, p. 61). 

 There are two main components of transformative learning: critical reflection and 

rational/reflective discourse. Critical reflection is key to how adults make meaning. Mezirow 

(1990) states “reflection enables us to correct distortions in our beliefs and errors in our problem 

solving. Critical reflection involves a critique of the presuppositions on which our beliefs have 
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been built” (p. 1). Mezirow (1990) articulates the personal learning dynamic of critical 

reflection: 

  Critical reflection addresses the question of the justification for the 
  Very premises on which problems are posed or defined in the first  
  place. We very commonly check our prior learning to confirm that 
   we have correctly proceeded to solve problems, but becoming critically 
   aware of our own presuppositions involves challenging our established 
   and habitual patterns of expectations, the meaning perspectives with 
   which we have made sense out of our encounters with the world,  
  others, and ourselves. To question the validity of a long-taken-for- 
  granted meaning perspective predicated on a presupposition about 
  oneself can involve the negation of values that have been very close 
   to the center of one’s self-concept. (p. 12). 
  

 Mezirow’s critical reflection concept highlights the difficulty in changing the beliefs of 

adults. For an adult to change deep-seeded beliefs or mental modes, a process of reorientation 

must take place in order to allow a paradigm shift.  

 Rational discourse is another important component of Mezirow’s (1990) work. Rational 

discourse occurs when one’s new meanings are discussed and evaluated with others before 

reaching consensus (Merriam, 1994). Rational discourse calls for listening to and examining 

other perspectives in order to determine a common understanding or a belief. The rational 

discourse model enlists the experiences of others in order to determine a possible course of 

action (Merriam, 2004). 

 Merriam (2004) purports there is a link between development and learning in Mezirow’s 

theory of transformational learning as growth and development are outcomes of transformational 

learning. This suggests the adult must be at a “mature level of functioning” to engage in 

transformational learning (Merriam, 2004, p. 60). Moreover, since the adult must be able to 

reflect critically and engage in rational discourse for transformational learning to occur, the adult 
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must be able to demonstrate “higher levels of cognitive functioning” (Merriam, 2004, p. 60). 

Merriam (2004) proposes that: 

   …being able to critically reflect…mandates an advanced  
   level of cognitive development…to be able to engage in reflective 
   discourse with others assumes the ability to examine alternative 
   perspectives, without premature judgment, and basically to think 
   dialectically, a characteristic of mature cognitive development. (p. 61). 
 
This implies that an experience alone does not elicit transformation. The intellectual growth that 

evolves from an experience comes from the adult’s ability to critically reflect on the experience,  

again implying higher levels of cognitive functioning is required. Unfortunately, most adults do 

not operate at higher levels of cognitive functioning (Merriam, 2004). In fact, Merriam (2004) 

cites research by Kegan which shows most adults are not capable of thinking dialectically until 

they are in their forties. This leads Merriam (2004) to question “How mature or cognitively 

developed must one be in order to have a transformational learning experience?” (p.65). 

Multidimensional Phenomenon 

 Merriam (2008) believes the nature of learning is multi-faceted and researchers should 

not try to justify the need for one model of adult learning:  

   Adult learning is a complex phenomenon that can never be 
   reduced to a single, simple explanation. Rather I think that 
   what we have is an ever-changing mosaic where old pieces 
   are rearranged and new pieces are added. So what we might 
   conclude is adult learning today will most likely be out of date 
   by the time this volume is a year old (p. 94). 
 

 Merriam (2008) states the understanding of adult learning has shifted over the last several 

decades. Previously, adult learning had been viewed as a cognitive process focusing on the 

acquisition of facts and information which would lead to knowledge and eventual behavior 

change (Merriam, 2008).  More recently, learning is seen in a comprehensive, holistic manner 
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involving “the body, the emotions, and the spirit as well as the mind” (p. 95). Medical advances 

that provide imaging techniques allowing researchers to see how the brain functions during the 

learning process support this belief. This has affirmed the belief that the mind and body 

connection plays an integral role in adult learning. Merriam (2001) states that current adult 

learning models are a “prism of theories, ideas, and frameworks” (p. 96). Merriam (2001) 

believes new developments in adult learning theory are contributing to a more comprehensive 

understanding of how adults learn. 

Professional Development 

 Professional development opportunities provided to teachers are generally meant to 

improve or enhance teacher practice with the intended benefit that student learning will also be 

improved and enhanced. Often times, promoting a change in teacher practice requires changing 

deep seeded teacher beliefs and concepts of understanding. Therefore, it is important for 

professional developers and those who teach adults to utilize adult learning theories that can 

facilitate changes in teacher beliefs. Unfortunately, many adult educators continue to teach in the 

manner in which they remember being aught as a child; namely, teaching is teaching is 

instructor-designed and instructor-led (Cercone, 2008).  

 Deissler (2008) asserts that a teacher’s epistemological beliefs influence the design of 

lessons and activities within the classroom. Through transformative learning, epistemological 

development can be facilitated. In the context of professional development, Saavedra (1996) 

affirms knowledge is socially constructed and believes socially constructed contexts such as 

study groups should be provided to teachers so they may explore their own experiences. 

Saavedra (1996) asserts this will increase emancipatory knowledge that brings about an 

awareness of “the contradictions within everyday understanding, and in doing so directs attention 
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to the possibilities for social and personal transformation” (p. 272). She further states 

“empowerment occurs when individuals can engage with others in a collective struggle toward 

changing social hierarchies that influence them” (Saavedra, 1996, p. 272). 

 For changes to occur in teacher learning as well as practice, social contexts and 

conditions must be provided that will support change. Saavedra (1996) states teachers need time 

and an environment that promotes the tenets of transformative learning; namely, time to inquire, 

dialogue, and reflect. She believes study groups provide the necessary social context for teacher 

learning to occur as study groups provide the forum for teachers to “reflect, analyze, and critique 

practices together” (Saavedra, 1996, p. 283). 

 Through her ongoing research with study groups of teachers as well as her research on 

transformative learning, Saavedra (1996, pp. 273-74) has identified the conditions needed for 

transformative learning to occur:  

1. Dialogic Context: An intellectual effort must be made to ensure teachers are able to share 
  their social, political, and cultural experiences and knowledge (democratic  
  setting). 
 
2. Identity and voice: One’s voice and identity is understood individually as well as part of  
   the group. Through the study group, one explores and reconstructs her 
   identity. 
 
3. Ownership and agency: Teachers must be able to determine their own goals. Through  
   agency, teachers come to understand the change process. 
 
4. Dissonance and conflict: Critiquing one’s own teaching practice will lead to dissonance  
   and conflict. Working individually and collectively as a group, teachers  
   learn to embrace the dissonance.  
 
 
5. Mediational events and demonstrations: Saavedra (1996) describes a mediational 
   event as one that occurs as “individuals translate their understandings, 
   interpretations, and practices to their peers, offering differing perspectives  
   and others that will assist in mutual transformation (p. 274). In the study  
   group, teachers engage in demonstrations of their learning or process of  
   learning. 
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6. Reflection, action, and generation: Teachers must reflect on their practice. Saavedra  
   (1996) describes generation as “the result of reflective action that   
   leads to a shift in knowledge, beliefs, or future actions” (p. 274). 
 
7. Self-evaluation and assessment: Through critique and reflection, teachers evaluate 
   an experience as well as accompanying frustrations and successes. 
   The discussions within the study group help teachers assess and evaluate 
   the experience. This can lead to changes in everyday practice and beliefs. 
 
8. Reflective practice and recreating teaching: Teachers establish a link between their  
   classroom and the study group. This allows the teacher to test new  
   theories and construct new theories and understanding of teaching  
   and learning. 
 
 For these conditions to occur, a school culture must exist which promotes and  
 
supports the underpinnings of transformative learning.  This would require a positive school  
 
culture which demonstrates a commitment to understanding student and teaching learning both 

cognitively as well as socially and emotionally. It would require a leader committed to reflective 

practice and rational discourse who acknowledges the influence past experiences in shaping our 

beliefs.  

 Previously, adult learning was considered in terms of a cognitive process focusing on the 

acquisition of information. More recently, beliefs about adult learning have shifted to incorporate 

numerous theories, models, and principles. This is primarily due to dramatic medical advances, 

current research, and a better understanding of cognitive development. Adult learning is now 

seen as a complex comprehensive process that involves the body, mind, emotions, beliefs, 

experiences and the human spirit. This has significant implications for professional developers in 

our nation’s schools who typically utilize a dissemination of information model. Current research 

suggests shifting professional development to one that is based on utilizing social constructs. 

This format will provide teachers with the opportunity to engage in ongoing discourse and 

reflection- components some researchers posit are essential to foster adult learning. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

Introduction 

 This chapter begins by identifying research questions and a rationale for using a 

descriptive, qualitative case study as the means to complete this study of a suburban elementary 

school’s journey to include students with emotional and behavioral disorders in the regular 

education classroom.  The chapter also articulates the research methodology, sample, the 

rationale for the sample, pilot test, data gathering procedures, methods of data analysis, and 

formats for reporting the data. The chapter will conclude with a discussion of the limitations of 

the study. 

Research Questions 

 Merriam (1998) states that research questions “reflect the researcher’s thinking on the 

most significant factors to study” (p. 60). The researcher focused on three questions that were 

most relevant to this study: 

1. What school initiatives affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion of E/BD students 

in the regular education classroom? 

2. What administrative, organizational, and cultural resources were needed to move toward 

institutionalizing successful inclusion of E.BD students in the regular education classroom? 

3. How has school culture changed during the Adams School’s journey toward a successful 

learning environment for all children? 
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Research Methodology 
 

 This was a qualitative study that utilized cross case analysis and a descriptive format to 

illustrate a suburban elementary school’s journey to include students with emotional and 

behavioral disorders in the regular education classroom. 

 Since this study is primarily a story told by teachers of their journey to include students 

with challenging behaviors, the researcher determined a qualitative approach would yield richer 

descriptive findings. While quantitative findings are based on numerical precision, qualitative 

research is based on the view that “reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their 

social worlds” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). The researcher sought to understand “the meaning people 

have constructed…how they make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the 

world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). In this study, the “world” was a school setting and the “people” 

were elementary school teachers. The data collected suggested “how all the parts fit together to 

form a whole [;]” namely, how the teachers and subsequently the school included students with 

emotional and behavioral disorders in the regular education classroom  (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). 

Since the “lived experiences” (Myles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10) of the school participants were 

key to this study, a qualitative format was utilized.  

 In qualitative studies, the researcher is generally “the primary instrument for data 

collection and analysis” (Merriam, 1998, p. 7). Consequently, the researcher observes the 

participants or institution and has the opportunity to experience extended contact with 

individuals or groups.  Through this type of activity, the researcher is able to acquire a “holistic 

(systemic, encompassing, integrated) overview of the context under study” (Miles & Huberman, 

1994, p. 6). The researcher can then focus on and gain an understanding of real-life events as 
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they occur naturally in the observed setting (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This process was an 

essential component of the study. 

 While quantitative research utilizes a deductive mode of analysis utilizing statistical 

methods, qualitative research “primarily employs an inductive research strategy… [in which] 

research builds abstractions, concepts, hypotheses, or theories rather than tests existing theories” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 7). Since this was a qualitative study, the researcher used data from 

interviews, observations, and documents to identify themes, categories, and emerging theories.  

 Qualitative methodology has not been embraced by all. Critics often posit that the study 

design of educational research, which is often qualitative, lacks the key component of rigorous 

scientific evaluation: namely, a randomized experimental design (Podgursky, 2005). Through an 

online database, What Works Clearinghouse, the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of 

Education Sciences confirms that it is essential to use randomized controlled trials in educational 

studies in order to meet evidence standards (Retrieved May 2007 from 

http://www.whatworks.ed.gov/).  However, Miles and Huberman (1994) assert “…over the last 

ten years more researchers in basic disciplines and applied fields… have shifted to a more 

qualitative paradigm” (p. 1). Merriam (1998) concurs adding that qualitative inquiry “…help[s] 

us understand and explain the meaning of social phenomena with as little disruption of the  

natural setting as possible” (p. 5).  This allows the preservation of the “chronological flow [to] 

see precisely which events led to which consequences, and derive fruitful explanations” (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 1). These explanations and more specifically the use of “words, especially 

organized into incidents or stories, have a vivid, meaningful flavor that often proves far more 

convincing to a reader -another researcher, a policymaker, a practitioner- than pages of 
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summarized numbers” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 1). The journey of this school was told 

through the stories of the teachers at the Adams School. 

 It should be noted that during this study the researcher was the principal of the Adams 

School and therefore the supervisor and evaluator of the participants in the study. Merriam  

(1998) recognizes that “personal biases interfere” (p. 20) in qualitative research, so this 

researcher was cognizant of potential researcher and participant bias within the study. Teachers 

who may have looked to please the researcher/supervisor may have provided responses that were 

what the researcher wanted to hear rather than the truth. The informed consent form reminded 

participants that this study was independent of the researcher’s supervisory role. Merriam (1998) 

states, “…actual ethical practice comes down to the individual’s own values and ethics” (p. 218).  

 

Sample and Rationale for Sample 

Community Context 

 The study was conducted at the Adams School (a pseudonym), a suburban K-5 

elementary school with approximately three hundred students. The Adams School is located in 

an upper middle class community of approximately 13,900 people.  

 In 2007, the median home in the town price was $799,000 and the cost of living was 62% 

higher than the rest of the United States (Retrieved October 19, 2007 from www.bestplaces.net). 

Demographically, the town was 90.9% white and nearly 5% Asian (Retrieved October 19, 2007 

from http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/home). According to the Massachusetts Department of 

Education, during the 2006-2007 school year, 96.9% of the town’s high school students 

graduated and 94% of these students went on to a four-year college. Overall, the town served 
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approximately three thousand students in five elementary schools, one middle school, and one 

high school. 

 During the 2007-2008 school year, the Adams School had sixteen classroom teachers, 

four specialists (music, art, library, and physical education) four special educators, and 

approximately thirty additional support staff members. In addition to operating the specialized 

program for students with emotional and behavioral disorders, the Adams School was also home 

to district programs for Autism and Pervasive Development Disorder (PDD), a Resource Room 

for students with moderate special needs, and a Learning Center for students with mild learning 

disabilities. Due to the multitude of district special education programs housed at Adams School, 

nearly twenty percent (20%) of the students had an Individual Education Plan (IEP) as compared 

to the state average of 16.9% (retrieved February 2007 from http://www.doe.mass.edu). 

 Despite the large number of district special education programs housed at the Adams 

School, the school continues to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). According to the 

Massachusetts Department of Education, Adequate Yearly Progress “measures student 

performance against specific expectations each year. To receive an affirmative AYP 

determination, schools and districts must meet a student participation requirement, an additional 

attendance or graduation requirement, and either the State's performance target or the group's 

own improvement target” (Retrieved November 26, 2007 from 

http://www.doe.mass.edu/sda/ayp/). All subgroups at the Adams School have made AYP since 

1999. 
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GRADE 3 MCAS SCORES: 2007 

 Above 

Proficient 

Proficient Needs 

Improvement 

Warning 

Math 22% 57% 17% 4% 

Reading 22% 52% 24% 2% 

 

GRADE 4 MCAS SCORES: 2007 

 Advanced Proficient Needs 

Improvement 

Warning 

Math 25% 55% 16% 4% 

ELA 37% 35% 25% 2% 

 

GRADE 5 MCAS SCORES: 2007 

 Advanced Proficient Needs 

Improvement 

Warning 

Math 23% 48% 21% 8% 

ELA 27% 52% 15% 6% 

 

 

Sample 

  At the start of the 2007-2008 school year, the majority of classroom teachers (13/16 for a 

total of approximately 81%) at Adams School had had students from the E/BD program in their 

classrooms. Therefore, all teachers in the building were informed of the study at Faculty 

Meetings on September 4 and September 12, 2007. All teachers who had or have had E/BD 

students in their classrooms over the last three years received an invitation to participate in the 

study.  
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 Miles and Huberman (1994) state, “Qualitative researchers usually work with small 

samples of people, nested in their context and studied in-depth…” (p. 27). To determine which 

teachers would be selected to participate in the study, two processes were used. First, since 

involvement in the study was voluntary, teachers were considered for inclusion in the study by 

their willingness to participate. From those potential candidates, a maximum variation sampling 

process was utilized so that the teacher participants selected “represent[ed] the widest possible 

range of characteristics of interest for the study” (Merriam, 1998, p. 63). This ensured that the 

teachers who participated in the study reflected varying educational levels as well as skill and 

experience levels.   

  Additional factors such as gender, teacher certifications, and grade level taught were also 

considered to further ensure that a purposeful sample was identified. Merriam (1998) states that a 

purposeful sampling “is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, 

understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be 

learned” (p. 61). Ensuring that the sample was representative was of paramount importance to 

the researcher since teacher participants provided their personal beliefs regarding the inclusion of 

E/BD students as well as their perception of school culture. Since current research states that 

teachers who leave the classroom after their first year often cite frustration with students’ 

significant behavioral issues as a leading cause for leaving the education profession (Alliance for 

Excellent Education, 2005), the researcher included teachers new to the profession in this study. 

 A total of ten teachers participated in this study. Five teachers were chosen to participate 

for a twelve-week period in which they were interviewed, maintained a log, and had the 

opportunity to attend teacher support workshops. Moreover, the researcher conducted two 

scheduled observations in their classrooms utilizing a checklist and collecting field notes. Five 
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additional teachers were chosen to complete a brief questionnaire regarding their experiences 

working with students in the E/BD program in previous years. These teachers were not 

interviewed nor did they keep a log or have an observation in their classrooms. These teachers 

did have the opportunity to attend teacher support workshops. 

Teacher participants for each group are included in Charts A and B: 

CHART A 

Group 1: Teachers who were interviewed, maintained a journal, attended professional 
development workshops, and experienced classroom observations. 
 

Teacher Years of 
Experience 

Education 
Level 

Certifications Grade 
Level 

Gender Class 
Size 

Hannah 8 years Master’s 
Degree 

Elementary 5 Female 18 

Olivia 25 years Master’s 
Degree 

Early Childhood, 
Elementary, Special 

Education, 
Library/Media, 

Instructional Technology 

4 Female 22 

Irene 13 years Master’s 
Degree 

Early Childhood 2 Female 17 

Ellen 8 years Master’s 
Degree 

Early Childhood K/1 Female 18 

Rick 2 years Bachelor’s 
Degree 

Elementary 
 

1 Male 17 

 

CHART B  

Group 2: Teachers who completed a brief questionnaire regarding their past experiences with 
students in the E/BD program. 

Teacher Years of 
Experience 

Education 
Level 

Certifications Grade 
Level 

Gender Class 
Size 

Barbara 16 years Master’s 
Degree 

Elementary 3 Female 18 

Anne 25 years Master’s 
Degree 

Early Childhood 2 Female 17 

Elizabeth 1 year Master’s 
Degree 

Elementary 2 Female 17 

Nora 1 years Master’s 
Degree 

Elementary 1 Female 17 

Alyson 2 years Master’s 
Degree 

Early Childhood 
 

K Female 18 
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Pilot Test 

 Merriam (1998) states “Pilot interviews are crucial to trying out questions” (p. 75). 

Further, Merriam stresses the importance of “…making certain that what is being asked is clear 

to the person being interviewed” (p. 76). Therefore, interview questions and questionnaires were 

vetted with a variety of professional educators representing different educational institutions.  

 Because classroom teachers were the interviewees, it was important to vet the questions 

and data collection tools with practicing elementary school teachers. A small group of 

elementary teachers from the Adams School reviewed the questions for clarity and meaning and 

reviewed tools for efficacy. Merriam (1998) asserts that ‘questions need to be understood in 

familiar language” (p. 76), so this feedback would provide the researcher with an opportunity to 

revise questions that may be misleading or could have potentially created discomfort within the 

interviewee. Teachers reviewing the researcher’s questions and tools were volunteers who did 

not participate in any other aspect of this study.  

 Questions and data collection tools were also peer reviewed by administrators from 

surrounding communities who are cognizant of the researcher’s role in the Adams School. These 

administrators are also educational researchers and are familiar with the challenges of balancing 

the dual role of researcher and supervisor. It was also believed that these colleagues helped 

ensure that the researcher avoided using what Merriam (1998) refers to as “technical jargon” (p. 

76) since unfamiliar terminology and language can serve to complicate questions or create 

discomfort for participants.  

 The final reviewers of interview questions, protocols, and tools were experts in 

educational research who were teaching statistics or research design courses at a noted institution 
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of higher education. The researcher had the opportunity to speak and receive feedback from 

these experts throughout the course of this research study. 

 

Data Gathering Procedures 

 According to Merriam (1998), a researcher can triangulate data to enhance internal 

validity; therefore, the researcher gathered various types of data from multiple sources. Since 

much of this study relied on how participants experienced and interpreted ongoing events during 

the school day, it was essential to collect data from a variety of sources: 

• Transcription of participants’ interviews; 

• Journals from teacher-participants; 

• Observational checklists from classroom visits; 

• Teacher questionnaire; 

• Artifacts of teacher support group meetings including agendas and attendance 

records; and 

• Notes from observations of teacher support group meetings. 

 

 Merriam (1998) states “…interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe behavior, 

feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (p. 72). The identification of teacher-

participant beliefs about inclusion and school culture was critical to this study; therefore, the 

interview format was utilized.  Interviews conducted were semi-structured utilizing a set of 

questions to guide the conversation. This allowed the researcher greater flexibility in following 

up on teacher comments. 
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 While two groups of teachers were asked to participate in this research, only those 

teachers who had E/BD students in their classrooms during the study were interviewed. There 

were two interview sessions and both were audio taped. The first interview lasted approximately 

thirty minutes and the second interview ran approximately forty-five minutes. The interviews 

were in the format of a conversation that consisted of eight questions (Appendix A) in total. 

Questions focused on school culture, teacher classroom experiences with students from the E/BD 

program and support systems for both teachers and students. After each interview, tapes were 

transcribed in order to find commonalities among teachers working with these students. 

Participants had the opportunity to review the written transcription of their interview for 

accuracy.  

 Teachers participating in the interview process selected a late fall and spring date for their 

interviews. All interviews occurred in the researcher’s office located at the Adams School. The 

researcher reviewed the informed consent with each participant and asked if there were any 

additional questions. All of the interviewees had the opportunity to indicate again that they 

understood the consent form and agreed to participate in the study. 

 Teacher-participants were required to maintain a journal for approximately twelve weeks. 

The journal provided prompts (Appendix B), but the researcher instructed teachers that they 

could include information well beyond the scope of the prompts. Teachers were also asked to 

note the use of vocabulary and language from the Program. According to Merriam (1998), 

“Personal documents are a reliable source of data concerning a person’s attitudes, beliefs, and 

views of the world” (p.116). While the journal provided an opportunity for teacher reflection, the 

researcher was also cognizant of the possibility that the material written was highly subjective. 

Nonetheless, the journal helped clarify the participant’s perspective. 
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  Teachers kept their journal for approximately twelve weeks and the researcher collected 

it every other week. The journal provided teachers with the opportunity to reflect on student 

behavior, program supports, challenges and successes in regard to the E/BD students in their 

classes.  Information gleaned from the logs was coded to look for patterns and commonalities. 

 The researcher scheduled observations in classrooms utilizing a semi-structured checklist 

(Appendix C). The researcher also used this opportunity to write field notes, which included 

descriptions, direct quotations, and observer comments.  Merriam states,  

  Observation is a major means of collecting data in qualitative 
  research. It offers a firsthand account of the situation under 
  study and, when combined with interviewing and document  
  analysis, allows for a holistic interpretation of the phenomenon 
  being investigated. It is the techniques of choice when behavior 
  can be observed firsthand or when people cannot or will not 
  discuss the research topic.  (p. 111) 
 

 Data collected from observations and field notes further highlighted what teacher and 

student supports were utilized and provided an opportunity to determine what additional 

supports, if any, were necessary.   

 The researcher conducted two thirty-minute observations of regular education classes 

with students from the E/BD program and utilized a checklist to gain a better understanding of 

the impact of student behavior in the classroom. The researcher noted the utilization and 

frequency of specific vocabulary as well as the incorporation of strategies taught at teacher 

support workshops. Field notes were also collected at this time and identified patterns and 

commonalities were coded. 

 Five teachers who did not have E/BD students in their classroom during the study but 

have had E/BD students in their classroom in prior years were asked to participate in the second 

group. Teachers in this group were asked to complete a questionnaire (Appendix D) comprised 
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of five questions. Questions focused on classroom teacher experiences in prior years with 

students from the E/BD program. Teachers completing the questionnaire did not participate in 

interview nor did they maintain a journal. 

 The researcher offered five teacher support workshops and four mini-workshops at 

faculty meetings. The support workshops provided opportunities for teacher participants and 

interested staff members to work in collaborative teams to learn behavioral strategies to support 

E/BD students in the classroom. All of the teachers interviewed were required to attend the 

training, and most of the school’s staff attended as well. Documents and artifacts gathered from 

these workshops were analyzed throughout the study since Merriam states that the “…right way 

to analyze data in a qualitative study is to do it simultaneously with data collection” (p. 162). 

Data collected from documents and artifacts “can furnish descriptive information, verify 

emerging hypotheses…track change and development…” (Merriam, p.126).  Documents and 

artifacts are included in the appendix. 

 

Methods of Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data (Merriam, 1998).  In this 

study, the researcher anticipated that a significant amount of data would be collected through 

transcribed interviews, ongoing reflective journals, field notes, artifacts and questionnaires.  The 

researcher had a system in which to consolidate, reduce, and interpret data in order to make 

meaning (Merriam, 1998). Since data collection and data analysis is a simultaneous activity in 

qualitative research (Merriam, 1998), the researcher was prepared to organize the data on a 

continual basis to ensure that all analysis was reflective and accurate. 
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 The researcher anticipated that as data were analyzed, themes and patterns would emerge. 

Initial broad categories were created which reflected these emerging themes. Data were stored in 

temporary bins while the researcher garnered more specificity in emerging patterns. Once there 

was a level of specificity that could be gleaned from the data, coding was used. Coding 

facilitated the task of organizing and managing data to promote ongoing analysis. Miles and 

Huberman (1994) refer to codes as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the 

descriptive or inferential information compiled during the study” (p. 56).  Coding supported the 

identification of emerging patterns throughout the study. The researcher had ten percent of coded 

data checked by a peer to verify ongoing analysis. 

 The researcher believed that new codes would be added as the data was analyzed.  Data 

collected to support possible answers to the first research question were coded: SCHOOL 

INITIATIVES and TEACHER BELIEFS.  Three codes were identified in regard to data 

collected to answer question 2 which addressed institutionalizing successful inclusion: 

ADMINISTRATIVE RESOURCES, ORGANIZATION RESOURCES, and CULTURAL 

RESOURCES. For question 3, data collected were coded: SCHOOL CULTURE.  

 The research questions sought to identify if there were changes over time in teacher 

beliefs, teacher attitudes and school culture.  To communicate change, the researcher used the 

symbol (+) to signify an increase of something while the symbol (-) denoted a decrease in 

something.  No change was reflected by the use of (0).  For this study, data sources were 

identified as transcribed interviews, ongoing reflective journals, artifacts, field notes from 

observations, and questionnaires. Data collected from these sources was coded using the process 

previously stated. 
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 Merriam (1998) believes that internal validity is a strength of qualitative research. 

Merriam (1998) states “because human beings are the primary instrument of data collection and 

analysis in qualitative research, interpretations of reality are assessed directly through their 

observations and interviews” (p. 203). The researcher was directly part of the experiences of the 

participants in the study and therefore may have had a greater understanding of the perspectives 

of the participants. To further enhance internal validity, the researcher incorporated three 

strategies recommended by Merriam (1998): triangulation of data, member checks and peer 

checks.  

  Merriam (1998) defines triangulation as “using multiple investigators, multiple sources 

of data, or multiple methods to confirm the emerging findings” (p. 204). The researcher therefore 

utilized data from transcribed interviews, field notes from observations, questionnaires, and 

artifacts to identify patterns and therefore confirm findings. As stated previously in this chapter, 

approximately ten percent of coding was checked by peer-researchers. Member checks in which 

the researcher reported tentative findings to the people who provided data was also utilized as 

part of the triangulation process and to further ensure internal validity.   

 

Formats for Reporting the Data 

 Much of the data reported in this study is in narrative form. Miles and Huberman (1994) 

state “Words, especially organized into incidents or stories, have a concrete, vivid, meaningful 

flavor that often proves far more convincing to a reader- another researcher, a policy maker, a 

practitioner- than pages of summarized numbers” (p. 1).  However, Miles and Huberman (1994) 

also caution the researcher “extended, unreduced text alone is a weak and cumbersome display” 

(p. 91). Merriam (1998) supports this belief and stresses the importance of including charts, 
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tables, and figures in qualitative study. Merriam (1998) further concludes “displays show the 

relationships, common threads, and even problems with the analysis to date” (p.233).   

 In this study, the narrative format incorporates quotes from participants, field notes and 

questionnaires. Moreover the narrative format allowed the researcher to use “general description 

[which] is needed to tell the reader whether the vignettes and quotes are typical of the data as a 

whole” (Merriam, 1998, p. 235). Description of the events as they occurred provided the context 

for understanding the findings that are revealed in Chapter Four. 

 An event-listing matrix was utilized that “arranges a series of concrete events by 

chronological time periods, sorting them into several categories” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 

111).  The events listed included teacher support workshops, faculty meetings, observations, as 

well as events that supported the study. The use of this type of matrix helped identify the school 

initiatives that affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion of E/BD students in the regular 

education classroom. 

 The researcher utilized charts to display data regarding teacher frequency of vocabulary 

use and utilization of program supports. Merriam states (1998) that using a display form allows 

the reader to “quickly grasp complexities in the analysis that would take an enormous amount of 

narrative writing to convey” (p. 233). 

 Miles and Huberman (1994) state that the manner in which data are displayed “must 

always be driven by the research questions involved” (p. 93). Therefore, this study incorporated 

both text and displays to report data collection as well as subsequent analysis.  
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Frameworks for Discussing the Findings 

 The findings of this study are shared in a narrative, cross-case analysis format to answer 

the three research questions: 

• What school initiatives affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion of E/BD 

students in the regular education classroom? 

• What administrative, organizational, and cultural resources were needed to move 

toward institutionalizing successful inclusion of E/BD students in the regular 

education classroom? 

• How has school culture changed during the Adams school’s journey toward a 

successful learning environment for all children? 

 The study includes a detailed analysis of the findings as well as limitations of the study. 

The researcher then discusses the implications of the findings as schools struggle to successfully 

include E/BD students in the regular classroom. The researcher believes that important policy, 

practice, and leadership implications are identified for schools that are struggling to meet the 

needs of this challenging population of students in neighborhood schools thereby avoiding costly 

out-of-district placements. 

 In order to fully understand the implications of this study, it was necessary to critically 

review the social science research of the topics most closely associated with this study. In 

Chapter Two, the researcher provided a comprehensive review of the literature associated with 

the following topics in the context of inclusion: ethical leadership, teacher attitude, legal 

responsibilities, school culture, and adult learning.  
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 Chapter Five includes a personal reflection of this study’s impact on the researcher’s 

leadership practice. This provided the researcher with the opportunity to reflect on personal 

learning and how this study impacted her practice. 

  

Limitations of the Study 

 Merriam (1998, p. 22) states, “Because the primary instrument in qualitative research is 

human, all observations and analyses are filtered through that human being’s worldview, values, 

and perspectives.” Merriam’s quote reminded the researcher to be cognizant of the limitations of 

this study.  

 Researcher and participant biases were important considerations in regard to the 

limitations of the study. Merriam (1998) recognizes that “personal biases interfere (p.20)” in 

qualitative research, so this researcher was cognizant of potential researcher and participant bias 

within the study. The researcher in this study was a participant-observer and this role could have 

led to potential bias. The researcher approached the data objectively and did not allow her 

personal beliefs and understandings to impact the collection and analysis of the data. 

 Participant bias was also a limitation of this study. The researcher was an administrator in 

the participants’ school and therefore their supervisor. The pre-existing relationship between the 

researcher and each participant may have affected responses given during interviews or on 

questionnaires. Participants may have offered information that the researcher wanted to hear or 

not include information that may have reflected negatively on the administrator’s leadership in 

the school. This potential bias was considered in the design of the study and participants were 

reminded throughout the study that their participation was voluntary and they could have 
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withdrawn from the study at any time. The informed consent form also reminded participants 

that this study was independent of the researcher’s supervisory role.  

 The data collection tools used in this study were created by the researcher and therefore 

subject to biases. To mitigate potential bias, outside experts and peers reviewed questionnaires, 

interview questions, transcribed text from interviews, field notes from observations, and coding 

techniques.  

 All teacher interviews occurred in the Adams School principal’s office. This is a 

limitation of this study as the researcher is the principal of the Adams School. This familiar 

setting may have rendered the participants unable to distinguish the role of the principal from the 

role of the researcher. To mitigate any environmental impact on participants, before each 

interview, the researcher reviewed the consent form and reminded the participants that this 

research is independent of the principal’s role at the Adams School. 

  Another limitation was the small sample size of teacher –participants in the study as well 

as the single location used to collect data. Any conclusions drawn from this study may not 

necessarily be generalized to other schools. 

 The duration of the study was also a limitation. Although interviewed participants spoke 

of experiences spanning two or three years, data collection from reflection journals, classroom 

observations, teacher support workshops, and interviews occurred over a four-month period. A 

longer study may have yielded different results. 

 

 

 

 



 94

CHAPTER FOUR 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA AND FINDINGS 

 

Introduction 

 Chapter Four presents and analyzes the data collected during this study. The chapter 

begins with an introduction and then provides a description of the site and the demographics of 

the Adams School. A description of the participants is provided via several tables, which 

highlight the experience and educational background of each teacher involved in the study.  

 Following the introduction, a case history of the Adams School is told through a 

narrative, chronological format. This chapter includes the establishment of the E/BD program 

and uses teacher interviews, questionnaires, and journal data to document how teachers 

perceived the new Program, the culture of the school, and described their readiness to have 

students from the Program in their classrooms. Teachers from the Adams School then describe 

the second year of the Program, a year which brought significant changes in personnel and 

protocols. The main focus of this chapter, however, is the third year of the Program when the 

principal, who is also the principal of the Adams School, instituted a professional development 

series as well as organizational, administrative, and cultural supports aimed at improving teacher 

attitude and capacity to work with E/BD students. These supports also addressed the growing 

concerns regarding including students from the Program and school culture.   

 After the case history is presented, the chapter describes the initiatives of the Adams 

School principal and the corresponding teacher response to these initiatives. The initiatives are 

delineated in the following format: 

• Part One describes the organization supports  
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• Part Two states the administrative supports 

• Part Three explains the cultural supports  

• Part Four displays information pertaining to teacher attitude 

 The chapter concludes with Part Five which reveals “Other Significant Findings” that 

occurred as a result of the study.  

 

Site Description 

 The study was conducted at the Adams School (a pseudonym), a suburban K-5 

elementary school with approximately three hundred students. The Adams School is located in 

an upper middle class New England community of approximately 13,900 people. During the 

2007-2008 school year, the student population was approximately 87% White, 7% Asian, 3% 

African American, and 1% Hispanic (http://profiles.doe.mass.edu Retrieved December 28, 

2008). 

 During the 2007-2008 school year there were sixteen regular education classrooms, each 

staffed by one state certified classroom teacher. Instructional assistants worked in many 

classrooms to provide special education services or assistance to specific students per the 

student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP). Instructional assistants did not serve in the role of 

teaching assistant as their services were tied to specific individual education plans. Historically, 

sixteen is the largest number of regular education classrooms ever housed at the Adams School. 

The increase in the number of classrooms is the result of a successful town override to provide 

additional funding to the town’s schools and the Adams School principal’s efforts to advocate 

for smaller class sizes at her school due to the significant special education population at the 

Adams School.  
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 Despite the large number of district special education programs housed at the Adams 

School, the school continues to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). According to the State 

Department of Education, Adequate Yearly Progress “measures student performance against 

specific expectations each year. To receive an affirmative AYP determination, schools and 

districts must meet a student participation requirement, an additional attendance or graduation 

requirement, and either the State's performance target or the group's own improvement target” 

(Retrieved November 26, 2007 from http://www.doe.mass.edu/sda/ayp/). All subgroups at the 

Adams School have made AYP since 1999. 

 Table C shows the number of students and percentage of special education students at the 

Adams School in the first three years of the E/BD Program during the 2005-2006, 2006-2007, 

and 2007-2008 school years. (Retrieved December 28, 2008 http://www.profiles.doe.ma) 

Table C 

Number of Students and Special Education Students Since the Start of the E/BD Program 

School 

Year 

 

 

School Year: 2005-

2006 

 

 

School Year: 2006-

2007 

 

 

School Year: 2007-

2008 

 

  
Number 

of 
Students 

 

Percent of 
Students 

in Special 
Education 
Programs 

 
Number 

of 
Students 

 

Percent of 
Students 

in Special 
Education 
Programs 

 
Number 

of 
Students 

 
 

Percent of 
Students 

in Special 
Education 
Programs 

Totals 282 
(52 
students) 

18.5% 304 
(56 
students) 

18.4% 298 19.5% 
(58 
students) 

 

 During the 2004-2005 school year, which was the year prior to the start of the E/BD 

program, the Adams School had a special education population of 13.7%, which was well below 

the state average at that time of 15.9% (Retrieved December 28, 2008 
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http://www.profiles.doe.ma). Table D reflects the dramatic overall increase in the number of 

special education students at the Adams School since the start of the E/BD Program. 

Table D 

Change in Special Education Population at the Adams School  

School Year: 

2004-2005 

Year Prior to 

Start of E/BD 

Program 

School Year: 

2007-2008 

Third Year of the 

E/BD Program 

Percent Change in 

Special Education 

Population Since 

the Start of the 

E/BD Program 

13.7% 19.5% 42% Increase in 
Special Education 

Population 

 

 

Participant Description 

 A total of ten classroom teachers participated in this study; although, they did not all 

participate in the same way. The different modes of teacher participation are presented in Tables 

E and F. All teacher names used in the study are pseudonyms. 

 

Table E 

Characteristics of Teacher Participants 

Teacher 

Name 

Grade 

Level 

Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

Level of 

Education 

Participation in Study: 

Hannah 5 8 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Interviews 
o Teacher Journal 
o Classroom Observations 
o Participated in all faculty 

meeting trainings 
o Participated in all workshop 

trainings 

Olivia 4 25 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Interviews 
o Teacher Journal 
o Classroom Observations 
o Participated in all faculty 

meeting trainings 
o Participated in all workshop 
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trainings 

Irene 2 13 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Interviews 
o Teacher Journal 
o Classroom Observations 
o Participated in all faculty 

meeting trainings 
o Participated in all workshop 

trainings 

Ellen K/1 8 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Interviews 
o Teacher Journal 
o Classroom Observations 
o Participated in all faculty 

meeting trainings 
o Participated in all workshop 

trainings 

Rick 1 2 years Bachelor’s 
Degree 

o Interviews 
o Teacher Journal 
o Classroom Observations 
o Participated in all faculty 

meeting trainings 
o Participated in all workshop 

trainings 

 

 The teachers listed in Table E worked directly with the principal. They were interviewed 

twice and maintained a journal for twelve weeks. The researcher observed in their classrooms 

and collected field notes. As part of the study, these teachers were required to attend all the 

professional development opportunities that were offered by the principal. 

 The teachers listed in Table F also participated in the study. All responded to a teacher 

questionnaire regarding their experiences with students in the E/BD Program and participated in 

faculty meeting trainings. These teachers were not interviewed nor were they required to 

maintain a journal or attend teacher workshops, although all but one of these teachers attended 

at least one workshop.  
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Table F 

Characteristics of Teacher Participants 

Teacher 

Name 

Grade 

Level 

Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

Level of 

Education 

Participation in Study 

Included: 

Barbara 3 16 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Responded to Teacher 
Questionnaire 

o Participated in faculty 
meeting trainings 

o Did not participated in 
workshop training 

Anne 2 25 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Responded to Teacher 
Questionnaire 

o Participated in all faculty 
meeting trainings 

o Participated in one workshop 
training 

Elizabeth 2 1 year Master’s 
Degree 

o Responded to Teacher 
Questionnaire 

o Participated in all faculty 
meeting trainings 

o Participated in all workshop 
trainings 

Nora 1 1 year Master’s 
Degree 

o Responded to Teacher 
Questionnaire 

o Participated in all faculty 
meeting trainings 

o Participated in all workshop 
trainings 

Amy K 2 years Master’s 
Degree 

o Responded to Teacher 
Questionnaire 

o Participated in all faculty 
meeting trainings 

o Participated in all workshop 
trainings 

 

 

Case History: The 2005-2006 School Year 

 The Adams School’s efforts to include students with emotional and behavioral disorders 

began as the 2004-2005 school year was drawing to a close. At that time, the district leadership 

decided a behavior program for affected elementary students was needed and planned to house 



 100

the district program at the Adams School. In August of 2005, a veteran teacher with an 

extensive background working with secondary school students with significant behavioral 

challenges was hired. Due, in part, to such late hiring, there were no professional development 

opportunities offered to prepare the Adams School staff for the new program and subsequently 

teachers experienced a range of emotions as the school year started. Some were excited about 

the fact there would now be support for the handful of students who had been struggling with 

behavior issues for years: 

  I remember being excited when I heard of our new E/BD program.  
  I thought it would be a positive and necessary support to those 
   of us who, although we may have had prior experiences with this  
  type of children, really we were not trained to meet the special 
  needs and challenges they so often presented. On paper, the program  
  seemed so workable and I felt very hopeful. I really don’t recall 
  ever thinking it wouldn’t work.  
                (Anne) 

        

 Some teachers expressed concern that this new program would place additional demands 

on a staff already working in a school with a significant population of students with intensive 

needs. The school was home to two programs for autistic students, a resource room for students 

with significant learning disabilities and a learning center for students with mild to moderate 

special needs in addition to the new E/BD Program. The school’s special education population 

during the 2005-2006 school year was 18.5% as compared to the state average of 16.4% 

(Retrieved December 28, 2008 http://www.profiles.doe.ma). This percentage was also 

significantly higher than the special education population percentages at the other elementary 

schools in the district. Based on the state’s department of education statistics (Retrieved 

December 28, 2008 http://www.profiles.doe.ma), the other elementary schools in the district 

served the following percentages of special education students during the 2005-2006 school 



 101

year: Picard Elementary-8.1%, LeForge Elementary- 8.3%, Troy Elementary-10.7%, and Riker 

Elementary- 14.7% (all pseudonyms). 

  Over the years, more and more demands have been placed on the  
  classroom teachers in this school. We have a significant  
  number of identified special needs students…We continue to 
  have additional curriculum/academic pressures placed on upon us 
  each year. I had concerns that the day-to-day reality of servicing 
  these children would differ from the planned concept of the 
  ‘new program.’…I worried how this added program would impact 
  the building as a whole and my classroom in particular.  
                (Barbara) 

         

 Five of the sixteen classroom teachers at the Adams School were just out of college or 

graduate school and in their first teaching position. Some teachers, including these new and 

inexperienced teachers were concerned they did not have the training or the background 

required to work with students with significant behavioral challenges: 

  When I heard that I would have a child with substantial  
  emotional/behavioral challenges in my classroom I was afraid that 
  I would not do a good job and that I wasn’t properly trained for the 
  challenge. 
              (Nora) 

                                        

  I was a little worried because I had a minimal amount of experience 
  with children that had these challenges. I was hopeful that there  
  would be training or professional development to make including 
  these students in the school community more effective.  
           (Elizabeth) 

       

 While there were no district sponsored professional development opportunities, the 

Adams School principal spoke to the staff during the first faculty meeting of the school year and 
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assured them that the district leadership had pledged their verbal support of the new program but 

stressed it was going to take time. 

   

  [There was]…a request [from the Adams Principal] for patience;  
  it’s going to take some time.  
                 (Olivia) 

 

 The principal did not give specifics about the program to the staff, as this information 

was not known at the start of the school year. The principal looked to the new E/BD teacher and 

the district leadership to define the new program; however, it soon became clear that there was 

no plan or vision for the program. The staff was confused about the responsibilities of the E/BD 

teachers in regard to the academic needs of students in the program. 

  I remember it feeling chaotic…It was not clear how much teaching 
  the person was going to do versus how much specific behavioral 
   intervention the person was going to do. It seemed unsettled…I think 
             there was just sort of a general angst about it all.  
          (Olivia) 

 

  During the first year of the Program, the E/BD special educator wrote behavior plans for 

students to facilitate inclusion. Due to the lack of professional development teachers received, 

the principal requested the behavior plans be clear, direct, and easy to implement, as many 

teachers would be using specialized behavior plans for the first time. In addition to a behavior 

plan, the majority of students in the program received support in the regular education classroom 

from instructional assistants. The assistants were to be trained by the E/BD teacher and they 

would also provide teachers with clarification of plans when needed. Despite these resources, 

teachers reported frustration and confusion regarding many facets of the program. Some 



 103

teachers stated that due to the uncertainty of student behavior, they did not feel confident in their 

classrooms. 

  When things were OK in the room, I was afraid that at any moment 
  the tenuous equilibrium could go pfft! When one of the children  
  might act out, I felt I had to stop whatever I was doing to restore the 
  calm because often the adult who was assigned to the child would be 
  unable to do this. I often felt that I was walking on eggshells and that 
  I was losing my strength and resolve as the year wore on…[however] 
  I don’t think that an outsider visiting the classroom would come away 
   with the same feelings.  
             (Anne) 

         

 There was concern regarding the capacity of the E/BD staff to meet the needs of the 

students and classroom teachers. 

  I had initial meetings with the personnel hired/assigned to this program  
  and I definitely remember feeling quite under-whelmed and therefore 
   not as confident as I assumed I would be…I was beginning to suspect 
  that I knew more than the people I was counting on to help/support 
  me and the two children; as time went on this early suspicion became 
  a reality.   
               (Anne) 

         

Crisis Intervention 

 Throughout the Program’s first year, teachers called upon the principal and the school 

psychologist to assist with behavior challenges in their classrooms. Teachers did not contact the 

E/BD teacher and some, such as Anne, openly expressed a lack of confidence. Assisting with 

behavior challenges often meant it was necessary to make a decisive response to the significant 

behaviors demonstrated by students in the Program. At times, the principal used the practice of 

clearing classrooms in which the principal calmly asked the classroom teacher to take her class 

for a “break”. This “break” often meant taking the class, with the exception of the student in 
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crisis, for a “walk” within the building. Since the building was in the shape of a rectangle with a 

large outdoor courtyard in the middle, the principal could direct the teacher to take the students 

in a direction other than the one the student in crisis would go. This practice was used to avoid 

having students see extreme behaviors that could be alarming to witness. The principal used the 

“clearing the classroom” strategy eight times during the 2005-2006 school year. 

 While the strategy of “clearing the classroom” allowed the principal to address the 

student in crisis in a more private manner, the loss of the student’s audience (the class) 

frequently resulted in the further escalation of the student’s behavior. The principal and the 

school psychologist worked as a team to de-escalate the student enough to remove him from his 

classroom and take him to the E/BD classroom generally via a two-person escort. The principal 

and the school psychologist, both trained by the Crisis Prevention Institute in Nonviolent Crisis 

Intervention preferred utilizing the two-person escort protocol, as this procedure is not 

considered a restraint. Instead the responders guide the student with minimal physical contact. 

On some occasions, however, incidents resulted in restraints.  

 The student in crisis received time to calm in the E/BD classroom while the E/BD teacher 

was briefed on the incident. By this time the classroom teacher and the other students returned to 

their classroom. The process of removing a student from the classroom certainly impacted the 

opportunity to learn for all students and for some students witnessing such disruptive events was 

very frightening. The principal believed the removal of the student served to minimize the 

interruption of learning while ensuring that any action taken would not be emotionally 

disruptive to the other students in the class. Regardless of the principal’s and psychologist’s 

efforts, teachers were concerned about the impact a disturbing behavior and subsequent response 



 105

from an intervention had on students. Hannah, a teacher with eight years of experience 

explained: 

  I feel like seeing those kids react in certain ways can be a little 
  terrifying or a little scary…I feel like it can make kids feel unsettled 
  and uncomfortable when they hear piercing screams or when they 
  see a chair thrown across a room or when they hear…a kid… 
  completely lose it in the hallway throwing a tantrum, throwing their 
  backpack…I feel like…that can kind of rattle students and make their 
  day a little unsteady. 
          (Hannah) 

Protocols for the 2005-2006 School Year 

 To address this concern the principal and psychologist developed a protocol to ensure 

there was follow-up with a class after an incident. The protocol included a basic script that could 

be tailored to specific incidents.  Table G shows the protocol used during this time.  

Table G 

Intervention Protocol 2005-2006 

Time 

Frame 

Purpose Personnel Assigned Additional Actions 

Incident 
Occurs 

o Respond to 
Incident 

o Adams Principal  
o Adams 

Psychologist 

o If a restraint is involved, 
principal notifies Central 
Office 

o If restraint lasts longer than 
20 minutes, inform the 
state dept. of education 

Within 45 
minutes of 
incident 

o Process incident 
with the Class 

o Adams Principal  
o Adams 

Psychologist 

o Principal “uses” the script 
o Psychologist looks for 

evidence of    students 
more deeply affected by 
incident 

Within 60 
minutes of 
incident 

o Monitor progress 
of student with 
E/BD teacher 

o Adams Principal  o Principal informs parents 
of incident and staff 
response 

Throughout 
the School 
Day 

o Process with 
Individual 
Students Affected 
by Incident 

o Adams 
        Psychologist 

o Call parents of affected 
students as needed 

End of the 
School Day 

o De-brief and 
Process with 
Classroom 

o Adams Principal 
o Adams 

Psychologist 

o If possible, determine 
function of behavior 

o Make adjustments to 
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Teacher and E/BD 
teachers 

o Classroom 
teacher 

o E/BD teacher 

behavior plan as needed 

 

 When processing with the class, the principal did not read from the script, as it frequently 

needed adjustments based on the specific incident as well as the age of the students, but used it 

as framework for all conversations with the students. The principal, without naming the student 

removed from the room, utilized this framework: 

  Some students love to read but have a hard time in math. Some students 
  have a hard time making new friends but can sing or draw beautiful  
  pictures. We all have some things we do really well and there are  
  other things that are harder for us. We all have things we are learning  
  at Adams School. Some students at our school have a really hard time 
  making good choices when they are mad or frustrated and they may act  
  in a way that makes you feel sad, scared, or even unsafe. Give me a 
  thumbs up if you know what I am talking about. Give me a thumbs up 
  if you felt a little sad or scared today because one of your classmates 
  was having a really hard time making a good choice.   
      

                                      (Adams Principal) 

          

 The principal then told the children their job at Adams School was to be a student. After 

brainstorming with students what it meant to be a student at Adams School, the principal 

reminded students that their job did not include helping their classmate when his behavior was 

scary or unsafe. She told students that helping students with behavior choices was the job of the 

teachers and the principal. While the principal spoke, the school psychologist scanned the 

classroom for signs of students who may have been more deeply affected by the incident. The 

school psychologist privately met with those students for additional follow-up and processing. 

Classroom teachers also kept a watchful eye for students who needed additional support. If a 

student seemed particularly unsettled by the incident, the school psychologist or principal would 
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call the child’s parent to ensure they were prepared to address concerns the student might 

express when they returned home at the end of the day.  

 Throughout the year, teachers continued to express disappointment and frustration with 

the E/BD program. The E/BD staff also expressed frustration but since program decisions were 

being made at the district level, support was not typically readily available. With only eight 

students in the program, the Adams School classroom teachers had difficulty understanding why 

there always seemed to be turmoil surrounding the program.  

  Frustrating is a word I would use [to describe my classroom] because  
  that’s how I felt on most days, most of the time. I absorbed a lot of  
  frustration…because I naturally didn’t want any of this to affect the 
  children…I was frustrated that I couldn’t get done what I wanted/needed 
  to. I was frustrated with many of the adults who were supposed to be 
  providing support and instead were providing angst and ineptness, 
  and I was frustrated with myself for ever trusting that something like 
  this could actually work.  
              (Anne) 

             

  Despite the inauspicious start to the Program, some teachers did not give up on 

the concept of a behavior program. 

  We did muddle through that first year because many of us could see 
  the possible value of such a program and abandoning the idea  
  because of some early mistakes…just wasn’t an option. The children 
  I had in the program in 2005-2006 actually had an overall positive 
  year and I am proud of them (and myself) for the hard work we did 
  to meet the challenges that faced us that year.  

             (Irene) 

 

 

 

New Programmatic Approach 
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 In February, the principal, who is also researcher of this study, made the decision that a 

new approach would be needed if the program had a chance to succeed and bring about effective 

support for students and staff. The current model did not provide the therapeutic component the 

school psychologist and principal believed essential to helping students understand their 

behavior choices as well as help them develop strategies to make more appropriate choices. 

Moreover, the current model was not proactive but rather seemed reactive to the crisis of the 

moment. Teachers were confused and continued to feel ill prepared to meet the needs of this 

challenging population. Some students floundered behaviorally and academically and teachers 

reported students did not get the support they needed. Additionally, the principal was still 

spending too much of the school day addressing the problems of a handful of students in the 

E/BD program and was not available to do the day-to-day managerial and supervisory roles 

associated with the role of principal.  

 The principal was frustrated by the lack of clarity regarding the Principal’s role in the 

program. She strongly advocated that the program be directed at the building level to ensure 

timely responses to developing problems. Before the end of the school year, leadership had 

shifted from Central Office administration to the principal of the Adams School. The principal 

believed a new approach would require a staff change, so as the school year came to a close, she 

hired a special educator with a psychology background to coordinate and be the instructor for 

the program. This time, the principal would take a stronger leadership role and become an 

integral part of the decision-making regarding the Program. 

 The 2005-2006 school year saw the introduction of the E/BD Program at the Adams 

School. Although new staff, behavior plans and protocols were introduced, the Adams School 

staff believed the program was ineffective and did not meet the needs of the students or staff. 
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Case History: The 2006-2007 School Year 

 Before the start of the 2006-2007 school year, the principal met with the new E/BD 

teacher, school psychologist, and the school nurse to discuss a vision for the program. The new 

program was designed to be therapeutic and more comprehensive. Students needed to 

understand their behavior and develop coping strategies to navigate their school day 

successfully and the proposed programmatic changes provided this important component. For 

consistency, specific vocabulary was determined for use in both the classrooms of the E/BD 

students and in the E/BD classroom. The language reflected a proactive leveled behavior 

system. 

Common Vocabulary 

 Settling Space: A specific area of the classroom was designated for any student to take a 

break if needed to regroup or calm himself. The student was permitted to initiate use of this 

space on his own; alternatively, the classroom teacher could suggest or require that the student 

go to settling space. The student was allowed to return to his regular classroom seat when he 

believed that he was ready to learn.  

 Time Away: If a student was unable to become calm or become compliant after using 

“settling space,” he may have required “Time Away.” Time Away provided the student with an 

opportunity to leave the classroom for a break. For some students, this may have been a five-

minute motor break on the trampoline or five to ten minutes in the Behavior Classroom to calm 

down either independently or with the help of one of the adults assigned to the program. 

 Extended Time Away: Students struggling to keep a safe body may have spent a longer 

amount of time out of the classroom to receive necessary therapeutic support. For some 
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students, this may have meant processing angry or worried feelings with the special educator or 

the school psychologist. The student may have used pictures or a thermometer poster to gauge 

his feelings. The Extended Time Away protocol was implemented in an attempt to prevent a 

student from reaching an emotional or behavioral level that was unsafe. 

 Safety: The Safety protocol was a response to a student demonstration of an unsafe 

behavior. At this level, students were not considered safe to be in their classrooms. The school 

psychologist, in conjunction with the special educator and principal, determined the next steps 

that were appropriate to take. In some cases, the school psychologist completed a risk 

assessment or began a Functional Behavior Analysis (FBA). The ultimate goal of the program 

was to prevent a student from reaching this level; therefore there was an expectation that the 

previous interventions would have prevented a Safety level response from occurring.  

Color-Level System 

 Student behavior was monitored using a color- level system with corresponding points. 

Students kept track of their daily point totals and traded in for rewards twice a week. Even the 

youngest students easily understood the color system. 

 Green: The Green Level reflected that a student was meeting his daily point requirements 

and making good choices in the areas of adult interaction, peer interaction, routines, as well as 

the individual child’s target area. Points were adjusted throughout the year to reflect student 

progress in particular areas. When points were adjusted, students were required to work harder 

to meet the requirements to stay on the green level. 

 Yellow: The Yellow Level showed that a student required more adult prompting to meet 

or approach his daily point requirements in the areas of adult interaction, peer interaction, 

routines, as well as the individual child’s target area. 
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 Red: The Red Level denoted that a student’s behavior was elevated and bordered on 

unsafe. Students on this level were permitted some time in their classroom but had to remain 

with a Program trained assistant at all times. As part of the supports provided for students on 

Red Level, therapeutic processing with the psychologist or special educator were scheduled 

throughout the day to assess the student’s behavior and safety levels. 

 Blue: Students who were unable to achieve or maintain their behavior and emotions at 

safe levels were elevated to the Blue Level and therefore would not be able to return to their 

class. Therapeutic processing with the psychologist or special educator was essential and the 

student’s behavior was monitored throughout the day. 

 The existing Intervention Protocol was revised to reflect more responsibility for the E/BD 

teacher.  In Table H changes to the Intervention Protocol are presented in bold. 

Table H 

Intervention Protocol 2006-2007 

Time Frame Purpose Personnel 

Assigned 

Additional Actions 

Incident 
Occurs 

o Respond to 
Incident 

o E/BD teacher 

o Adams 
Psychologist 

o Adams 
Principal  

o If a restraint is involved, 
principal notifies central 
Office 

o If restraint lasts longer than 
20 minutes, inform the 
state dept. of education 

Therapeutic 

Processing 

following 

the incident 

o Process the 

incident with the 

student and 

provide 

therapeutic 

intervention and 

support 

o E/BD Teacher o Complete data sheets to 

track student behavior 

o Complete therapeutic 

processing sheet to help 

student understand 

his/her choices 

Within 45 
minutes of 
incident 

o Process incident 
with the Class 

o Adams 
Principal    

o Adams 
Psychologist 

o Principal “uses” the script 
o Psychologist looks for 

evidence of students more 
deeply affected by incident 

Within 60 
minutes of 
incident 

o Monitor progress 
of student with 
E/BD teacher 

o Adams 

Psychologist 

o Psychologist informs 
parents of incident and staff 
response 
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Throughout 
the School 
Day 

o Process with 
Individual 
Students Affected 
by Incident 

o Adams 
Psychologist 

o Call parents of affected 
students as needed 

End of the 
School Day 

o De-brief and 
Process with 
Classroom 
Teacher and E/BD 
teachers 

o Adams 
Principal 

o Adams 
Psychologist 

o Classroom 
teacher 

o E/BD teacher 

o If possible, determine 
function of behavior 

o Consider adjustments to 
behavior plan as needed 

 

  At the start of the new school year, everyone who worked at the Adams School received 

an overview of the program and its components during an all-staff meeting. Teachers who had 

students in the program received additional instruction on vocabulary use and how to implement 

the individualized behavior plans. The specialist teachers in art, music, library, and physical 

education were required to meet with the special education teachers to talk specifically about 

each student and the appropriate response to the challenging and aggressive behavior they might 

see from particular students.  

 

Development of Core Values 

 The principal used this time before the start of the school year to initiate the process of 

developing core values. With the leadership of a small cadre of teachers, the entire staff 

including the custodian, assistants, secretary, nurse, and lunch monitor, worked in small teams 

to identify possible core values. All staff members were asked to talk within their small group 

about their beliefs about teaching and learning at the Adams School. Ideas were captured on 

large pieces of chart paper and each group shared their beliefs about the school. A group of four 

teachers then volunteered to collate the data and share the information in two weeks at the next 



 113

faculty meeting. The principal believed the identification of core values was essential to 

establishing a foundation for accepting all students- including those in the E/BD program.  

 The Core Value team, which was comprised of four teachers with a wide range of 

backgrounds and experience, shared the results of their collated data. They presented themes 

that they linked with specific words to capture the spirit of the conversations by the staff. The 

team asked the staff to consider the ten words they presented and they arranged for 

dissemination of the information to those who would not be at the staff meeting. The following 

week the team created a ballot and the entire staff chose up to five words they believed best 

represented the belief system of the Adams School. Everyone who worked at the Adams School 

participated and voted for their choices. The team counted the ballots and chose the four words 

that received the most votes from the staff. The team then reported to the staff the results and 

asked if everyone felt “comfortable” with the choices. The school affirmed the establishment of 

the following core values: inclusive, respectful, professional, and innovative. The Core Value 

Team and the principal then asked the staff to consider descriptors and benchmarks for each of 

the identified core values. A new team of four teachers volunteered to take on this task. 

 During this time the principal invited interested teachers to receive de-escalation and 

restraint training and subsequently to work as part of an intervention team to respond to 

challenging situations that often developed in the building.  Two teachers came forward and the 

principal approached two other targeted staff members to receive the training. All four teachers 

were chosen for their credibility with the staff as well as their potential to be a teacher-leader in 

the building. The principal believed it was important for more staff members to be confident and 

better trained to address serious student behaviors. These teachers became part of a new 
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intervention team. This also lessened the staff’s dependency on the principal to intervene in all 

significant behavioral challenges. 

 Most teachers stated the 2006-2007 school year saw improvements in the E/BD program. 

They reported a different climate in the building and felt the staff changes had a positive impact 

on the program. 

  It felt much calmer. There were just clearer directions, a clearer sense 
   of…how we were going to support kids…  
           (Olivia) 

 The 2006-2007 school year brought many improvements to the E/BD Program. New 

personnel were hired, programmatic structures and supports were introduced, and the staff 

identified core values which articulated the school’s confirmation of inclusion and acceptance of 

all students. 

 

Case History: The 2007-2008 School Year 

 During the 2007-2008 school year, the program moved into its second phase which is the 

subject of this study. Although there had been improvements, the program still lacked clarity 

and cohesiveness. Teachers continued to feel a level of frustration regarding all aspects of the 

program. Moreover, the number of students in the program swelled from eight during the 2005-

2006 school year to sixteen students during the 2007-2008 school year, as students were sent 

from other schools in the district to the Adams School with minimal to no participation from the 

E/BD Program staff. The sending schools and district representatives made the decisions 

regarding placement. Some of these new students demonstrated substantial behavior challenges 

while others showed little to no problematic behaviors or aggressions. This raised great concern 

among the staff, but since the program lacked entrance and exit criteria it was not surprising to 
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the principal that schools turned to the E/BD Program for all kinds of students demonstrating a 

myriad of challenges. Moreover, due to the presence of the E/BD program in the Adams School, 

some teachers at the Adams School turned first to placement in the program for disruptive 

students without looking to least restrictive options within their own classrooms. The principal, 

E/BD teacher, and psychologist believed the program needed to become clearly defined to 

ensure that the students accessing the program were truly in need of this placement. Moreover, 

the principal asserted that to make the program effective, the program needed to become a part 

of the school rather than merely operating within the school. This would mean establishing a 

comprehensive approach which reflected systems thinking. 

 Heifetz (2002) states that most problems “come bundled with both technical and adaptive 

aspects” (p. 58). Technical problems such as Program entrance and exit criteria, schedules, and 

Program protocols could be readily addressed. The principal’s priority, however, was addressing 

growing concerns about teacher attitude and teacher capacity regarding the inclusion of students 

in the E/BD program. Therefore, a plan was needed which would address both the technical and 

adaptive challenges faced by the Adams School. The plan focused on the following goals: 

• Improve teacher attitude toward working with E/BD students by building capacity 

•  Identify and implement organizational, administrative, and cultural supports to facilitate 

the inclusion of E/BD students in the regular education classroom 

• Promote an inclusive school culture 

 Student behavior can be influenced by the overall characteristics of the school. Since 

students spend the majority of their school day in their classroom, logic would suggest 

classroom teachers play an important role in determining the culture of the school. Therefore, it 

was important to design a series of interventions for teachers, which could build their capacity to 
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include E/BD students in their classroom communities. These interventions took the form of 

workshops and Faculty Meeting “mini-workshops” throughout the school year. Workshops 

lasted approximately one hour while the mini-workshops were thirty-minute blocks of time 

which occurred during a one-hour Faculty Meeting. An event matrix, Table I, highlights the 

series of interventions, which were offered to the staff as supporting the core values: inclusive, 

innovative, respectful, and professional. 

 

TABLE I 

Fall Intervention Series 

Date Intervention 

Vehicle  

Topics Addressed Presenter(s) 

September 2007 Faculty 

Meeting 

“Mini-

workshop” 

• Formal announcement 
regarding introduction of 
common behavior vocabulary to 
be used throughout the school 

• Rationale for use of common 
vocabulary 

• Introduction of Positive 
Behavior Support System as it 
pertains to IDEA 

• Introduction to teacher supports 
to be offered  

o Principal  
 

September 2007 
 

Faculty 

Meeting 

“Mini-

workshop” 

• Importance of Using Consistent 
School-wide Vocabulary for 
behavior 

• Strategies to keep behavior 
issues manageable (“Keeping it 

Small”) 

o  Principal  
o E/BD Teacher 

October 2007 
 

Faculty 

Meeting 

“Mini-

workshop” 

• Utilization of Specific 
Language 

• Sentence starters for teachers to 
use (Follow-up to “Keeping it 

Small”) 

o Principal  
o E/BD Teacher 

November 2007 

 

Faculty 

Meeting 

“Mini-

workshop” 

• Introduction to RtI (Response to 
Intervention) pyramid as it 
pertains to behavior 

• IDEA Mandates regarding 
behavior 

o  Principal  
o School 

Psychologist  
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Winter and Spring Intervention Series 

Date Intervention  Topics Addressed Presenter(s) 

December 2007 
 

 

Workshop: 

Behavior 

Challenges and 

the Holidays 

(Workshop) 

 

• Seasonal behavior 
changes 

• Escalation of behavior 
before vacations and 
holidays 

• Teacher responses to 
these changes and 
escalations 

o Principal  
o School 

Psychologist 
o E/BD Teacher 
 

January 2008 
 

Workshop: 

Positive 

Strategies to De-

escalate 

Problem 

Behaviors 

(Workshop) 

 

• Teacher Strategies 
• Why students 

misbehave 
• Non-verbal 

communication 
• Proximity 
• Setting Limits 
• Data Collection 

o District Behavior 
Specialist 

March 2008  
The February 

workshop was 

rescheduled to 

March due to a 

school conflict 

 

Collaborative 

Problem 

Solving- Part 1 

• Triggers-events that 
precipitate explosive 
outbursts 

• Pathways to explosive 
behavior 

• Defining the problem 
• Importance of 

building a community 
of learners 

(Children do well if they 
can!) 

o E/BD Teacher 
o School 

Psychologist 
o Principal  

March 2008  Collaborative 

Problem 

Solving- Part 2 

A continuation of the 
topics listed on Part 1 

o E/BD Teacher 
o School 

Psychologist 
o  Principal  

April 2008 Behavior 

Management, 

part 3 

• How disability can 
impact behavior 

• Behaviors typically 
associated with 
disabilities 

• Teacher management 
strategies 

o ABA (Applied 
Behavior Analysis) 
Supervisor 

          

School-wide Commitment to Inclusion 
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 On September 4, 2007, the first day of the new school year for teachers, principal gave a 

presentation in which she shared the alarming national statistics regarding the increase in the 

number of students demonstrating significant behavioral challenges. The principal stated it was 

necessary to communicate to teachers the changing demographics of the nation’s schools. 

Moreover, teachers needed to understand the dramatic increase in the number of students in the 

E/BD Program at the Adams School, in part, reflected this national trend. The principal 

acknowledged the ongoing challenges and the impact of these challenges on the school. The 

principal then stated that in order for the E/BD students to be successful, the school would need 

to truly embrace the Core Values determined the previous year.  

 The staff would need to take an active role in making the E/BD students and the Program 

be a part of the school. This would require the school-wide implementation of the language 

utilized in the E/BD Program. Everyone working at the Adams School would now utilize the 

same vocabulary when addressing the continuum of behavior for all students: settling space, 

time away, extended time away, and safety. While many teachers were familiar with the 

language of the Program, they had previously utilized it only with students from the Program. 

Therefore, it was essential for the principal to articulate the importance of using a common, 

consistent vocabulary for all students in regard to behavior. The principal referred to this as a 

“non-negotiable” expectation of everyone who worked in the school. 

 Common language regarding behavior had an equalizing impact on the Adams School 

students as classrooms no longer had a dual behavior system operating within the classroom; 

namely one system for the typical students and one system for the E/BD students. Teachers were 

also required to designate a settling space in the classroom, and the principal went into each 

classroom to see the designated area and talk specifically to each classroom teacher about its 
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use. The principal considered the adoption of common language so important, she made it the 

focus of the first three faculty meetings of the school year and continued to reiterate its 

importance every time the staff assembled together. The fall Faculty Meetings, in which teacher 

attendance was required, were used to provide additional support regarding vocabulary use as 

well as to introduce basic strategies to manage behavior issues. 

Establishment of a Response Team 

 Before the school year commenced, the principal worked with the School Psychologist, 

E/BD teacher, and a classroom teacher to institute a more transparent and cohesive system to 

respond to crises in the building. In the newly developed system, three responders were 

identified each day to address any serious behavior situation at the Adams School. The 

responders, comprised of classroom teachers, specialists, special educators, school nurse, school 

psychologist, and the principal, were staff members who had received advanced de-escalation 

training. The names of the daily responders were posted on a large, colorful poster board in the 

main office of the Adams School. The poster was conspicuously displayed, so it was readily 

seen by anyone entering the office. The responder names were also transmitted via email in the 

morning messages to staff to ensure that everyone working in the building knew who would be 

available if a serious situation developed.  

 The Response Team was activated when a staff member called the office and told the 

secretary she needed assistance in her room. The secretary in turn made an announcement using 

the code name of the program followed by the room number of the staff member requesting 

support. The three responders went directly to the classroom. The primary responder entered the 

room and assessed the situation and possibly talked briefly to the teacher. The primary 

responder made a plan of action or consulted with the team members waiting outside the 



 120

classroom. The plan could be to “clear the classroom,” to escort the student from the room, or 

allow the student more time to calm as his behavior and presence was not disrupting the class. 

Once a course of action was determined, the team would take the appropriate steps. If the 

student needed to be escorted from the class, two responders participated and one responder 

observed the process to ensure proper techniques were utilized. Students removed from class 

were brought to the E/BD classroom to process the incident with either the school psychologist 

or the E/BD teacher. 

Professional Development: September 2007 

 Thirty minutes of the September Faculty Meeting was used as a “mini-workshop” 

dedicated to sharing behavioral strategies and appropriate vocabulary use. Introducing the 

concept of “Keeping Behavior Small,” this mini-workshop helped teachers to develop initial 

strategies to use with students displaying non-compliant or challenging behavior. The principal 

in conjunction with the E/BD teacher wanted each teacher to leave the mini-workshop believing 

there was something he or she could take back to the classroom and feel an immediate level of 

comfort and subsequently success. The workshop focused on five key strategies. 

Strategies: 

• Structured Choices- This strategy prompts teachers to resist the natural inclination to 

negotiate with a non-compliant student, but to allow the student to believe he has some level 

of control over the situation. By providing the student with generally two (or possibly three) 

choices, a power struggle can be avoided. To help teachers understand what this looks like in 

the classroom the principal and the E/BD teacher role-played a real-life situation. 

• Label the Behavior- Students may not have a true understanding of their behavior and how it 

impacts others. Through the strategy of labeling the behavior, the student is explicitly told 
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what he is doing and what the teacher wants the student to do instead. Again, an example of 

this strategy was modeled: 

Teacher (communicated in a neutral voice to the student): “Right now you are interrupting your 

friends, please raise your hand.” 

This example showed the teachers role is to not just identify the action or behavior, but also 

provide a simple direction to correct the behavior. 

• Reframe- Students with significant emotional challenges often misinterpret routine events 

and become agitated or overly emotional. When these situations occur, the teacher must take 

care not to minimize the students feelings, but rather reframe their understanding of the event; 

namely, help them see the event in a new light. A typical classroom occurrence was used to 

provide an example: 

A teacher observes that a student’s behavior is starting to escalate because a classmate has 

copied his drawing. The teacher can then help the student see that this action was a form of a 

compliment. “Tommy thought your drawing was so good he wanted to try to do it the same 

way.”  

• Use “I” statements- The teacher should make statements about his own thoughts or feelings 

without being judgmental. 

The teacher could say, “I worry that when you hit your friends someone might get hurt. I would 

like it if you could stop and think.” 

• Give Space and Time: The E/BD teacher told teachers it was best not to engage a student 

whose behaviors were escalating. Instead, provide a safe, calm environment and discuss the 

details of the situation when the student is back in control. The principal reminded teachers 



 122

that this strategy should become more natural to utilize as they become more comfortable 

with using settling space. 

Core Value Descriptors 

 The principal also used this opportunity to move the staff forward regarding the core 

values. A team of four teachers volunteered to work with the principal to develop descriptors for 

each core value. This would ensure that all teachers understood the corresponding behaviors 

associated with each core value. The principal believed this would also help clarify the belief 

system of the school thereby enhancing the opportunity to foster adaptive change regarding the 

inclusion of E/BD students as well as other students in the school. 

 In late September, the Core Value Team fulfilled their mission and presented their 

document to the staff. The descriptors were discussed at two Faculty Meetings and the spirit of 

the document was verbally affirmed. The descriptors created were: 

Respectful 

• Accepting of the diverse routes in which students take to learn and 

demonstrate their understanding as well as the diversity of instruction that 

occurs within our building 

• Interacts appropriately with other staff members 

• Offers non-judgmental feedback and support 

 

Inclusive 

• Respects and values individual student learners 

• Facilitates and promotes student understanding of peer differences  

• Provides differentiated instruction to meet the needs of a wide range of learners 
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Professional 

• Commits to a culture of life-long learning 

• Proactive in promoting safety and helping students avoid unsafe behaviors 

• Maintains supportive, collegial relationships with all staff members 

• Cares for students’ physical, social emotional, and intellectual needs 

Innovative 

• Engages in research-based effective practice 

• Promotes teaching and learning processes that are “thinking centered” 

• Promotes diverse opportunities for students to demonstrate understanding in 

multiple ways 

• Incorporates technology and promotes its use as a tool to demonstrate learning 

 

Professional Development: October 2007 

 This Faculty Meeting mini-workshop featured additional support around language. 

Examples of generic language to be used with a challenging student were shared. Some of these 

examples included: 

o “I am going to give you some time to __________ and then we can talk.” 

o “I was noticing that…” 

o “Do you want to take a break or do you want to talk about this right now? 

o “Remember when __________ used to be hard and now it’s not? Do you think that ______ 

might get easier too?” 

o “It looks like you are feeling__________ about something, did I guess right?” 
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o “The last time you ___________ you told me you were feeling _______. Do you remember 

what we did to solve that problem?” 

 In this mini-workshop, the E/BD teacher gave specific examples of opportunities to use 

this language. Teachers discussed challenges in their classrooms and appropriate language to 

address these concerns. This was a brief discussion, but researcher field notes revealed all 

teachers were engaged and interested in understanding language that supported the de-escalation 

of student behavior. 

Professional Development: November 2007 

 This Faculty Meeting set the stage for the full workshops beginning in December. The 

principal gave a presentation on the tenets of Response to Intervention (RtI) as well as the 

school’s responsibility to provide academic and behavioral support under the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  IDEA specifically states:  

  The IEP team also shall---(i) In the case of a child whose behavior 
   impedes his or her learning or that of others, consider, if appropriate,  
       strategies, including positive behavioral intervention, strategies, and  
  supports to address that behavior...  
 

 Since the classroom teacher is a member of the IEP Team, she must participate in the 

IEP’s development, which can include the identification of appropriate positive behavioral 

interventions and supports. The principal believed this information would highlight the need for 

all teachers to participate in the behavior strategies workshops that would be starting the 

following month as they had a legal obligation in addition to a moral responsibility to 

understand behavioral intervention. Moreover, the principal believed that strong staff 

participation could strengthen the integrity of the school-wide implementation of specific 

behavior language to respond to challenging behavior. The principal felt all teachers needed to 

be comfortable with basic language before learning to apply strategies to de-escalate behavior. 
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For this reason, formal targeted workshops were delayed until December. This ensured all 

teachers had at least a basic understanding of behavior intervention strategies. 

Entrance Criteria to the E/BD Program 

 During the months leading up to the first formal workshops at the Adams School, the 

principal met weekly with the E/BD teacher and school psychologist. They used a portion of 

these weekly meetings to address one of the more technical challenges the school was facing; 

namely, the lack of Program entrance and exit criteria. The significant increase in the number of 

students sent to the Program from other district schools was a “hot topic” among the Adams 

School.  Some staff members openly shared their concern that the Adams School was becoming  

“a dumping ground for other schools’ problems.” 

 Table J shows the increase in the number of students in the program over a three-year period. 

Table J 

The E/BD Program at the Adams School: Students and Staff 

 2005-2006 2006-2007 2007-2008 

Number of Students 
In the E/BD Program 

 
8 
 

 
11 

 
16 

 
Number of Staff 

6 
1 teacher 

5 assistants 
 

6 
1 teacher 

5 assistants 

7 
1 teacher 

6 assistants 

         

 The principal, school psychologist, and the E/BD teacher designed a tool they believed 

could guide the district’s decisions regarding placement in the E/BD program. Modeled after the 

flow chart used by the State to determine special education eligibility, the tool also reflected the 

principles of Response to Intervention; namely placement in the program could only occur after 

a series of less restrictive interventions proved unsuccessful. A draft of the document was shared 

with Central Office administrators and also explained at the January 2008 Faculty Meeting. The 
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principal believed it was important for the staff to see that the leadership at the Adams School 

was working to ameliorate possible over-referral to the Program from district schools. Figure 2 

shows the tool submitted in December 2007 for consideration by the district leadership. 
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Figure 2 

Eligibility Tool for Placement in E/BD Program 
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Severe Behavior and/or Emotional Issues 

(Based on Observation, Assessment, Evaluation) 
 

Student is making effective academic and social 
progress with a specific teacher or CST designed 
individual behavior management plan.  
Four-six week intervention       

Student is making effective academic and social 
progress with standard classroom management 
strategies.  
 

 
 
 
 
Continue to 
collect 
data, 
observe, 
and 
monitor 
student 
progress 

Student is making effective progress with specific 
support strategies based on FBA or Specialized 
Evaluation 

Consider student for E/BD program or other 
specialized Program     
       
     

 YES 

YES 

YES 

 NO 

NO 

NO 
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Professional Development: December 2007 

 While there were specific participants in this study required to attend the intervention 

workshop series, the principal’s goal was to have significant staff attendance and participation in 

any activity offered. The first workshop was chosen specifically because many teachers had 

commented to the principal that the week before school vacations was always very difficult 

because many students seemed to “fall apart.” Many teachers were baffled by this phenomenon, 

which the principal believed might make this a topic of interest for many staff members. Many 

teachers thought students should be happy about the anticipated break from school. Teachers 

soon learned that going home for an extended break meant the loss of the structure and routine 

of school. Some students knew there would be no predictability in their life and the thought of 

not knowing what would happen next was frightening and elicited elevated behavior. 

 The first workshop, focusing on holiday and school vacation challenges, was a one-hour 

session. Despite being held after school on a cold December afternoon, fourteen of the sixteen 

teachers, three of the four specialists, all of the special educators, many aides, and several 

paraprofessionals attended. The E/BD teacher, principal, and school psychologist gave an 

interactive presentation asking participants to look at behavior through various lenses: academic, 

emotional, and therapeutic. A brief case study was presented and staff members worked in 

teams to discuss strategies and interventions that might support the student and the teacher in the 

case. The E/BD teacher, psychologist, and principal wrote the case study (Appendix E) so that it 

would be accessible to all participants. The team believed that the first workshop case should 

not involve the extremely challenging behavior of the more intensive students in the program. 
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The goal was to make this a case all or at least most teachers had experienced or could 

experience. 

Professional Development: January 2008 

 The second workshop was held the following month before the school day started to 

accommodate the additional staff members who expressed interest in attending. The principal 

worked with the District Behavior Specialist to design a workshop that would help teachers gain 

a better understanding of non-compliant behavior and the importance of responding 

appropriately. The principal had noticed that too often teachers engaged in power struggles with 

challenging students. Some teachers did not understand how their “zero tolerance” policies were 

often the reason for escalations in student behavior. 

 The District Behavior Specialist worked in all seven schools in the district; namely, five 

elementary schools, one middle school, and one high school. At the time of this study, the 

Behavior Specialist had worked for the district for four years and was highly regarded as an 

extremely competent professional.  Despite her availability as a resource to administrators in the 

district, she remarked to the principal this was the first time she had ever been asked by an 

administrator to do any training or professional development for classroom teachers.  

 The Positive Strategies to De-Escalate Problem Behaviors workshop was a PowerPoint 

presentation that began with the question “Why do children misbehave?” After discussing 

reasons students misbehave, the presentation shifted to non-verbal communication and verbal 

de-escalation. The Behavior Specialist informed teachers that 85% of their communication to 

students is nonverbal, so being aware of how their facial expressions, gestures, posture, and 

movement was sending messages was essential. She also stressed the importance of being aware 

of tone, volume, and cadence when speaking with students. Using teacher volunteers, she role-
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played various scenarios showing how something is said is just as important as the content of 

what is said. The Behavior Specialist also demonstrated how the teacher’s proximity to the 

student could either escalate or calm student behavior.  

 The presentation included verbal de-escalation techniques and behavioral strategies in the 

classroom. Teachers were reminded about the keys to setting limits (clear, reasonable, 

enforceable) and the importance of collecting data regarding behavior in order to better 

understand the function of the student’s behavior (Why do student’s misbehave?). A clear 

message was for teachers not to take things personally. Teachers were given clear examples of 

behavior escalation on a continuum and the corresponding appropriate interventions. 

Professional Development: March 2008 

 The Collaborative Problem Solving Workshop had two parts. Based on Ross Green’s 

Explosive Child, the emphasis in this workshop was helping teachers understand that a student’s 

lack of particular thinking skills can set the stage for explosive behavior. Green (1998) identifies 

these thinking skills as:  

• Executive skills- shifting cognitive set 

• Language processing skills- categorizing and expressing emotions; identifying one’s 

needs 

• Emotional regulation- negative emotional states experienced more intensely 

• Cognitive flexibility skills- rigid, inflexible thinkers 

• Social skills- complex social information processing 

 The E/BD teacher talked to the staff about triggers of student behaviors. Teachers were 

especially interested in this topic and many had considered times of the day and subject areas 

that were often triggers for behaviors. The workshop demonstrated typical collaborative 
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problem solving conversations in which students learned to define their problem and the 

subsequent empathetic or invitational responses by the teacher. It showed the importance of 

reframing issues so that students could find a way to be successful. 

Professional Development: April 2008 

 The final workshop of the series, Behavior Management, Part 3 was primarily presented 

by the Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) Supervisor of the Adams School with support from 

the principal. While the ABA Supervisor’s expertise was with autistic students, she had a strong 

background in many behavioral disorders and challenges. Her presentation tied many of the 

elements of all the workshops together; namely, responding to student behavior is not a one-

size-fits-all situation. She stressed the importance of understanding the student by building a 

respectful relationship and remembering that students misbehave for a reason. Her presentation 

also highlighted many common disabilities and the corresponding challenging behaviors one 

might see. She gave appropriate teacher responses to these typical behavior problems and also 

showed common mistakes adults make when addressing particular behaviors.  

 Just before the last workshop of the series concluded, the E/BD teacher and the school 

psychologist began their maternity leaves. While the principal of the Adams School had 

searched for an appropriate substitute for the E/BD teacher; she was not able to find a teacher 

with the strong behavioral background to lead the program. A special educator with little 

experience was hired to administer the academic portions of the service delivery for students in 

the E/BD program. The principal, the ABA Supervisor, the District Behavior Specialist and the 

more experienced instructional assistants tried to address the behavioral aspect of the program 

with varying degrees of success. It wasn’t long before the teachers felt the negative impact of 
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losing the school psychologist and the E/BD teacher. There was a shift in the climate of the 

school as some staff members became frustrated by the E/BD program’s new challenges. 

  A program like this is only as good as the people involved, the  
  resources available and the support received…It won’t work if 
  key faculty take maternity leaves and are not (or cannot) be replaced 
  by qualified people immediately. 
          (Barbara) 

 
  I do believe the program needs to be designed in a way so that  
  back-up staff and protocols are in place if the typical staff or 
  protocols cannot be made available… 
            (Alison) 

  

 As the last two months of the 2007-2008 school year came to a close, there was an 

escalation in the number of code calls (teacher needing assistance) as certain students struggled 

to adjust to the different personnel working with them. Some students required more time out of 

the general education class as their behavior became more problematic. Changes in the average 

number of monthly code calls that required intervention from the Response Team is reflected in 

Table K. 

 Table K 

Code Calls during the 2007-2008 School Year 

September October November December January February March* April May June 

2 11 3 1 4 2 8 12 6 5 

*Denotes the month the Adams School Psychologist and E/BD Teacher left on maternity leave 
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 As the first three years of the Adams School’s efforts to include students with behavioral 

and emotional disorders came to a close, the researcher triangulated data from multiple sources 

to determine the supports and interventions needed to affect teacher attitude and, subsequently, 

positively impact the inclusion of students with emotional and behavioral disorders. These data 

points included: teacher interviews, journal entries, field notes, and documents. The next five 

parts provide the details of these supports and initiatives.  

 The next four parts detail the principal’s initiatives and supports. These include 

organizational, administrative, and cultural supports as well as initiatives to affect teacher 

attitude. The fifth part presents other significant findings of this study that were not expected.    

 PART I: ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORTS 

 This section identifies the principal’s initiatives aimed at strengthening the supports to the 

E/BD program, students, teachers, and the Adams School. These technical initiatives included: 

ensuring the availability of assistants, assembling and training a response team to address crises, 

identifying a consistent location for students needing support in the moment, developing a 

schedule which facilitates communication between and among Adams School regular and 

special educators, and creating a tool to inform entrance to the program. 

Accessibility of Assistants 

 Based on teacher interviews there were a number of supports teachers identified as 

significant; however, overwhelmingly, teachers identified having an assistant in the classroom to 

facilitate inclusion and respond to behavior as needed was the most important component of 

successful inclusion. While all teachers reported that having assistants was extremely important, 

teachers in the study saw the role of the assistant very differently. There was a range of beliefs 

regarding the role the assistant should play- from sharing responsibility with the classroom 
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teacher to taking most, if not all of the responsibility for the student. Teachers such as Olivia 

saw the assistant’s role as adaptive to the student’s needs at the moment. She utilized the 

assistant in many different capacities but made it clear that she had the primary responsibility for 

the student. 

  I don’t wash my hands of the child…it’s not like the assistant 
  does it all and I do nothing. It’s very much a tag team approach. 
  If I need that person there to do the points sheets, to do the  
  pull-out, to do the processing, whatever are the extras that come… 
  He’s still my student, and I’m his teacher. 
                (Olivia) 

 Olivia’s beliefs are in contrast to the journal entry of another experienced teacher who 

appeared to put more responsibility on the assistant. This teacher relied on the assistant to 

maintain the student’s behavior as well as to ensure academic progress.  Her journal entry 

reflected a frustrated tone in that the assistant was not available when needed and she had to 

support the student and his partner beyond what she felt was a reasonable amount of time. 

 

  [The student] would not work with his partner…. Because the  
  assistant was busy with [another student], I had to sit with him 
  and his partner for one-third of the time to ensure he was contributing 
  to the partner work. This affected the class because I was unable to 
  assist other students because I was tied up with [the student]. 
          (Hannah) 

 

 One teacher in the study did not have an assistant to support inclusion in his classroom, 

so the classroom teacher implemented all behavioral interventions. The teacher was in his 

second year at the time of this study and his frustration was clearly captured in his journal 

entries. The “plan time” referred to in the entry below pertains to the student’s specific plan to 

de-escalate behavior as he was prone to significant outbursts. A plan time for this student 
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required an adult from the E/BD program to take the student to a quiet spot to help him de-

escalate and process his feelings. If an adult was not available, the student did not receive his 

therapeutic intervention. 

  The student’s high level of support takes away from working with  
  other students. I am frustrated that I can’t support all the learners  
  as I am expected to…The student continues to demonstrate non- 
  compliance…a plan time is needed and there is no adult available. 
  Student continues to escalate will result in a [code call]… 
           (Rick) 

 This teacher’s challenge was also captured during a field observation in the classroom. 

During the thirty-minute observation, the teacher interacted with the student every few minutes. 

While the student did not display any outbursts, his non-compliant behavior interrupted the flow 

of the class and impacted the availability of the teacher for other students. This particular 

classroom had several students with significant learning challenges in addition to the student 

from the E/BD program. Table L shows the interactions over the thirty-minute observation. 

Table L 

Classroom Observation 

Time Teacher Action Student Response 

8:50AM As observer enters, all but one student in the 
room is engaged in a task  

 

8:54AM Teacher redirects student to task due to student 
refusal to engage in the task 

Continued non-compliance 

 Teacher whispers something in the student’s ear Student displays a half smile and 
begins task 

8:58AM Teacher redirects student to task Student does not respond 

9:00AM Entire class is prompted to go to the rug for the 
morning meeting 

Student stays in his chair while 
all other students go to the rug 

9:04AM Morning meeting begins and teacher is talking 
with first graders in a circle on the rug 

Student is not on the rug and 
begins cutting paper at his desk 

9:04AM Teacher ignores non-compliant student Student has his back to the group 

9:05AM Teacher prompts student to turn his body so he 
can hear what is happening during morning 
meeting 

Student sits in a chair on the 
fringe of the circle, near the 
teacher and begins making noises 

9:07AM Teacher moves and is next to the student; he 
guides the student closer into the circle 

Student is now seated next to the 
teacher and is listening 

 Teacher asks a question (non-threatening) and Student responds appropriately 
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prompts the student to respond 

 Another student is struggling with a response; 
the teacher prompts the student to provide help 
to his classmate 

Student responds appropriately 

9:10 
AM 

Teacher leans over and whispers in student’s ear Student smiles 

9:13 
AM 

Morning Meeting ends and teacher prompts 
student to help another student clean up 

Student responds appropriately 

9:15AM Teacher prompts student that he can take a 
break. Teacher gets a timer, sets it for 5 minutes 
and places it at a small work area. Student is 
told he can cut out paper for 5 minutes 

Student responds appropriately 

 Students continue with work they were doing 
before the morning meeting. Teacher checks in 
with a typical student, then the non-compliant 
student, typical, non-compliant student… 

Student continues to cut paper 

9:20 
AM 

The timer goes off and teacher instructs student 
to put paper in a tub and clean up. Teacher 
continues to work with small groups of students 

Student puts his body in the tub. 
He is now sitting in the tub. He is 
not loud, but other students in 
class are distracted by his 
behavior 

 Teacher sees the behavior but ignores it Student gets out of the tub and 
returns to his table (with his 
group) 

 Student instructed to go to the listening center 
with his group 

Student states, “No!” 

 Teacher states that working at the listening 
center will help prepare the student for the 
puppet show the class is performing next week 

Student goes to the listening 
center with his group and listens 
to the tape appropriately 

9:25AM OBSERVATION ENDS  

 

 In his interviews with the researcher, Rick stated he believed some of his code calls 

(teacher assistance calls) could have been avoided if there had been an adult available to process 

with the E/BD student before behaviors reached critical levels. The researcher noted the teacher 

seemed to take the blame for code calls as he suggested that perhaps he hadn’t done enough to 

help the student process his angry feelings. On some occasions this teacher did have an assistant 

to help in his classroom and his journal entry reflected the difference he found in his classroom. 

  With the absence of another student [in the building], a full day 
  assistant was available to support …the student and teacher…this 
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  results in the best learning/working day…the assistant minimized 
  the distractions and interruptions and [gave the student] breaks. The 
  assistant supported the individual student’s learning needs and  
  decreased the outbursts. 
          (Rick) 

 

 It should be noted that not long after this entry was written, a consistent assistant was 

provided to the classroom daily to support inclusion and behavioral challenges. 

 Teachers reported a wide range of skill in terms of the assistants’ abilities. Some 

assistants were reported to be quite adept at addressing the challenging situation of the moment 

and seemed to work intuitively with the teacher. In an interview, Olivia described the successful 

implementation of a behavior strategy. 

 

  …And it just worked beautifully…I think about that kid’s past and some 
  of the kids that have gone through this school and what a difference it 
  was…it was just so calm and matter of fact, and…I credit that to the  
  assistant that works in my room…and she knew not to give in just because 
  the student was sort of starting to lose it. She knew not to just placate him. 
  She knew there was a protocol…she just stepped in…and it went  
  smoothly. So having an assistant makes a big difference. 
           (Olivia) 

   

 Teachers also recognized that having an assistant that was assigned to the classroom 

sporadically could present additional challenges for the classroom teacher. An assistant 

unfamiliar with the content of the grade level or the specific challenges of the students could 

often make more work for the teacher and a less than desirable situation for the student. 

 

  Although “bodies” (many, random folks- all wonderfully willing to  
  be there!) have been assigned to the room whenever possible, they  
  often show up as we are working, and I do not feel available to catch 



 138

  up, or prep for what is expected for assignments. The children they are 
  assigned to support (E/BD students) take some time to get to know, and 
  task expectations vary from what others are expected to do. 
          (Irene) 

 

Some teachers, such as second year teacher Nora, described the challenges of working with an 

assistant who was not a good match for the student and the subsequent acquisition of an 

appropriate assistant. 

 

 The assistant worked in the classroom 3-4 times a week…This 
 assistant was ineffective with my E/BD student and often asked if she 
 could do other things to support me (copying, laminating, organizing, 
 etc). She said that she herself felt that her position was pointless and 
 that she was making the child’s behaviors worse… In January, a very 
 high-quality…assistant was hired...and [the tenets]  of the E/BD program 
 were enforced. I was able to see the “points” program in action and was 
 very pleased with the results I saw. 

                           (Nora) 

   

 Teachers also expressed concern for the well being of the assistants as the assistants spent 

their day working with some of the most challenging students in the district. While the assistants 

received some training through the E/BD Program, they were not certified teachers nor did any 

of them have a background in psychology or education. 

  One of the unexpected tiring elements of providing an inclusive 
  education for [this student] is the taxing nature of [this student’s] 
  goals and expectations on the assistants. The current assistant is 
  dealing with frustration from being on edge with [this student] all 
  day, as well as varying expectations day-to-day or support person- 
  to-person. 
                 (Irene) 
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Response/Intervention Team to Respond to Immediate Crisis 

 Teachers reported in their journals and interviews that knowing they would receive 

immediate support to respond to a behavioral crisis in their classroom was very reassuring and 

eased worries. Teachers recognized that the Response Team took over responsibility for the 

student when the child’s behavior reached or was about to reach a critical level, so the teacher 

could remain with the class and continue instruction. The Response Team operated quietly and 

swiftly so as to create the least amount of distraction for the classroom.   

  Each [student] escalation to “time away” results in very unsafe behavior 
  which requires the intervention of numerous people (Adams Principal,   
  nurse, School Psychologist). Although these people are pulled from  
  otherwise important activities/tasks, the teacher who is present for the  
  remainder of the students is able to stay with the students and continue 
  teaching with what feels like a minor disruption. 
          (Irene) 

 

 This belief was echoed in an interview with Olivia who also described the availability of 

the Response Team as being very important to her. Olivia stated she believed the Response 

Team acted as a deterrent for non-compliant students in her classroom. Once her students knew 

that a resource was readily available to assist with dangerous behaviors, some students were able 

to make the choice that they would rather behave appropriately. 

  The idea that there’s an identified [Response Team] that we know 
  who’s going to respond to a code call that it’s actually posted in  
  the office! When I needed to make a few code calls, knowing…that 
  support would be there right away…knowing that as a teacher has 
  been very important to me. 
          (Olivia) 
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  [The student] would not work or settle. I gave him a choice to go to 
  [the E/BD classroom] on his own or with help. As I walked toward 
  the phone, I knew I would either call [the E/BD classroom] to say  
  he was on his way or 100 [the extension to make a code call] to 
  request support. 
         (Olivia) 

  

Supportive Location for Students to Go in the Moment 

 All five teachers in the study also expressed the importance of having a consistent space 

to send students if their behavior was starting to escalate or they were becoming overwhelmed in 

the classroom. At times, the move to another familiar, consistent location helped students to 

shift away from their negative or angry feelings. If the student needed a therapeutic break, this 

could generally be provided. Moreover, if the student needed a place to complete work, this 

could also be provided. 

The E/BD Classroom 

 The E/BD classroom was not a sub-separate classroom as there were no students assigned 

there for the entire school day.  Most students accessed the room for academic or behavioral 

support several times per day, although not all students in the program needed significant 

academic support. A “Time Away” room was located in the E/BD classroom. This space was 

the size of a large closet and was completely padded on all sides. The door had a glass 

observation window and could not be locked. The space met all of the state’s safety 

requirements for restraint spaces.  

 The classroom was arranged to create small areas, which provided space for multiple 

purposes. There were two workstations, which provided a place for small-group instruction and 

a small technology area for students working on the computer. Another area contained “Settling 

Choices” which were designed to help students calm themselves before processing their 
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emotions or behavior with one of the adults.  Settling choices varied among students, but typical 

choices included clay, play dough, markers and paper, as well as Lego-type building materials. 

Students needing more of a physical intervention could use the large bouncy- balls, a 

trampoline, and scooter boards, although these activities generally took place outside the 

classroom. The room also contained two cubbies which provided quiet areas for processing 

situations with an adult or alone under the watchful eye of the E/BD teacher. 

  [The E/BD Classroom] as a place to get work done has been 
  helpful as I deal with the challenges that…have presented.  
  This resource is very important because…“time away” gives 
  [the student] a chance to regroup and move beyond the sticking  
  point. Removing [the student] from the classroom takes the focus 
  off of him and allows learning to continue…knowing they have a 
  place to go if they can’t settle in the classroom where they can sort 
  of talk through whatever it is that was difficult, get themselves  
  refocused, back on task, and then quietly come back into the 
  classroom has been very successful for …kids this year. 
               (Olivia)   

         

Schedule Which Supports Communication Between and Among Special and Regular Educators 

 The principal worked with a special education teacher and a regular education teacher to 

create a master schedule that would foster inclusion. Although teachers initially were 

disappointed that they had to teach particular subjects at certain times of day, they soon 

recognized that this schedule provided more opportunities to collaborate with the special 

educator as the collaboration time could be built into the schedule as special education service 

delivery was scheduled more efficiently. Many teachers found this a tremendous help, especially 

when student behavior became consistently unsettled and support from the E/BD teacher was 

critical.  
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  As far as program supports, I appreciate the availability to check in  
  with the E/BD teacher. I can describe a situation and quickly  
  brainstorm possible solutions. 
                     (Olivia) 

 

 

  I think…that’s what’s kind of occurred at Adams…like having time 
  ingrained in your schedule, time that you can…meet with the 
  E/BD program facilitator and process what’s going on a weekly basis… 
 

          (Hannah) 

 

 

  I think when you have a student that really needs the support [the  
  opportunity to collaborate] is huge! I don’t think you can [successfully 
  include students] without it. 
          (Ellen) 

 

 Teachers reported that the structure of the Adams School supported collaboration. All 

five of the interviewed teachers spoke of the collaborative environment of the Adams School 

and the positive impact this had on student inclusion. Many were enthusiastic about the frequent 

opportunities to work with their special education colleagues and included these descriptions in 

their journals. 

  We [E/BD teacher, school psychologist, classroom teacher and  
  student] took one of [the student’s] counseling sessions to meet 
  as a group…we talked about his pattern of resistance looking for 
  some underlying issue. No luck, but through the course of the 
  conversation landed on the idea that writers sometimes use 
  illustrations to help clarify their thinking. As a group we agreed  
  that [the student] could engage in one of his favorite activities, 
  drawing, as a way to brainstorm before writing. Not only did he 
  use it to brainstorm, he used it before revising. For the first time  
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  in a month [the student] completed a first draft within the week  
  time frame with time to spare. He was compliant and proud! 
                (Olivia) 

 The principal was aware that when classroom placements were being determined, some 

teachers became worried about having potential students from the E/BD program in their 

classroom. Many teachers had heard “stories” about a student’s particular challenges and often 

the stories were dramatized versions of real events. The principal offered observation time for 

teachers to observe their incoming students from the E/BD program under typical learning 

conditions. The principal covered classes to ensure teachers had the opportunity when it was 

convenient and not during precious lunch or prep time. These observation periods were meant to 

provide authentic views of the student.  This practice met with immediate success. Teachers 

commented on the benefits of working with the student’s teacher from the previous years to 

identify strategies that were helpful.  

  …being able to talk to other teachers who have had those students 
  in their classrooms and sharing what’s worked…and keeping  
  communication open between teachers I think is important. Just 
  today, meeting with [the student’s current teacher] was wonderful! 
  She was able to share a bunch of different scenarios with me: OK, 
  we did this one time and it really worked well with him, and that 
  was so beneficial to me. I wrote it all down in my notebook and I 
  plan to use it next year [when the student is in her class]. 
           (Hannah) 

 

Entrance to the E/BD Program 

 Some teachers expressed they were baffled by the profiles of some of the students sent to 

the E/BD program from other schools within the district.  

  [The student in the E/BD program] was not the typical student that 
  you would ever see in that program…I had a student previously 
  who came from an outplacement that had significant behavior 
  challenges when he came to this school. This student…I’m not 
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  sure how the decision was made to send him from the preschool 
  to [Adams] to be involved in the program…but he is the opposite 
  of all the other kids in the program. He has no behaviors. 
                 (Ellen) 

 

These students did not display the level of challenging behavior of the students in the program 

nor did they seem plagued by emotional breakdowns.  

  I do not think [the E/BD student] needed to be here at Adams. I 
  guess I just saw him as one of the regular ed kids…academically 
  he was fine, occasionally he had a lapse in behavior, but it was 
  nothing that I haven’t dealt with in the past years with regular ed 
  kids…I never felt rattled around him. I can honestly sat he flew 
  under my radar. I felt like he just blended in with the other kids. 
  I was very baffled why he was here… 
            (Hannah) 

 

 The staff continued to be confused that other district schools were sending students who 

did not demonstrate significant behavior challenges to the Adams School. Considerable 

speculation from the Adams School staff focused on the lack of capacity at other schools to 

teach students with certain profiles. Teachers believed that the school’s reputation of being 

successful working with difficult students prompted many students to be referred.  

   

PART II: ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORTS 

 This section identifies the administrative supports implemented by the principal. These 

supports were primarily a series of professional development workshops aimed at increasing 

teacher capacity, which would subsequently have a positive affect on teacher attitude. These 

professional development opportunities took place during Faculty Meeting “mini-workshops” as 

well as at workshops offered before and after school.  The additional support came through the  
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“role” of the Adams School Principal who is also the principal of this study. While there were 

no specific initiatives associated with the role of the principal, the modeling and commitment to 

inclusion demonstrated by the Principal also affected teacher attitude toward inclusion. 

Professional Development: The Workshop Series 

 Field notes from the researcher highlight the extreme level of involvement among almost 

all of the participants in every workshop although the first two workshops (Behavior and the 

Holidays and Positive Strategies to De-escalate Problem Behavior)(Appendix F) appeared to 

generate the most excitement among the staff. The researcher posits these topics had the most 

immediate relevance to every teacher in the building during the course of their day; namely, one 

workshop focused on the behavior changes of students during the holidays and it was the 

holiday season. The other workshop gave very targeted strategies to address behaviors that were 

commonly displayed by students in the Adams School. 

  I have used some of the ideas from the second workshop in my  
  efforts to remain neutral I want [the student] to complete the  
  necessary language arts tasks and I do not want to engage in  
  negotiations. 

                          (Olivia) 

 

 It was noted that many of the strongest workshop participants were the least experienced 

teachers. Many readily shared viable strategies within their small group as well as when the 

small groups shared with the larger group. During the workshop series, the researcher observed 

many teachers of varying experience levels asking complex questions and appearing motivated 

to address the challenging behaviors they were seeing in their classrooms. Teachers took notes 

and participated in small group discussions. Staff members made no negative remarks and 

although some questions reflected a level of frustration, teachers appeared more interested in 
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learning how to address difficult situations rather than merely venting about their own personal 

dissatisfaction.  

 At the close of the first workshop, several teachers approached the principal and asked 

when the next workshop was scheduled. One specialist teacher who was struggling with a 

number of behavior situations and had spoken to the principal about her frustration appeared 

excited about the workshop.   

   You can’t believe how helpful this has been. I will be at all the  
  workshops. If you offer them every week, I will be there! 
       (Adams School Teacher) 

 

 Modeling and role-playing as a teaching tool resonated strongly with teachers. Three of 

the five teachers who were interviewed made a reference to this teaching strategy. 

  [It was helpful] …teachers were willing to role-play…something that 
  would help people see what kind of behaviors we’re talking about and 
  what the responses look like…I was thinking about the workshop the 
  other day where [the presenter] actually just squatted down at child 
  height and sort of modeled it…I think [we need] more of that…  

                        (Olivia) 

 

 Teachers also stated that providing them with appropriate language, including scripted 

language, helped to support them through challenging interactions.  

  [In] the workshops…I benefited from learning the different  
  language and [learning the] different routines…I felt it was very  
  beneficial to me as a classroom teacher… 
              (Hannah) 
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Role of the Principal 

 All teachers in the study spoke or wrote about the role of the principal in terms of 

promoting a positive attitude toward inclusion. Ellen described how the Principal often referred 

to the school’s core values and the importance of being a collaborative team. 

  [The Adams Principal] seems to talk about it [core values] constantly  
  at staff meetings. At the beginning of the year [the Adams Principal]  
  gets us all excited…that’s a huge part of it. [She says] we all have to 
  work together or it’s not going to work because our school does have  
  some tricky pieces to it. If the principal is not on board and the  
  principal does not support the programs in the school, it’s not going 
   to work. 
          (Ellen) 

 

Ellen described her former principal’s role (in another school district) as an example of “not 

being on board” and the subsequent message this sent to the staff. 

  I was at a different school…and the principal at staff meetings 
  would call that program [E/BD Program] the squirrels in the  
  nut house and she had little squirrels on her desk…it was quite 
  sad…there was never an effort made to include them…they were 
  their own little island in the building whereas if it was run like  
  this program [the Adams E/BD Program] there were students  
  absolutely capable of being mainstreamed in…the principal wasn’t  
  …that wasn’t her mindset to get kids in. It was actually to get kids 
  out of the room…it’s a 180 of our situation [Adams program]. 
   

           (Ellen) 

 

 All five teachers included the principal’s actions in their journals to describe 

interventions by the Response Team or as part of a collaborative conversation. The principal’s  

connection to the program was clear as all teachers stated that she was directly involved: 

  I think the principal was mainly responsible for overseeing the 
  Program and supporting the special educators so they could provide 
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  sufficient support to me. 
                 (Rick) 

  I think the principal is overseeing the whole thing [the E/BD Program] 
  …and working with the [E/BD] teacher…this gives us all kind of a 
  nice feeling of calm…that it’s going to be OK. 
                (Irene) 

PART III: CULTURAL SUPPORTS 

 In interviews and on questionnaires, all of the teachers involved in the study were asked 

to describe the culture of the Adams School prior to the 2007-2008 school year and then again 

after the initiatives and interventions were put in place by the Adams School principal. The 

supports aimed at fostering an inclusive culture included: establishment of consistent school-

wide behavior vocabulary and the establishment of core values and corresponding descriptors. 

Teachers were also given Starratt and Sergiovanni’s School Culture Inventory: Identifying 

Guiding Beliefs (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993) in order for the principal to better understand the 

school’s culture. 

 All teachers in the study spoke of the culture of the building being conducive to 

inclusion. They believed an accepting culture was needed for inclusion to be successful. 

  …If the culture of the building is that accepting of all students [an E/BD  
  program] could be in any school…If you’ve got that group of teachers 
  …who say ‘Better you than me’ and they’re glad to be rid of their child,  
  then it wouldn’t work. There has to be an acceptance and a school culture 
  that says, ‘That’s who we’re here for, that’s who our job is, we welcome  
  all students. And then you focus on learning and you’re up and running… 
 

                (Olivia)   
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School-wide Adoption of Vocabulary 

 All of the teachers in the study consistently utilized the school-wide vocabulary in their 

journal entries, questionnaires, and interviews. The researcher also witnessed its use during 

classroom observations. The five teachers in the study were asked to record the number of times 

they utilized the vocabulary in their classroom for each two-week period. Table M displays 

teacher use of the vocabulary during the twelve-week period from December 2007 through 

March 2008.  

Table M 

Teacher Vocabulary Use During Two-Week Intervals 

 12/12/07- 
12/22/07 

1/2/08- 
1/11/08 

1/14/08- 
1/25/08 

1/28/08- 
2/8/08 

2/11/08- 
2/29/08 
(Includes one 

week of school 

vacation) 

3/3/08- 
3/14/08 

Hannah 4-6 times 1-3 times 1-3 times 1-3 times 1-3 times 1-3 times 

Ellen 10+ times  10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 

Rick 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 

Irene 10+ times 7-9 times 4-6 times 7-9 times 10+ times 10+ times 

Olivia 1-3 times 4-6 times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 10+ times 

 
Teachers reported using the corresponding behavior vocabulary with all students in their 

classrooms and stated that it was easy to use and had a positive impact on their classroom. 

  Settling Space is used often in the classroom. I have tried to normalize 
  it by having three quiet places that all students can go to for a chance 
  to regroup and/or a chance to work without distraction. I believe that 
  this has had a positive impact on all the learners in my classroom. 
          (Olivia) 

 

  The vocabulary we use in the room [from the E/BD program] is 
  consistent/clear. 
          (Irene) 
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Core Values: Inclusive, Innovative, Respectful, Professional 

 Prior to the study, the five interviewed teachers as well as the five teachers completing 

questionnaires reported the culture of the school was accepting of all students. This had not been 

memorialized anywhere in the school until the principal’s initiative to identify Core Values 

during the 2006-2007 school year and create descriptors during the 2007-2008 school year. The 

principal believed the process of creating the core values was important, as did teachers such as 

Ellen: 

  It was comforting when we did the core values because basically we 
  came up with the same things- one of which is including all children 
  and meeting children where they’re at…there’s a healthy peer pressure 
  if everyone if feeling “OK, we’re a great school, we can do this.’ [The 
  Adams School Principal] always sends that message that I know it’s 
  hard to teach here and all this stuff goes on and you guys do a great job  
  at it. If that’s the message we’re all hearing and we commit to it verbally  
  and on paper, that this is our message then we hopefully…will do it…I  
  think sometimes people talk the talk but don’t walk the walk, but I don’t  
  know how much you can change them. Basically, we all seem to be on the  
  bandwagon in staff meetings and that’s the sense I get. 
                 (Ellen) 

Core Value: Inclusive 

 Teachers such as Olivia and Irene spoke passionately about their commitment to meeting 

the needs of all learners, but acknowledged that not everyone in the building shared those 

beliefs. This became particularly evident when the E/BD program was initiated. 

  …it’s not that I have a certain number of kids in my classroom and   
  then there’s the special ed kids…it’s that it’s our kids, all our kids 
  together and that we’re working together. And that’s how I’ve always 
  liked to operate…it was a shared responsibility…but I don’t know 
  that all teachers expect that…There’s a little bit of people sort of  
  watching to see who is going to work harder or who’s doing more,  
  so I think some people thought this [inclusion of E/BD students] is  
  never going to work…there was a little unrest in the building… 
  [the building was] unsettled…worried… 
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          (Olivia) 

 Barbara, a veteran teacher at the Adams School, shared another view regarding the 

challenges of including students with emotional and behavioral disorders.  

 

  I do believe that educating these students in a regular classroom places 
  an overwhelming drain on the resources of a classroom teacher if the 
  supports are not provided. And simply saying those supports are 
  available isn’t the same as actually being there. 
          (Barbara) 

 

 Since Barbara did not have any students form the E/BD program during the year of the 

study, she was not required to participate in any of the activities designed to support teachers 

with the inclusion of students from the program. This was true of many teachers in the school, 

but the majority of staff members did attend all or nearly all of the workshops offered. Barbara 

did attend the Faculty Meeting trainings as required by her contract, but she was one of only two 

(out of sixteen) classroom teachers who chose not to attend the professional development series. 

She did complete a questionnaire after the interventions were offered in which she was asked if 

any of her views about inclusion had changed from the previous two years. 

  My view is approximately the same, maybe slightly more pessimistic, 
  as we’ve experienced students with greater needs this year who have 
  placed even more demands on our school…There has to be commu- 
  nication with and education of all staff that is ongoing. I don’t see this 
  happening. 
          (Barbara) 

   

 Core Value: Respectful 

 Teachers expressed that the Adams students and staff were learning valuable life lessons 

of the concepts of tolerance and acceptance due to the wide range of learning and behavioral 
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needs in the school. When necessary, teachers used child-centered, developmentally appropriate 

language to help students understand the challenges of others. This practice put students at ease 

but also helped them build empathy for the struggles of others. Irene described how she 

processed with her class after an incident involving explosive behavior by one of their 

classmates- a classmate that was also new to their school. 

 

  The way I explained it to [the class] is that there are times when 
  [the student]  feels some panic. I drew comparisons to times that 
  we all panic, (like accidentally pushed under water during a game 
  in the pool) and how we don’t typically react as we would if we  
  were just nervous or worried. They also understand that when 
  [the student] is feeling that way, the best thing we can do is give 
  some privacy. As a group, they were terrifically supportive and tried  
  to brainstorm ways to make [the student] feel more comfortable. 

          (Irene)  

 

  Teachers affirmed that the experiences with the specialized populations have had a 

positive impact on their students’ character development. Nearly every day provided an 

opportunity for students to practice kindness and compassion toward others with particular 

challenges.      

  I love how nurturing the [Adams School] kids are…I feel that I’ve  
  seen such a caring, compassionate attitude toward taking care of kids 
  like [the name of a student in the E/BD program]. I feel like [the students] 
  are very aware of student differences and its made them better prepared 
  to deal with kids with emotional/behavioral problems…I feel like lots 
  of kids have learned to be more patient with kids in those kinds of 
  situations. 
          (Hannah) 
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School Culture Inventory 

 In order to better understand the culture at the Adams School, the principal had the 

teaching staff complete Starratt and Sergiovanni’s (1993) School Culture Inventory: Identifying 

Guiding Principles. The Inventory is designed to “help faculties tackle the task of identifying 

their culture by examining their school’s belief system” (Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1993, p. 94). It 

requires respondents to determine to what extent the school demonstrates certain behaviors in 

the following categories:  

• School purpose 

• Empowerment 

• Decision making 

• Sense of community 

• Trust 

• Quality 

• Recognition 

• Caring 

• Integrity 

• Diversity 

 Results of the Inventory show where a school can be classified on a continuum from 

having a strong to very weak culture. To complete the Inventory, teachers read statements that 

were grouped under specific categories. They then determined to what extent the school 

demonstrated the specific line item: all of the time, most of the time, part of the time, or never. A 

point total was determined based on the frequency of each “time” qualifier.  
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These point totals correspond with a school culture level: 

 110-120 points correlate to a Strong School Culture 

 90-110 points correlate to a Moderately Strong School Culture 

 60-90 points correlate to a Weak School Culture 

 Below 60 points correlate to a Very Weak School Culture 

 

  The Adams School faculty completed the inventory and achieved the scores represented 

in Table N. Three staff members did not complete their Inventories and therefore their responses 

could not be scored. These Inventories are not included with the results. 

Table N 

School Culture Inventory: Results 

Position Length 
of 
Service 
IN the 
school 
(Years) 

Point 
Total 

110-120     Strong School Culture 
90-110       Moderately Strong School  
                    Culture 
60-90         Weak School Culture 
Below 60    Very Weak School Culture 

Classroom Teacher 
 

3-5 117 Strong 

Classroom Teacher < 3 109 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 3-5 106 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 6-10 106 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher < 3 102 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher < 3 101 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 6-10 99 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher < 3 98 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 3-5 96 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher < 3 95 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 6-10 92 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 10+ 92 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher < 3 91 Moderately strong 

Classroom Teacher 3-5 86 Weak 

Classroom Teacher 6-10 71 Weak 

Classroom Teacher 10+ 67 Weak 

Special Educator 6-10 103 Moderately strong 

Special Educator < 3 97 Moderately strong 

Special Educator < 3 97 Moderately strong 
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Special Educator 3-5 90 Moderately strong/weak 

Special Educator < 3 87 Weak 

Special Educator < 3 84 Weak 

Specialist < 3 115 Strong 

Specialist 6-10 112 Strong 

Specialist < 3 98 Moderately strong 

Specialist 10+ 77 Weak 

 

   

 The inventory captured a wide range of beliefs and attitudes at the Adams School. Tables 

O and P display the whole-school teacher averages and the averages for classroom teachers 

based on their length of service in the school.  Initially, it may appear from Table O that teachers 

with greater longevity at a school report a weaker school culture. However, with only two data 

points for this category the researcher cautions that this data is most likely skewed.  

 

Table O 

Adams School Teacher Culture Inventory Averages: Years of Experience 

Less than 3 years 3-5 full years 6-10 full years Over 10 years 

97.8 Moderately 
strong 

99  Moderately 
strong 

97 Moderately strong 78.6   Weak 

 
 
 
 

Table P 

Adams School Classroom Teacher Culture Inventory Averages: Years of Experience 

Less than 3 years 3-5 full years 6-10 full years Over 10 years 

99.3     Moderately 
Strong 

101.25 Moderately 
Strong 

92 Moderately Strong 79.5 ** Weak 
(Only 2 samples) 

 

 At the Adams School, the highest scores on the Culture Inventory were in the areas of 

quality, sense of community, trust, and caring. The lowest score was in the decision-making 

category.  
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 The quality category asked the staff to evaluate the extent to which the school values high 

standards and expectations for students and teachers and demonstrates a “can do” attitude. 

Teachers overwhelmingly affirmed (68%) that this happens “always” at the Adams School. 

Twenty-five percent (25%) of the teachers stated this happened “most of the time” and the 

remaining 7% of the teachers reported this happens “part of the time.” Even among the staff 

members who rated the culture “weak,” they acknowledged that the school does place an 

emphasis on high standards for everyone. 

 The area of sense of community was another high scoring category. This category asked 

teachers to determine if the school demonstrated a “we” spirit and shared ownership. Many 

teachers identified initiatives such as mentoring and the school’s commitment to collaboration 

as evidence of strength in this area. Eighty-seven percent (85%) of the teachers stated this 

occurs “all of the time” or “most of the time” at the Adams School with the remaining 15% 

stating the shared responsibility occurs “part of the time.” 

 Trust and caring were identified areas of strengths at the Adams School. Teachers 

expressed that the school does have confidence in the teachers to make good decisions and 

believes that they will do what’s best for the school. Moreover, the staff also acknowledged that 

the school takes a personal interest in them and their well being is valued. Ninety-four percent 

(94%) of the teachers stated there is trust “always” or “most of the time,” and eighty-five 

percent (85%) reported the school is caring “always” or “most of the time.” 

 The lower score in decision-making reflected the wide range of responses to this prompt. 

Many expressed they were not sure if decisions should be made as close to the point of 

implementation as possible. This section had responses which spread across all four “time” 

categories. Of all the possible prompts on the Inventory, this one showed the greatest variability 
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in scores. The researcher posited that perhaps the staff was unclear of the implications of the 

question. The range of scores were as follows: always- 7%, most of the time- 60%, part of the 

time-30%, and never-3%. 

 

PART IV: TEACHER ATTITUDE 

 Based on journals entries, interviews, and observations, it was apparent that teachers had 

different impressions and interpretations of situations involving E/BD students. This was 

particularly evident when comparing the language used in the journal entries of teachers who 

had written about difficult incidents with their students. All teachers who maintained a journal 

received the same cover sheet each reporting period. The cover sheet prompted them to include 

the positive and negative impact the E/BD students had on learning during the two-week period. 

While not minimizing the impact of the negative student behavior, four of the five teachers 

always included a positive or even hopeful detail or remark about their student even when 

detailing an extremely stressful situation. However, one teacher captured only negative 

behaviors and challenges in her journal and did not include any successes or positive moments.  

Table Q shows a comparison between entries by a teacher (Irene) whose journal entries 

consistently included positive remarks embedded within difficult situations and the entries of 

another teacher (Hannah) who focused on the negative aspects of student behavior. 

 

Table Q 

Comparison of Journal Entries  

Journal Entries from Irene Journal Entries from Hannah 

Entry 1: 
Both of these lessons were difficult [for the 
student] …because there was a large group 
discussion, lesson, and introduction before the 
activity. In both cases the assistant was 

Entry 1: 
[the E/BD student] was having a difficult time 
meeting minimal expectations in the 
classroom. Today he came in without a pencil 
or his folder and had to be reminded by his 
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heavily utilized so that the teacher could 
continue delivering instruction. However both 
times the rest of the class had to be cleared 
from the library so that [the student] could be 
physically removed…Even though the 
learning situation was negatively impacted by 
[the student’s] behavior, we are very fortunate 
that the students could leave the space with 
one adult while 
[the E/BD student] got what she needed from 
the other adults without the class witnessing 
what may be an upsetting restraint removal for 
[the student]. 

assistant to take a seat as class began. The 
assistant had to leave the room to retrieve it. 
While she was gone, I sharpened a new one 
for him. I introduced [the lesson] to the 
class…walking around the room, most 
students were on their second or third question 
and [the E/BD student] had not even written 
his name on the paper. I approached him to 
give him support…I asked him to point at the 
title, which he did not do…I showed him 
where it was and instructed him to copy the 
title…I walked away and came back five 
minutes later to discover he still hadn’t written 
a single letter. I reminded him again to copy 
the title, even underlining it to help him out…I 
walked away, I returned a couple minutes later 
to find him still sitting there without a mark on 
his paper. When his aide came back we 
decided to send [the E/BD student] to [another 
room in the school]…He had to be told twice 
to take his hands out of pockets to gather his 
materials.  

Entry 2: 
Our classroom has four E/BD students and 
their impact for the most part is positive. My 
own teaching must be well-planned and 
clearly delivered in order to keep 
surprises/confusion to a minimum. Our math 
program is designed with many games for 
learning…These games and the possibility of 
losing have been less successful  
[for the E/BD students]. Although the 
tears/frustration are initially distracting, we 
have had productive class discussions focused 
on how to play the game for best learning and 
not “winning.” 
 

Entry 2: 
In Social Studies today we had a few incidents 
with [the E/BD student]. I announced …we 
were going to play a…Jeopardy Review 
Game. When I announced the teams, I directed 
the students to move to their designated spots. 
I looked over at [the E/BD student], everyone 
was in their place with the exception of him. 
He shook his head ‘no’ and wouldn’t move. 
When I asked the student why he wouldn’t 
move, he wouldn’t respond. After a couple of 
minutes of defiant behavior, I took the student 
aside and explained again who would be on 
his team…His assistant suggested that he go to 
the nurse to take his medication and [the E/BD 
student] bolted out of the room. 

 

 While Irene did not minimize the impact of the student’s behavior, she also recognized 

that with the supports in place, the student was able to get the needed therapeutic intervention 
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and she was able to leave with her class to help them understand the incident and then 

instruction could continue.  

 Not all teachers processed events in the same way. Hannah’s frustration was apparent 

throughout her journal entries. Moreover, at the time of this journal entry, Hannah had already 

attended several Faculty Meeting mini-workshops and two full workshops on responding to 

non-compliant behavior. The mini-workshops and the two full workshops focused on teacher 

language choices as well as the importance of offering choice. Hannah’s journal entries did not 

suggest that any of the new behavioral intervention strategies and techniques were applied to the 

difficult situations in the classroom. 

 Based on multiple data sources, some teachers expressed positive feelings regarding 

inclusion before and after the workshop series, but felt empowered and more confident after the 

professional development series. Others had some continued concerns about the E/BD students 

but expressed greater confidence after the workshop series.  All teachers in the study claimed 

they benefited by attending the professional development opportunities, although the researcher 

found evidence in conflict with this assertion. Table R reflects the evidence and corresponding 

analysis. 

Table R 

Teacher Profiles 

 
Teacher Participant:  Hannah 

Data Source Evidence 

Pre-Interventions 
Interview 
 

• [My] first experience [with E/BD students] was pretty unsettling…it 
was intimidating…really difficult for me to deal with and I don’t 
necessarily want to be dealing with the behavioral issues as strong as 
they were in my class.  

• I think [the Adams Staff] go above and beyond it [the Adams School 
core value: Inclusive] I mean we’re like the other end of the spectrum. 
You’ve got non-inclusive and we’re ridiculously inclusive.   

Interview after the 
Behavior 

(In response to a question regarding what would help teachers be more 

accepting of students with emotional and behavioral problems)  
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Workshop Series 
and 
Implementation of 
Supports 

• Well, I think that’s what kind of occurred at [the Adams School] like 
having the workshops available…having time ingrained in your 
schedule that you can definitely meet with the E/BD teacher and 
process what’s going on a weekly basis. 

• I really enjoyed the tutorials, the workshops...provided. I benefited 
from learning the different language and different routines that people 
talked about, scenarios that people shared and how they dealt with them 
in the classroom. I felt that was very beneficial to me as a classroom 
teacher. 

Analysis Hannah’s interviews reflected a more positive attitude toward inclusion 
after the workshop series and initiatives. However, although Hannah stated 
she benefited from the workshops and trainings, her journals reflected 
some negativity and frustration working with E/BD students during and 
after the professional development series. (See Table Q) Hannah’s journal 
described interactions in which she did not utilize any of the strategies or 
responses that were practiced in the professional development series. 
Hannah utilized the new organizational and cultural structures at the 
Adams School although these structures may have helped her accept less 
responsibility for the E/BD students. There is evidence to suggest an over-
reliance on an assistant to address challenges and subsequently to remove 
the student from the classroom thereby eliminating the problem.  

 
 
Teacher Participant: Irene 

Pre-Intervention  
Interview 

• …Knowing that I was going to have a few kids in that program, there 
was never a worry on my part, like over the summer even. I wasn’t 
worried about how is this going to work, how is this going to go 
because I kind of knew it was going to be fine 

Interview after the 
Behavior 
Workshop Series 
and 
Implementation of 
Supports 

• Even though the learning situation was negatively impacted by [the 
student’s] behavior, we are very fortunate that the students could leave 
the space with one adult while [the E/BD student] got what she needed 
from the other adults without the class witnessing what may be an 
upsetting restraint removal for [the student]. 

 

 
Analysis 

Before, during, and after the initiatives, Irene demonstrated a positive 
attitude toward inclusion and E/BD students.  Her comments and behavior 
reflected her strong desire for all students “to get what they need.” The 
strong organizational and cultural supports (Response Team, common 
language, ongoing and in-the-moment supports, schedule) may have been 
more beneficial to her than the professional development series. Irene 
demonstrated a passionate commitment to inclusion and the technical 
supports initiated at the Adams School provided the stability for these 
beliefs to intensify.  
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Teacher Participant: Rick 

Pre-Intervention 
Interview 

• [Working at the Adams School] was ideal for me because in my 
[teacher] preparation I had worked in inclusion classrooms and 
different students with different special needs, and that was definitely 
something I was looking for in my classroom.  

Interview after the 
Behavior 
Workshop Series 
and 
Implementation of 
Supports 

• The things I needed were teacher strategy supports and support for 
working with students in the classroom. I feel like I got support through 
such things as the behavior workshops, also the check-ins with E/BD 
teacher. The student required one-to-one direct support which came 
into place much later in the year. I think there’s a lot of support for the 
child and the teacher. 

 
 
Analysis 

All of Rick’s interviews demonstrated a positive attitude and willingness 
to learn new strategies and techniques. Classroom observations showed he 
used the strategies from the professional development series in his 
classroom. While his journal reflected the ongoing frustration of 
insufficient support, this changed to the eventual “joy” when an assistant 
was added to his class to help with a challenging student. Rick’s attitude 
was affected positively by the professional development series as well as 
the organizational and cultural supports. Both the workshops and the 
supports were equally important.  
 

   

 

Teacher Participant: Olivia 

Pre-Intervention 
Interview 

• From the beginning I’ve had the belief that you take a kid where 
they’re at and you help them grow to whatever extent you can and 
whatever direction you can. And that happens differently for different 
kids, but I do think we have a responsibility to include as many 
students as possible. 

Interview after the 
Behavior 
Workshop Series 
and 
Implementation of 
Supports 

• I’ve always been a believer in modifying and accommodating to 
whatever extent possible. That it’s meaningful for the typical children 
and meaningful for the special needs child. And I think there are 
probably some instances where no one’s benefiting from it, but over the 
years, there hasn’t always been good supports in place, and so it has not 
felt as easy and as comfortable as it does right now. 

Analysis Like her colleague Irene, Olivia demonstrated a positive attitude toward 
the inclusion of E/BD students before and after the initiatives. All data 
points (interviews, journal entries, observations) were consistent in that 
her comments and behavior reflected a passionate commitment to 
inclusion. Moreover, Olivia wrote in her journal about utilizing the 
strategies taught in the professional development workshop series.  As was 
true for her colleague Irene, Olivia may have benefited most from the 
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organizational and cultural structures put in place to strengthen inclusion. 
While her commitment to inclusion may not have wavered through the 
years, her comment in her interview stated that inclusion feels 
“comfortable” due to the supports that were put in place.  

   
Teacher-Participant: Ellen 

Pre-Intervention 
Interview 

[When] I was at a different school…I was an assistant in the behavior 
program…there was never an effort made to include [E/BD students] in 
class…they were their own island in the building…and I fought for one 
student to be mainstreamed into first grade and I went with him… there 
[was] a whole set of kids that didn’t get an education they could have 
received with typical peers…a 180 of our situation…   

Interview after the 
 Behavior 
Workshop Series 
and 
Implementation of 
Supports 

• It is important for me to learn how to deal with [E/BD students] even 
though they may not necessarily be in my class. I may be faced with a 
situation at recess or in the cafeteria, so those workshops were 
important. 

Analysis Ellen’s comments in her interview and journal as well as in observations in 
her classroom reflected a commitment to including E/BD students. She 
was proud of the fact that she had additional training, so that she could act 
as a responder during crisis situation. She stated several times to the 
researcher that she was a responder. She also stated that because of her 
role as a responder, she believed the monthly workshops kept the 
information, protocols, and appropriate responses fresh and current in her 
mind therefore giving her continued confidence. Despite her additional 
training, she stated she benefited from the workshop series. 

 
PART V: OTHER SIGNIFICANT FINDINGS 

 There were three other significant findings from the study. These findings were not 

expected and are discussed in this section. 

Teachers Felt a Lack of Appreciation by the District and Community 

 As the researcher reviewed her data sources, it became apparent that teachers consistently 

commented on the personal challenges of working at a school that is home to so many 

specialized programs. These teachers expressed a range of emotions and beliefs pertaining to the 

district’s practice to concentrate all specialized programs in one or two schools. These feelings 

were not specifically about the E/BD program, but rather related to the “big picture” of how the 
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district determined which school would house special education programs. One veteran teacher, 

Barbara, believed that colleagues at other buildings have a less difficult job. She stated the large 

population of special education students adversely impacted the Adams School’s state testing 

scores. She believed this reflected negatively on her as an educator. 

  We worked hard to support students throughout the year…I found 
  support from my building colleagues…however, I found the district 
  less supportive of our struggles to educate a challenging population. 
  Our colleagues in other buildings appear to have less demands placed 
  on their time and energy due to smaller needs population…When the 
  [state test] scores are published and discussed…our building is critiqued 
  and we are viewed as inferior educators based on low test scores. 
 

              (Barbara) 

 

 The belief that the district is unsupportive and did not give due recognition to the Adams 

staff was echoed by Olivia, another veteran teacher who has worked in the several schools in the 

district for 25 years.  

  …I do think there needs to be acknowledgement that if a particular 
  school is willing to take on a particular population, that other teachers 
  recognize that that’s now a population that they’re not teaching. And I  
  don’t know if people see it as a relief or as a disappointment. I mean, if 
  they say, ‘Oh, wouldn’t it be nice if all kids could be in their home  
  school?’ or for all those teachers to say, ‘Phew! I’m glad someone else 
  is teaching that child so I don’t have to!’…I do think there should be  
  some acknowledgment of what it means to be a district program. 
          (Olivia) 

 The one new teacher participating in the study did not speak of the district’s lack of 

support. This teacher, Rick, commented that a district representative had spent time in his 

classroom and observed students. 

  There [have] been times when district personnel have been in the 
  building. During a [code] call, I know they have been in my room,  
  …to view a student…it was a check-in. But they were able to see 
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  the student, and I was able to interact with the administration… 
  I don’t see or know a lot about their involvement… 
          (Rick) 

Challenge to Create a Class Community 

 Teachers reported that one of the greatest challenges to having such a large percentage of 

students in specialized programs at the Adams School was the difficulty of fostering a classroom 

community when the entire class is rarely together. In fact, Nora, a second year first grade 

teacher, described her class as “transient” due to the large number of students leaving the 

classroom for specialized services and then returning only to have other students then leave. 

  The educational needs and services in my classroom were substantial. 
  At one point in the year, I had ten out of twenty-one children going in 
  and out of my room at different times for different educational services 
  (Learning Center, Speech and Language, Occupational Therapy, Social 
  Skills, Psychologist…etc.). I had very limited time when I had all class 
  members present. I was always catching someone up, giving directions 
  a second time for someone who missed it the first time and having 
   special education teachers try to coordinate their schedules with mine.  
  I felt like I had a revolving door that was always moving students in 
  and out, many times, inconsistently. 
                  (Nora) 

 During the 2007-2008 school year, nearly 20% of the Adams School students had an 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP). Some of these IEPs were concentrated in particular grades, 

so it was not uncommon for teachers to have up to ten students receiving services outside the 

classroom. Moreover, because the special education students at the Adams School reflected a 

more intense profile, students generally received a plethora of services. A student in the E/BD or 

autism program generally received the following services: language pragmatics, speech, social 

skills training, counseling, occupational therapy, academic support and sometimes they received 

physical therapy. Since co-treatment was not an option supported by the district at the 

elementary level, students saw each specialist at a different scheduled time. Moreover, the 
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service delivery grid on the IEP also called for each of the specialists to consult with the 

classroom teacher or each other on a weekly basis. Teachers reported the scheduling of these 

consultations was extremely challenging. 

Too Many Special Education Liaisons 

 During this study, teachers continually expressed to the principal that one of the most 

challenging aspects of working at the school, was the number of special educators they were 

working with as their classrooms reflected up to five different special education programs. Each 

program had its own liaison, which meant it was necessary to arrange communication among 

five different special educators. This was generally an extremely frustrating situation for all 

involved. Classroom teachers believed this challenge negatively affected teacher attitude toward 

inclusion. To ameliorate this situation, the principal worked with the school’s Leadership Team 

which consisted of teacher and specialist representatives, to design a protocol and tool for class 

placements which would prevent this situation from happening. The tool was presented and 

subsequently affirmed at a Faculty Meeting. The tool is currently being used successfully at the 

Adams School. 

 Using the tool, the special education team and the principal created small appropriate 

clusters of special education students by program and grade level. These groupings were then 

presented at a faculty meeting to the current grade level teachers to determine if any of the 

placements would be inappropriate for the students or place an undue burden on a classroom 

teacher. Grade level teachers provided specific feedback and offered alternative grouping 

options if needed. Once there was consensus, these small clusters became the foundation of a 

new class for the following school year. When teachers were determining the placements for the 

next year, they built from the class that had already been started with the special education 
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groupings. It should be noted that teacher assignments were not determined at this time; students 

were placed in Class A, Class B, or Class C. A sample of the tool, using student pseudonyms is 

included in Appendix G. Use of the tool generally ensured that no more than two programs were 

represented in a classroom although, on occasion, some classrooms did have three programs 

represented in their classroom due to the large numbers of students in particular programs. 

CONCLUSION  

 Chapter Five will analyze and extend the findings from this chapter. A summary of the 

findings will be presented followed by a discussion of the findings and the research questions as 

they relate to the relevant research literature in Chapter Two. Chapter Five also includes the 

implications of the findings in regard to their potential impact on practice, policy, and further 

research as well as the limitations of the study. The principal’s reflection of her own leadership 

in regard to the experience of planning and implementing this leadership project is also included 

in Chapter Five. Chapter Five concludes with recommendations for building and district 

administrators interested in promoting successful inclusion by providing the cultural, 

administrative, and organizational supports needed to improve teacher attitude, build teacher 

capacity, and promote an inclusive culture. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
 
 This final chapter is comprised of six sections, which analyze and extend the findings 

from Chapter Four. The sections are delineated in the following manner: 

 
 1.   Summary of the findings: This section presents a review of the major findings  
       delineated in Chapter Four. 
 
 2.   Discussion of the findings: This section discusses the findings in the context of the  
       relevant research presented in Chapter Two. 
 
 3.   Implications for practice, policy, and further research: This section presents the  
       findings in regard to their potential impact on practice, policy, and further research. 
 
 4.   Limitations of the study: This section states the study’s limitations that may impact     
        validity and reliability.  
 
 5.   Implications for the researcher’s leadership: This section discusses the          
       researcher’s reflections and understanding of her leadership during this study. 
 
 6.  Conclusion: This section concludes the study and presents its significance. 
 
 
PART I: SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS 

 

 In this section the findings from Chapter Four are organized by their corresponding 

research questions and presented in a bulleted format. This format will serve as a reference for 

the discussion of the findings. 

Research Question 1: 

What school initiatives affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion of E/BD students in the 

regular education classroom? 
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• Professional development series- All teachers in the study reported that the 

workshops provided them with important language and strategies to work with 

E/BD students. Some teachers were observed in their classrooms or wrote in their 

journals about the utilization of these strategies with their students. One teacher 

(out of five teachers) attended all of the professional development opportunities 

but there was no evidence to suggest that new strategies were applied in her 

classroom. 

• Active modeling by the principal- Staff reported the principal was an integral part 

of the E/BD program. The principal stated clear expectations for the staff 

regarding inclusion of special education students. The principal was a member of 

the Response Team and routinely worked closely with regular and special 

education staff.  

Research Question 2: 

What administrative, organizational, and cultural resources were needed to move toward 

institutionalizing successful inclusion of E/BD students in the regular education classroom? 

• Accessibility of Instructional Assistants- Teacher attitude toward inclusion was 

positively impacted by the availability of an assistant. The assistants intervened 

on challenges related to academic and behavioral issues. This allowed the teacher 

to spend an appropriate amount of time working with all students rather than 

being focused on the needs of just one student. There was some indication that at 

least one teacher may have relied too heavily on the instructional assistants and 

may have shifted too much responsibility to the assistant. 
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• Creation of a Response Team to Address Crises- A staff assistance protocol was 

established which designated three daily responders to crises in the school. The 

names of the responders were communicated daily to the staff. This team 

responded to significant behavior challenges thereby allowing the teacher to stay 

with her classroom. This procedure lessened an interruption during instructional 

time. Teachers reported the availability of this team was important because they 

knew trained support was “ a phone call away.” 

• Establishment of a consistent location for students to go in the moment- Students 

starting to escalate in behavior were able go to a therapeutic environment for 

intervention as well as academic support if needed. Teachers believed this support 

was crucial as it provided a safe place for students starting to become 

overwhelmed or required assistance beyond what the classroom teacher could 

provide at that time. 

• Implementation of a schedule and systems which facilitate communication 

between and among special and regular education teachers- Weekly meeting 

times were established for special education teachers to meet with classroom 

teachers. Special education services were streamlined which allowed additional 

collaboration time for special and regular educators.  The number of special 

educators working with individual teachers was reduced as teachers now had less 

programs represented in their classroom.  

• Implementation of a structure to determine student appropriateness for the 

Program- To mitigate the over-referral of students to the E/BD Program, a flow 

chart was created which identified the need for interventions to be implemented 
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and documented at the home school prior to sending the student to the E/BD 

program. This addressed teacher concerns that the Adams School was becoming 

“a dumping ground for other schools’ problems.” 

• Implementation of school-wide common vocabulary for behavior-All teacher 

participants demonstrated their incorporation of common language regarding 

behavior challenges. All participants reported the common vocabulary was 

important to promote consistency for students and staff. It gave teachers 

appropriate language to use as student behavior escalated. 

• Identification and establishment of Core Values- The establishment of core values 

affirmed the schools commitment to inclusion and respect for diversity of 

learners. Behaviors for each core value were identified for staff members to 

ensure the expectations were clear. All teachers in the study stated that inclusion 

was an expectation of the school. 

Research Question 3: 

How has school culture changed during the Adams school’s journey toward a successful 

learning environment for all children? 

• Adams School continues to describe its culture as inclusive- The Adams School 

teachers reported they felt more empowered and confident after the professional 

development series and the implementation of supports. This may have helped to 

sustain a positive attitude toward inclusion and subsequently affirm an inclusive 

school culture. However, despite the implementation of administrative, 

organizational, and cultural supports, one of the five interviewed teachers and 

two of the five teachers who completed questionnaires at the Adams School 
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“talked the talk” but did not “walk the walk” in regard to demonstrating a 

positive attitude toward the inclusion of E/BD students.  

 
 
PART II: DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

 
 This study was based on the premise that the principal could positively affect teacher 

attitude toward the inclusion of E/BD students and school culture through a series of professional 

development workshops and by providing administrative, organizational, and cultural supports. 

This section discusses the findings of these initiatives in the context of the relevant research 

presented in Chapter Two. 

 

Professional Development and Teacher Attitude 

 IDEA mandates that schools provide high quality intensive professional development for 

all personnel who work with children with disabilities (IDEA, 20 U.S.C. §§ 1400 et seq. (2004)); 

however, classroom teachers are provided with minimal professional development around their 

students’ needs (Wagner et al., 2006). Moreover, teachers with specific knowledge of disabilities 

are more likely to have a positive attitude toward inclusion (Burke & Sutherland, 2004). This 

highlights the importance of providing teachers with opportunities to strengthen their knowledge 

base as well as help them to shape their classroom experiences into meaningful learning 

opportunities. Since students with emotional and behavioral challenges are considered by 

teachers to be the least desirable students to have in their classrooms (Simpson, 2004; Soodak, 

Podell & Lehman, 1998; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996; Knitzer & Steinberg, 1990), a thoughtful 

and informative professional development series designed to build teacher capacity was essential 

to this study.  
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 Professional development opportunities are meant to help teachers enhance their practice 

with the intended benefit that student learning will be also be improved. Often times, a change in 

teacher practice requires changing deep seeded beliefs. In terms of effective professional 

development, there are numerous theories and models regarding how teachers learn and how to 

affect teacher beliefs (Merriam, 2001b). In the context of transformative learning theory, adult 

learning is seen as comprehensive involving the “body, the emotions, and the spirit as well as the 

mind” (Merriam, 2008, p.95). Since knowledge is socially constructed, teachers must be 

provided with social contexts and conditions that will support change (Saavedra, 1996). Teachers 

need time and an environment that provides them with the conditions to talk, ask questions, and 

reflect (Saavedra, 1996).  The study group format allows teachers to work together to analyze 

and critique their understanding and practices together (Saavedra, 1996). This professional 

development model represents a paradigm shift from the traditional instructor-designed and 

instructor-led model (Cercone, 2008) to one that relies more on social constructs to make 

meaning. 

 During this study, a total of eight professional development workshops (three thirty-

minute sessions at Faculty Meetings and five one hour and ninety minute workshops outside of 

the Faculty Meeting) were offered to the Adams staff to build capacity for working with E/BD 

students. The staff was informed of their legal responsibilities to students with disabilities and 

since the E/BD program was growing rapidly, most teachers at the Adams School were 

motivated to learn (Knowles et al., 2005) how to work successfully with E/BD students. While 

there was a sense of urgency in the building due to the escalating population of E/BD students, 

not all teachers demonstrated Knowles’ (Knowles et al., 2005) motivation to learn and two 
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classroom teachers (out of a total of sixteen) did not attend any workshops outside their 

contractual obligations.  

 The interactive workshop model used at the Adams School utilized small teams in which 

teachers brainstormed, collaborated, discussed and analyzed various situations and responses to 

challenging behaviors. This model, which the principal based on Saavedra’s (1998) study 

groups, seemed to resonate well with the staff as an effective format to promote adult learning. 

Four of the five teachers in the study showed evidence of applying the new strategies they 

learned in the workshops to their classroom settings. Further, teachers in the workshops 

demonstrated an observed level of interest through their questions and interactions with their 

colleagues. Teachers were willing to examine their actions as well as present the challenges they 

were currently facing. Teachers demonstrated a considerable amount of trust in their small 

groups. 

 Shapiro et al. (1999) state that providing professional development cannot be limited to 

in-service programs as teachers often are unable to transfer these newly acquired skills back to 

the classroom. Shapiro et al. (1999) recommend adding a consultation model to provide ongoing 

support to ensure that new skills carry back into the classroom. The professional development 

workshop series as well as the implementation of a formal collaboration schedule at the Adams 

School, provided teachers with both a program (knowledge base) as well as the time for weekly 

follow-up meetings between the E/BD teacher and the regular education teacher. Data collected 

suggests this two-pronged professional development approach proved successful for four of the 

five teachers in the study. Even though one teacher’s journal suggested she did not have a 

positive attitude toward inclusion, she stated that the workshop model and the weekly 
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collaboration time with the special education teacher was very important to her and helped her to 

include her special education students more successfully. 

Administrative, Organizational, Cultural Supports and Teacher Attitude 

 Current research states that teachers require collaborative time with special education 

colleagues, interpersonal support, the availability of assistants, direct assistance from 

administrators, and awareness-building activities to promote a positive attitude toward the 

inclusion of E/BD students (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006; Sutherland & Wehby, 2001; Shapiro 

et al., 1999). The findings in this study support these all of these conclusions albeit there were 

some differences.  

 Consistent with current research, all teachers in the study stressed the importance of 

having an assistant in the classroom to support students. However, unlike the teachers in the 

Lohrmann & Bambara (2006) study, teachers at the Adams School explicitly stated the assistants 

needed to be well-trained and able to work collaboratively with the classroom teacher to follow 

the student’s behavior plan. Findings from the Lohrmann & Bambara (2006) study stated that 

teachers were mainly interested in having another adult in their classroom in case of challenges 

and did not stress the importance of training and ability on the part of the assistant. The teachers 

in the Adams study described the assistants in their classrooms as an integral part of the 

classroom and part of the learning team. None of the teachers in the Adams study looked upon 

the assistant solely as the behavior interventionist. The Adams School’s teachers stated the 

assistants needed to monitor the student’s academic needs, as often learning frustrations became 

the source of their anger and outbursts. Lohrmann and Bambara (2006) did not correlate 

academic challenges with problematic behaviors although Sutherland and Wehby (2001) state 

that modifying instructional methods and materials can foster more on task behaviors. 
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 The Adams School study affirmed the importance of collaboration between regular 

education and special education teachers (Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006; Sutherland & Wehby, 

2001; Shapiro et al., 1999; Rosenberg et al., 2006). All five teachers in the study reported the 

importance of collaborating both formally and informally with their colleagues. All believed this 

interaction had a positive impact on their students as well as on their own ability to work 

effectively with E/BD students. Moreover, teachers were able to work closely with the special 

educator to revise behavior plans based on mutually collected data. This helped teachers to take 

some of the “emotional” aspect out of working with challenging students and make decisions 

based on data. 

 The actions of the Adams School principal reflect some of the findings in the social 

science literature; namely, the importance of the school leader to lead tolerant schools which 

recognize and appreciate differences (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005; Kezar et al., 2006). All of the 

teachers expressed in interviews or in their journals that the principal of the Adams School, who 

is also the researcher participant of this study, demonstrated a positive attitude toward inclusion. 

Moreover the principal presented and shared at workshops and took an active role in the program 

development of the E/BD Program. Teachers also reported that the principal promoted a school 

culture which supported inclusion and close partnerships with colleagues. The principal of the 

Adams School believed it was imperative that she model the behaviors she expected of her staff 

in regard to respecting the various needs of the learners at the Adams School.  

 School culture can be defined as “a set of understandings or meanings shared by a group 

of people” (Starratt & Sergiovanni, 1993). While seeking to affirm the school’s culture as 

inclusive, the principal’s role at the Adams School was to guide the staff to clarify their 

understandings and beliefs regarding inclusion. This led the staff to identify core values and 
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corresponding behaviors as well as to implement common language regarding behavior. This had 

a unifying effect on the vast majority of staff members at the Adams School as measured by 

Sergiovanni’s and Starratt’s Inventory of School Culture. This supports the findings regarding 

school culture in the social science literature, which identifies the importance of embracing a 

common vision and moral commitment through symbols such as common language and behavior 

structure (Carrington, 1999; Carrington & Elkins, 2002; Freeman et al., 2006; Lewis et al., 2004; 

Zollers et al., 1999).  

Other Significant Findings 

 In order for inclusion to be successful, the classroom teacher must believe in the 

principles of inclusion (Burke & Sutherland, 2004; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1996; Fuchs & 

Fuchs, 1994).  During the Adams study, it became clear to the researcher that believing in the 

principles of inclusion was not enough. Teachers at the Adams School readily identified they had 

been supporters of inclusion for many years, but some also reported how “uncomfortable” 

inclusion had felt in the past.  These teachers stated that despite their best efforts there were 

limits to what they could do as the appropriate structures were not in place to support the 

students or the teacher. Because they believed in the principles of inclusion, teachers found a 

way to make it work the best they could. Without systemic supports, one could infer that at some 

point teachers may succumb to the inherent loneliness and exhaustion of single-handedly trying 

to be all things to all students. The administrative, organizational, and cultural supports in this 

study were designed to address the isolation aspects of inclusion and shift to a more “they are all 

our kids” paradigm. 
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PART III: IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE, POLICY, AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

 The researcher believes that the findings from this study have implications for practice 

and policy beyond the Adams School. This section presents these implications for practice and 

policy as well as for further research. 

 

Implications for Practice 

 

 Professional Development 
 
 This study highlights the challenges of adaptive problems; namely the challenge of 

positively impacting teacher attitude when teachers may hold deep-seeded beliefs that are in 

conflict with the changes the leader is promoting. Since teachers may hold beliefs based on their 

prior experiences or lack of experiences, it is important for any leader trying to affect change in 

teacher attitude to incorporate professional development opportunities that utilize current 

understanding of adult learning theories. Small teacher study groups which encourage discourse 

and critical reflection can be a vehicle for moving teachers forward in their thinking. In addition 

to study groups, teachers should be provided with formalized weekly consultation to ensure that 

newly acquired skills are being applied in the classroom setting. Without a follow-up to 

professional development, the generalization of skills may not occur. Specifically, the 

professional development opportunities may not have had the impact needed to affect change in 

practice or disposition. Although the principal performs contractual as well as informal 

observations of the teaching staff, these interactions between the student and teacher may not be 

an accurate representation of day-to-day experiences in the classroom. 
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Fostering Communication between Regular and Special Education Teachers 

 The Adams School study shows the importance of fostering consistent and clear 

communication between regular and special education teachers, especially in a school with a 

large number of students requiring specialized services. The principal must take an active role in 

promoting communication as “one cannot influence or lead by memo” (Blumer, 1999, p. 25). In 

addition to modeling good communication to the staff regarding special education and regular 

education challenges and successes, the principal should include time in daily and weekly 

schedules for teachers to communicate and collaborate. Moreover, a portion of every faculty 

meeting should be devoted to highlighting the positive results that occur due to this collaboration 

and communication. For example, the year after this study concluded a mathematics co-teaching 

model with a special educator and a classroom was piloted at the Adams School with great 

success. The principal encouraged this model, ensured the teachers had time to collaborate, and 

asked the teachers to continuously update the staff on their joint venture during faculty meetings. 

The co-teaching model positively impacted student learning and the teachers were genuinely 

thrilled with the opportunities this experience provided to students and to them as well. The 

expressed enthusiasm of these two teachers coupled with student success has led two other 

special educators and several classroom teachers to express interest in duplicating the model at 

other grade levels.   Successful experiences must be celebrated as a school as these experiences 

often serve to inspire or rejuvenate others. 

Promoting Consistency through Class Placements 

 Districts that centralize “specialized” special education programs at one school often 

create disproportionate populations at the “host” school. Students from these types of programs 

generally require many specialized services outside of the classroom per their Individual 
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Education Plan (IEP). This can make it challenging for classroom teachers to create a sense of 

community and consistency within their classrooms as a significant portion of students are 

continually out of the room receiving related services such as speech, occupational therapy, 

social skills training, counseling, or academic support.  

 To ameliorate the challenges associated with classrooms representing a disproportionate 

number of students receiving a wide range of specialized services, building principals should 

take great care in determining classroom placements. Clustering small groups of students with 

similar learning profiles within a particular classroom may alleviate the constant flow of students 

leaving the classroom. Instead of individual students leaving the room, small groups would leave 

together and then return together. This would most likely reduce the number of interruptions to 

the school day and allow the teacher to plan for a group of children rather than individual 

children.   

 In the year following this study, the E/BD program at the Adams School saw an increase 

in the severity of the students attending the program. It became apparent that some of the 

structures of the program did not allow for the E/BD teacher to consistently provide the 

behavioral and academic support that students in the program required. Due to the additional 

time needed to provide the appropriate therapeutic interventions, student academic service 

delivery was frequently interrupted. While the many tenets of the program continued to work 

effectively, it was clear that the current level of staffing was insufficient and the principal, school 

psychologist, E/BD teacher, and a graduate student in school psychology redefined the staffing 

requirements for the program. This addressed the evolving needs of the students in the program 

while also providing the Adams School staff the supports they needed as well.  
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 The program would now have two special education teachers. The delineation of their 

roles is provided below: 

       
       
       
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

This plan was embraced by the faculty at a Faculty Meeting and accepted by the Superintendent 

and School Committee when the Adams principal presented it at a School Committee Meeting. It 

will be implemented during the 2009-2010 school year and represents the continued evolution of 

the program based on teacher, parent, and student feedback. 

Implications for Policy 

Concerns Regarding the Centralization of Programs 

 As more and more students with significant special needs are being educated in the 

nation’s schools, school districts continue to look for ways to meet the challenges of these 

students in an efficient, less-costly manner. To do this, districts often choose to centralize 

specialized special education programs in one school. This means students from various schools 

in the district are bused to a host school which houses the district’s specialized programs. This 

practice allows the district to streamline costs by centrally locating all services in fewer 

Academic Special Education Teacher 

 

• Provide specialized academic instruction 

and support 

• Provide educational testing as part of the 

IEP process 
• Develop IEPs for students in the E/BD 

program 

• Collect data on student performance 

• Write reports associated with IEP 

process 

• Provide academic consultations to 

classroom teachers 

• Manage and oversee State 

accommodations 

• Co-supervise Instructional Assistants 

• Communicate with Parents  

 

Behavior Special Educator Teacher 

 

• Manage programmatic levels 

• Develop/implement individualized 

behavior plans 

• Craft proactive classroom behavior plans 
• Provide therapeutic support for students 

in crisis 

• Facilitate Case management of crises 

• Instruct social skills groups 

• Provide embedded professional 

development for staff 

• Consult with academic special education 

teacher to ensure therapeutic instruction 

• Develop TIER 2 (from RtI) for students 

exiting program and manage transitions 

• Co-supervise Instructional Assistants 

• Communicate with Parents and Outside 
Agencies 
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buildings. From a fiscal perspective, this approach lowers costs for the district as less personnel 

are needed since there is no “lost time” due to traveling to various schools to deliver services 

specific to a particular IEP. However, one of the unexpected significant findings from the Adams 

School study is the awareness that this practice may place undue burden on the staff and 

community of the host school. Moreover, it denies students the right to attend their neighborhood 

school.  

 The shifting of students to one host school suggests a dual system of education may occur 

within the district. Certain special education students do not enjoy the privilege of their more 

typical peers who are free to attend their neighborhood school. Instead, these students are bused 

to another school in the district, which means the students are separated from their siblings as 

well as existing peer relationships in their neighborhood. This often makes it more challenging 

for families to feel connected to the “host” school- especially when all the special education 

student’s siblings are in the neighborhood school. 

 In this study, the students in the classrooms of the host school did not reflect the 

population of students found in the classrooms in the rest of the district. The Adams School had a 

disproportionate number of special education students with significant needs in the classrooms. 

While this placed greater demands on the teacher, it also placed greater demands on the school 

community.  

 The complexity of the needs of students in specialized programs requires a considerable 

amount of time, effort and support from the principal, school psychologist, nurse, and office 

personnel. This prevented these staff members from addressing other important issues in the 

school including curriculum development as well as the continuous supervision and evaluation of 

staff members.  School districts considering the centralization of programs at one host school 
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should be cautious of the impact this policy may have on the various stakeholders of the host 

school. 

Opportunities to Reflect 

 In this study, journal writing as a means to reflect on practice, provided teachers with the 

opportunity to think more deeply about their interactions with E/BD students. While all teachers 

in the study used their journal for a variety of purposes including processing difficult events, for 

one teacher in the study, her journal clearly captured her frustration in ways that were not evident 

during classroom observations and interviews. This underscores the importance of promoting 

reflection in schools to help teachers identify their deep-seeded beliefs and understandings. To 

encourage teacher reflection, districts should consider incorporating opportunities for reflection 

within the contractual school day via a dedicated time. This would be a time outside of 

traditional teacher “prep” periods or lunch times. Districts may also want to consider 

incorporating reflection into the current teacher evaluation system as an expectation of the 

district. Both of these options would require negotiations as part of collective bargaining 

agreements as they impact teacher contracts. 

Implications for Further Research 

 While the Adams School study yielded interesting findings regarding teacher attitude and 

the inclusion of E/BD students, the study did not focus on appropriate instructional strategies to 

use with E/BD students. Further research is needed to determine if teacher attitude can be 

affected by providing professional development to expand teachers’ instructional repertoire with 

E/BD students. This action may enhance teacher capacity which may then affect teacher attitude. 

Since this study did not focus on academic achievement, a correlation between a positive attitude 
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toward inclusion and teacher capacity to improve student achievement through appropriate 

instructional strategies cannot be made. 

 Journal writing as a means of reflection allowed teachers in this study the opportunity to 

think more deeply about their interactions with students as well as their teaching practices. At 

times, teachers in this study utilized their journals in an almost therapeutic manner as a way to 

process difficult situations. Further research is needed in the use of “journaling” to help teachers 

monitor their emotional responses to particular profiles of students. Regular “journaling” may 

help teachers better understand and regulate their own behaviors when confronted with 

challenging students and difficult situations.   

 This study took place at a relatively small school with approximately three hundred 

students. Because of its size, the principal was able to routinely access every teacher in the 

building. This allowed her to personally connect with teachers in an authentic way. This may 

have allowed her to positively impact teacher attitude primarily because of her close 

relationships in the school. A study at a larger school may help clarify how much influence the 

principal has in affecting teacher attitude. 

PART IV:  LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

 
 This study had limitations as well as threats to validity. Researcher and participant biases 

were important considerations in regard to the limitations of the study. Merriam (1998) 

recognizes that “personal biases interfere” (p. 20) in qualitative research, so this researcher was 

cognizant of potential researcher and participant bias within the study. The researcher was a 

participant-observer and this role could have led to potential bias. The researcher approached the 

data objectively and did not knowingly allow her personal beliefs and understandings to impact 

the collection and analysis of the data. 
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 Participant bias was also a limitation of this study. The researcher was an administrator in 

the participants’ school and therefore their supervisor and evaluator. This relationship between 

the researcher and each participant may have affected responses given during interviews or on 

questionnaires and journals. Participants may not have provided authentic responses but rather 

reported what they believed the researcher wanted to hear. They may not have included 

information that reflected negatively on the administrator’s leadership in the school. This 

potential bias was considered in the design of the study and participants were reminded 

throughout the study that their participation was voluntary and they could have withdrawn from 

the study at any time. The informed consent form also reminded participants that this study was 

independent of the researcher’s supervisory role.  

 The data collection tools used in this study were created by the researcher and therefore 

subject to biases. To mitigate potential bias, outside experts and peers reviewed questionnaires, 

interview questions, transcribed text from interviews, field notes from observations, and coding 

techniques. To enhance internal validity, the researcher triangulated the data from multiple 

sources to confirm emerging themes and findings (Merriam, 1998). 

 The small sample size of teacher participants as well as the single location used to collect 

data were additional limitations to the study. Since only ten teachers participated, conclusions 

drawn from this study cannot be generalized to other schools. 

 The duration of the study was also a limitation. Although interviewed participants spoke 

and wrote about experiences spanning up to three years, data collection from reflection journals, 

classroom observations, teacher support workshops, and interviews occurred over a five-month 

period. A longer study may have yielded different results.  
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PART V: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE RESEARCHER’S LEADERSHIP 

 
 Throughout this leadership project, the researcher, who is also the principal of the Adams 

School, reflected on her own growth as a leader. Prior to the start of this project, the 

researcher/principal had built good working relationships among the staff. The 

researcher/principal believes these relationships were essential as the school needed to work 

together to address the many challenges the school inherently faced. However, during this 

research project, it became apparent that in order to affect teacher attitude and expose deep-

seeded beliefs, the researcher/principal needed to develop a more moral and spiritual connection 

to the hearts and minds of the people within the organization, namely, the Adams School. This 

meant modeling the virtues of trust and civility so eloquently described in the works of 

Sergiovanni (2001). The researcher/principal strove to demonstrate the characteristics and 

behavior of a moral leader throughout this project. 

 During the first year of the E/BD Program, the principal felt a great deal of frustration 

regarding the seemingly ever-increasing number of students with intensive special needs being 

sent to the Adams School. The principal believed the building was not staffed appropriately and 

she had concerns that the existing staff lacked the capacity to work with this population of 

students. Upon reflection, the researcher believes that her feelings of concern and frustration may 

have been transferred to some of the staff. This may have caused some staff members to further 

doubt their capacity to meet the needs of these students. However, at one point during the first 

year of the Program, the principal came to a realization that would change her paradigm 

regarding this challenging population and their place in the Adams School.  

 The students who were being moved to the Adams School from other district schools 

were challenging and had complex social-emotional and learning profiles. Some of these 
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students had become almost outcasts in their home schools and were having difficulty sustaining 

friendships with their peers.  Parents of some of these students were often called to come to 

school and take their child home as the child was not behaving appropriately in school. The 

majority of the students coming to the Adams School from other schools were in crisis and at 

times the family was also in crisis. For many of these students, the Adams School was quite 

possibly their last hope of attending school within the district. 

 When the Adams principal became cognizant of the fact that many adults in the district 

had given up on these students and no longer wanted them in their schools, she felt a moral and 

ethical responsibility to embrace them.  It became clear that these students needed a school that 

would accept them and teach them the strategies needed to academically, behaviorally and 

emotionally navigate their world. The Adams principal believes that it wasn’t until she learned to 

embrace these children that she could model and help her staff to do the same. 

 At the start of this leadership project it was important to expose the tensions that existed 

between the special and regular education staff. It wasn’t difficult to get both groups to see the 

need to work together for the well being of the students- as well as each other. Both sides were 

unhappy because they found their respective visions of what the school day should look like for 

special education students at odds with the current reality. Senge (2006) refers to this as creative 

tension.  By providing these groups time to work together they realized that their visions were 

actually quite similar. Their differences revolved primarily around scheduling complications. 

The technical solution helped teachers address the adaptive challenge (Heifetz, 1996). The 

researcher/principal scheduled times for the groups to meet and discuss challenges on a regular 

basis and arranged for substitutes to provide coverage for teachers when needed. At the present 
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time, the relationship that exists between the special and regular education teachers has become a 

model for the rest of the district. 

 In a moral community, members are bound together in a shared commitment 

(Sergiovanni, 2001) and the researcher/principal believes this study provided the vehicle for her 

to bring the staff together and clarify what they believe about teaching and learning. The staff 

affirmed a commitment to inclusion and innovation in their identification and acceptance of core 

values and corresponding behaviors. Teachers who found it challenging to have special 

education students in their classrooms realized that the Adams School was committed to the 

success of each and every student, so they could either accept support or they could decide if the 

Adams School was a “good fit” for them professionally. 

 Sergiovanni (2001) posits that collegiality is a professional virtue of immense importance 

as “…the more this virtue becomes established in a school, the more natural connections among 

people become, and the more they become self-managed and self-led…leadership from the 

principal becomes less necessary” (p. 86).  Perhaps this is the area where the researcher/principal 

has been most successful. While the researcher/principal believes she has always succeeded in 

fostering collegial relationships among the staff, it had been more challenging to shift leadership 

from the principal to the staff. Namely, throughout the first three years of her principalship, the 

Adams School staff continued to look to her for authority. However, through the planning and 

implementation of this study, the researcher/principal believes she was able to use her leadership 

to mobilize staff members to address the school’s challenges (Heifetz, 1996). Through the course 

of this project, many Adams School staff members had to take on more responsibility and 

become more active decision-makers. Some agreed to additional training so they could fulfill 

important roles such as being a Response Team member. Others took on more administrative and 
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organization responsibility as the researcher/principal was frequently out of the building and 

various teachers filled the roles of the principal- with great success. This allowed an entire cadre 

of teachers to build capacity as school leaders. As this project came to fruition, there was a 

noticeable shift in many leadership activities from the principal to the Adams staff. 

 This shift represents a dramatic change in leadership practice at the Adams School. The 

researcher/principal believes that in the past the Adams staff may have “followed” her as a leader 

because of the goodwill they felt toward her. They may have been exhibiting what Senge refers 

to as “formal compliance” or worse “grudging compliance” (Senge, 2006, p. 204). Namely, they 

did what was expected and nothing more or they did what was expected because they had to- but 

may let others know that they are not really on board. This “follow me” approach prohibited a 

moral commitment from taking hold within the staff. In a moral community, members are bound 

together in a shared commitment (Sergiovanni, 2001). Through the leadership project, the school 

spent a considerable amount of time reflecting on what matters most. The staff now regularly 

revisits the core values and using Senge’s (2006) discipline of mental models they “turn the 

mirror inward” (p. 8) to expose assumptions about teaching and learning. While the 

researcher/principal acknowledges this has led to some difficult conversations with staff 

members, it has helped the staff move forward in developing a mission statement which reflects 

their collective beliefs regarding teaching and learning at the Adams School. 

 This project has also helped the researcher/principal understand the importance of 

developing a more systems approach to leadership. Senge’s (2006) Fifth Discipline highlights 

the complexity of the learning organization and the importance of using a conceptual framework 

of systems thinking to allow the leader to see wholes rather than parts. For a building principal, 

this was an important concept for many reasons. First, whether it was leading a project or leading 
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a school, it was often easy to become swept away or hyper-focused on specific daily challenges 

that came forth. There was a tendency to look at each of these challenges in isolation without 

recognizing that they may have been part of a much deeper or complex problem. Senge warns 

that threats come NOT from sudden events, but from slow, gradual processes. He posits, 

“Generative learning cannot be sustained in an organization if people’s thinking is dominated by 

short term events” (Senge, 2006, p. 22). As the leader of a school that was home to students with 

the most significant disabilities in the district in which nearly 20% of the students have an 

Individual Education Plan, the Adams researcher/principal stated it was challenging NOT to be 

fixated on sudden events. Much of the day was spent putting out “a fire” here, there, and 

everywhere. The researcher/principal eventually realized the interconnectedness of many of 

these “fires” as well as the toll they were taking on the Adams staff and their leader. However, 

through this leadership project, the Adams researcher/principal was able to stop focusing on 

merely technical solutions and shift to mobilizing the staff to address the adaptive problems at 

the school; namely, building capacity and changing teacher attitude regarding the inclusion of 

E/BD students in the regular education classroom (Heifetz, 1996). 

 Based on experiences as a building leader and project leader, the researcher believes that 

Goleman (2000) is accurate in his belief that effective leaders do not have just one leadership 

style. Instead, they shift effortlessly and seamlessly from one style to another based on the 

situation. The researcher/participant’s goal as a leader is to facilitate the development of 

Sergiovanni’s and Starratt’s moral school community in which moral connections exist among 

teachers, students, and parents.  This project moved the school closer to being a moral 

community which embraces a commitment to the needs of all students.  
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 Sergiovanni’s amoeba theory resonated strongly with the researcher/principal throughout 

this project. The idea of the leader finding a way to keep the amoeba together (school community 

or the leadership project itself) as it journeys on its way is a powerful and inspiring visual. 

“Mind, heart, and hand become one as the leader ‘plays’ the glob, relying on her or his 

globbiness, and ability to discern and anticipate patterns of movement that emerge” (p. 7). In the 

end, the researcher/principal believes this experience has forced her to be more comfortable with 

shifting more responsibility on to the “glob” as it is through the school’s commitment to core 

beliefs and purposes that true change can really occur.  

 
 

PART VI: CONCLUSION  

 
 In this leadership project, the principal sought to positively affect teacher attitude toward 

the inclusion of E/BD students and school culture through a series of professional development 

workshops and by providing administrative, organizational, and cultural supports. The 

professional development opportunities were a series of workshops designed to provide teachers 

with the appropriate strategies to work effectively with E/BD students. Additionally, the 

following supports were implemented: 

• Accessibility of classroom assistants 

• Structure to support communication and collaboration 

• Establishment of entrance criteria to the E/BD program 

• Identification of supportive location for students in crisis 

• Creation of Response Team to address crisis 

• Establishment of Core Values 

• Implementation of common language 
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• Responsive Principal 

 The findings of the study suggest that efforts to affect teacher attitude must be 

comprehensive. Providing professional development opportunities does not necessarily mean 

that teachers will generalize their newly acquired skills back to the classroom. Even with weekly 

follow-up sessions, some teachers may need more intensive support to ensure they have the 

capacity to utilize important skills in the classroom. For those teachers who demonstrate a 

commitment to inclusion, building leaders must provide them with the administrative, cultural, 

and organizational supports needed to promote successful inclusion. Merely relying on their 

personal commitment to make inclusion successful may cause frustration and disillusionment 

which would, logically, negatively impact their attitude. 

 This study also shows that teachers may not be aware that their actions in the classroom 

do not reflect what they state are their beliefs. Using journals as a means for teachers to reflect 

on their interactions with students proved to be a valuable tool to help teachers distinguish 

between their actions and words. Journaling may be valuable tool to help teachers understand 

their beliefs and practice. 

 In conclusion, the Adams School, like most elementary schools throughout the nation, 

continues to strive to meet the needs of a wide range of student learners. With alarming national 

statistics regarding the dramatic increase in the number of students with emotional or behavioral 

disorders, schools are challenged to find ways to successfully include these students. To meet the 

needs of these students, school districts are cautioned not to look for just the technical solutions 

to this challenge. Instead, school leaders are encouraged to recognize that the inclusion of E/BD 

students or any difficult student population presents with adaptive challenges that require the 

organization to examine its beliefs and practices about teaching and learning. As schools struggle 
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to live up to the promises of IDEA regarding inclusion, leaders must recognize that affecting 

teacher attitude starts by reaching into the hearts and minds of teachers.  
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APPENDIX A 
Teacher Interview Questions 

 
Interview Protocol  

 
Dissertation Title:  
A Suburban Elementary School’s Journey to Include Students with Emotional and Behavioral 

Disorders in the General Education Classroom   

 

Research Questions: 
1.  What school initiatives affected teacher beliefs regarding the inclusion of  
E/BD students in the regular education classroom?  
 
2. What administrative, organizational, and cultural resources are needed to move toward 
institutionalizing successful inclusion of E/BD students in the regular education classroom? 
 
3. How has school culture changed during the journey of the Adams School toward a successful 
learning environment for all children? 
 
Interview Protocol:  
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this important study. I wanted to have a conversation 
with you about your experiences over the last three years (or 1 or 2 years) with the inclusion of 
E/BD students from our specialized program in your classroom. The time periods involved in our 
discussion will be the 2005-2006 school year as well as the 2006-2007 and 2007-2008 school 
years. The first set of questions ask you to reflect specifically on the 2005-2006 school year 
which was the first year of the specialized behavior program. Do you have a clear understanding 
of the time frame to which I am referring? 
 
 

1. What were your initial thoughts when you heard that the district was starting a program 
for students with substantial emotional and behavioral challenges at our school?  

  
2. Could you share your experiences with the inclusion of E/BD students in the regular 

education classroom during the 2005-2006 school year at Adams School?   

• Teacher supports needed and teacher supports received 

• Student supports needed and student supports received 

• Teacher attitude/belief about inclusion of E/BD students 

• Roles of school leaders in this initiative 

  

 

3. How would you describe the climate of the school at that time (the 2005-2006 school 
year)? (How, if at all, did it change as the year progressed?) 

  

 

4. Let’s move forward one year in time. We are going to talk about the 2006-2007 school 
year and your experiences with the specialized E/BD program. There were  
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programmatic and personnel changes. How, if at all, would you say that the E/BD 
program of the 2006-2007 school year looked different than it did during the 2005-2006 
school year?    

• Teacher supports needed and teacher supports received 

• Student supports needed an student supports received 

• Teacher attitude/belief toward inclusion of E/BD students 

• Roles of school leaders during this time 

  

__________END OF FIRST INTERVIEW_______ 

 

5. Could you share your experiences with the inclusion of E/BD students in the regular 
education classroom during the 2007-2008 school year at Adams School?   

• Teacher supports needed and teacher supports received 

• Student supports needed and student supports received 

• Teacher attitude/belief about inclusion of SED students 

• Roles of school leaders in this initiative 

 
6. How would you describe the climate of the school this year?  

• Is the school living up to the Core Values?  
•  In what ways has the E/BD program had a positive impact on the school? 
• In what ways has the E/BD program had a negative impact on the school? 

  

7. If another elementary school wanted to implement a specialized behavior program, what 
advice would you give regarding the ideal implementation and model of a new program?   

• Personnel 

• Role of Building Leaders 

• Professional Development 

• Culture 

• School Infrastructure/organization 

  

8. Some people might say that E/BD students don’t belong in the regular education 
classroom. What would you say to them? Would your answer have been different if you 
were asked this question one year ago, two years ago?  
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APPENDIX B 

Teacher Journal Prompts 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                          
Please indicate the approximate number of times during this two-week period that you used any 
of the following vocabulary:  settling space, time away, extended time away. 

Circle one response: 

 
0 times  1-3 times 4-6 times 7-9 times 10 or more times 

 
 

Please indicate the number of times you made a STAR call during this two-week period. 
Circle one response: 

 
0 times  1-3 times 4-6 times 7-9 times 10 or more times 

 
 
 
   Did you attend a teacher support session during this two- week period?  Yes           No    
    
    If “yes”, please indicate the topic of the support session: ____________________________ 
 
    Reason for attending: ________________________________________________________ 
 
    If “no”, please indicate why you did not attend:  
 
     
             Topic Not Relevant              Inconvenient Time            Other (Please explain)__________ 
 
 
 
 
 
Prompts: 

• Describe the impact (if any)-positive or negative- the E/BD student had on the learning in your 
classroom during this two-week period.  

• What program or school supports, if any, assisted in the inclusion of the E/BD student during this 
two-week period?  

• As you reflect on the past two-weeks, please include any additional information that you would 
like to share.    

Teacher Reflection Journal 

Teacher: Dates: Typed in by the researcher 
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APPENDIX C 
Observation Checklist 

 
OBSERVATIONAL CHECKLIST 

 
 
 

Date of Observation: ______________________________________________________ 
  
Duration of Observation: ___________________________________________________ 
 
Teacher/Participant: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Number of Students in the Class: ____________________________________________ 
 
Grade Level:    K K/1 1 2 3 4 5   
 
Additional Information (If needed)____________________________________________ 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

The teacher has attended one or more behavior workshops. Yes No Not 

Needed/Not 

Applicable 

An assistant/aide is in the room to provide student 
behavioral assistance during the observation. 

Yes No Not 

Needed/Not 

Applicable  

The assistant (if present) utilizes adopted school behavior 
language during the observation. 

Yes No Not 

Needed/Not 

Applicable 
The classroom teacher utilizes adopted school behavior 
language during the observation. 

Yes No Not 

Needed/Not 

Applicable 
Classroom instruction is interrupted due to student 
behavioral challenges during this observation. 
(If yes, explain the nature of the interruption including the 
duration as well as who responds to the interruption) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Yes No Not 

Needed/Not 
Applicable 

 
FIELD NOTES 
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APPENDIX D 
Teacher Questionnaire 

 
 

 
 
Please circle the response which best describes your current age, years of teaching experience, and 
education level. 
 
Teacher Certifications (Circle all that apply):  

PreK-3 (Early Childhood)           Grades 1-6 (Regular Education)          Special Education 
 

Teacher Experience Level (years): 

1-3      4-7          8-11           12-15           16-19           20-23            24-27        28-31         32+ 
 
Grade Level Taught During the 2005-2006 School Year: 

Kindergarten           Grade 1             Grade 2            Grade 3            Grade 4             Grade 5 
 
Teacher Education Level:  
Bachelor’s Degree       Master’s Degree       Doctorate 
 

 

This questionnaire asks teachers to describe their experiences with the E/BD program 

during its first year at this school during the 2005-2006 school year.  
 
1. What were your initial thoughts when you heard that the district was starting a program for students 
with substantial emotional and behavioral challenges at our school? 
 
 
2. Could you share your experiences with the inclusion of E/BD students in the regular education 
classroom during the 2005-2006 school year at Adams School?  

 

 

3. What three adjectives best describe your classroom climate during the 2005-2006 school year? 
Please explain. 
 
 
4. Some people might say that E/BD students don’t belong in the regular education classroom. Based 
on your experiences during the 2005-2006 school year, would you agree or disagree with this 
statement? Please explain.  
 
 
5. Based on your experiences with E/BD students since the 2005-2006 school year, has your view 
changed? Please explain. 

Teacher Questionnaire 
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APPENDIX E 
First Case Study 

Case Study #1 

Holiday / school vacation challenges 
 
Your student has a documented history of academic weaknesses and emotional and behavioral 
challenges that you know are often compounded by changes in his routine.  This student has 
experienced a great deal of trauma and loss in his life and has a pattern of presenting with 
decreased self-control during these times of the year.  As you are approaching the upcoming 
holiday vacation you begin to notice subtle changes in how your student responds to typical 
school events.  He begins to “forget” his homework with some regularity, he interrupts more 
frequently, he requires added reassurances to complete routine tasks, bodily he is more active 
(fidgeting, moving around room, out of seat a lot, asking to go to bathroom or get a drink).  All 
of this has been noted for a couple of weeks, but this week he has demonstrated a real loss of 
coping skills when faced with any challenge at school, academic or social.  He is far harder to 
regroup, and in fact appears to nearly constantly be “uncomfortable” in some manner.  The only 
thing he is currently responding to is added attention from adults.  When asked about the current 
challenges the student is unable to clearly state any rooted problem, but instead comments on the 
distress of the immediate situation (“He didn’t play my way.” “I don’t like Science.” “Math is 
too hard for me.”) and struggles to see any pattern in his own behaviors even with help. 
 
Therapeutic Formulation –  
Emotionally what is the student seeking? 
 
 
 
 
 
What might work? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Behavioral Formulation –  
What did the change in behavior look like? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What might work? 
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Academic Formulation –  
How are the above issues impacting academic progress at this time? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What might work? 
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APPENDIX F 

First Two Workshops at the Adams School 

 

Downey Teacher Support Workshops 

Workshops 1 and 2   

   
Workshop #1 

Date:  Monday, December 17th 3:15-4:15 in the library 
Topic:   Behavior Challenges and the Holidays 
Presenters: Bridget, Mary, and Jodi 
 
Summary: This case study will look at a student demonstrating increased non-
compliance and behavior issues as the holidays approach. Participants will work 
together to identify the emotional, behavioral and academic issues in the case as 
well as appropriate teacher responses.  Participants will receive the case study as 
well as a binder containing the first of several scholarly articles in the area of 

behavior management. This first article is: 
Twelve Practical Strategies to Prevent Behavioral Escalation in Classroom 

Settings by Smitra Shukla-Mehta and Richard W. Albin. 
 

Workshop #2 

Date:  Tuesday, January 8th in the library 
Topic:  Positive Strategies to De-escalate Problem Behaviors 
Presenter:  Laura  
 
Summary: Laura will provide participants with strategies to use with a student 
who demonstrates escalating behaviors thereby calming the student before the 
problem turns into a crisis or code call. These strategies are intended for teacher 

use with both regular and special education students. 
 

These workshops are part of the Adams Being Adams series and are offered in support of the 
Adams Staff Core Values:  
 

Inclusive       Innovative                 Respectful            Professional 
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APPENDIX G 
Case Study #1 

Holiday / school vacation challenges 
 
Your student has a documented history of academic weaknesses and emotional and behavioral 
challenges that you know are often compounded by changes in his routine.  This student has 
experienced a great deal of trauma and loss in his life and has a pattern of presenting with 
decreased self-control during these times of the year.  As you are approaching the upcoming 
holiday vacation you begin to notice subtle changes in how your student responds to typical 
school events.  He begins to “forget” his homework with some regularity, he interrupts more 
frequently, he requires added reassurances to complete routine tasks, bodily he is more active 
(fidgeting, moving around room, out of seat a lot, asking to go to bathroom or get a drink).  All 
of this has been noted for a couple of weeks, but this week he has demonstrated a real loss of 
coping skills when faced with any challenge at school, academic or social.  He is far harder to 
regroup, and in fact appears to nearly constantly be “uncomfortable” in some manner.  The only 
thing he is currently responding to is added attention from adults.  When asked about the current 
challenges the student is unable to clearly state any rooted problem, but instead comments on the 
distress of the immediate situation (“He didn’t play my way.” “I don’t like Science.” “Math is 
too hard for me.”) and struggles to see any pattern in his own behaviors even with help. 
 
 

 

Therapeutic Formulation –  
Emotionally what is the student seeking? 
 
 
 
 
 
What might work? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Behavioral Formulation –  
What did the change in behavior look like? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What might work? 
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Academic Formulation –  
How are the above issues impacting academic progress at this time? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What might work? 
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