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Abstract

Students who exhibit problem behaviours in school are a growing concern among

educators, and of Canadians in general. There are an alarming number of children who

confront their teachers, schools, and parents with persistent disruptive and threatening

behaviours. Many of these students have been labelied as: behaviourally disordered,

emotionally disturbed, socially maladjusted, mentally ill, or as having conduct disorder,

or oppositional defiant disorder. Professionals are not in agreement \¡¡ith respect to a

definition for problem behaviour, its identifying characteristics, the theoretical

orientations that should be adopted, assessment techniques, therapeutic interventions, or

educational approaches. Many educators do agree that a defensible and widely accepted

definition of behaviour disorders would assist in identifying characteristics, estimating

prevalence, designing assessment instruments, devising treatment and educational

approaches and in conducting, comparing and replicating research. A review of the

literature reveals a lack of information about students' perspectives regarding their

disruptive or problematic behaviour. In this study, I explore student behaviour problems

from the perspectives of elementary school students. The study is based on interviews

with nine students in grades 5 and ó who have been identified by their teachers as having

behaviour problems. I document and discuss students' perceptions of themselves as

behaviour problems. The discussion includes the affect of the student-teacher

relationship on student behaviour, the disciplinary practices which influence behaviour,

the value of outside interventions, and the role of parents.
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Chapter One

The prevalence of school-aged children who exhibit behaviour problems has long

been a challenge to teachers and other professionals (Szatmari, Boyle & Offord, 1993;

Thomas, Byrne, Offord & Boyle, 1991; Loeber, 1990). As well, students with behaviour

disorders continue to be among the most neglected and underserved populations in our

educational system @osenberg, Wilso4 Maheady & Sindelar, 1997). These children are

often unpredictable and impulsive, abusive and destructive. They can defy authority and

lash out with hostility and aggression or, conversely, can be withdrawn and isolated,

frequently rejected by their peers (Shatz, 1994).

The perceived increase in the prevalence and incidence of problem behaviours in

public schools has been a growing concern among teachers, school board members, and

provincial officials. It is also becoming a major concern of Canadians in general.

Although many children and adolescents occasionally exhibit aggressive and sometimes

antisocial behaviours in the course of development (Rutherford & Nelson, 1995), an

alarming number of children confront their teachers, schools and parents with persistent

disruptive and threatening behaviours (Feil & Becker, 1993; Sinclair, Del'Homme &

Gonzalez,1993). These are children who are troubled, cause trouble, disrupt routines,

and often make life difficult for themselves, for their parents, for other children and for

their teachers. The high rates of school-related behaviour problems have been

accompanied by a high risk for poor academic performance, poor peer relations, and high

school attrition (Loeber, 1990). Predictions are that half ofthe youths who experience

behaviour problems in school will continue to have problems into adulthood (Kazdin,
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Mazurick & Bass, 1993). In Canada, as well as elsewhere, these problems represents an

increasing financial and social burden as a significant percentage of youth develop

problems of adult criminality, drug abuse, or psychiatric illness (Offord & Bennett,

L9e4).

Defi ning B ehaviour Disorders

The concept of "behaviour disorders" is comple4 multifaceted and difficult to

define (Goldberg, 1995; Rosenberg, Wilson, Maheady & Sindelar, T997;Rueh1, 1993).

Although numerous definitions of behavioural disorders appear throughout the literature,

currently there is not one that is universally accepted. Designing guidelines that will

facilitate decisions about who is or is not behaviourally disordered has proven to be a

difficult task. Behaviour disorders comprise many types, some which may have

overlapping characteristics and others which may bear little resemblance to one another.

Differences in world views or conceptual models are one factor contributing to the

problem of defining behaviour disorders, as they may influence which term is used. In

additiorq problems created by differences in the purposes of social agencies responsible

for working with these childrer¡ problems in measuring emotions and behaviour, the

range and variability of normal and deviant behaviour, the confusing relationships among

disorders, the transience of many problems during human development, and the

disadvantages inherent in labelling deviance all factor into the problem of constructing a

definition (Kauffinan" 1997). Although subject to criticism, the United States, under the

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), has adopted a definition for behavioural

disorders using the term "seriously emotionally disturbed" (Schwean, Saklofske, Schatz
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& Falk, 1996). In Canada, provinciaVterritorial jurisdiction of education has led to a

diversity of policies and guidelines.

Ruehl (1998) asserts that overwhelming evidence shows many children who

display emotional and behavioural problems have more than one disorder and that there

is considerable overlap, or comorbidity between emotional disturbance and social

maladjustment. Many researchers have concluded that there are no assessment devices

proven to be technically adequate for distinguishing social maladjustment from other

conditions (Council for Children with Behavioural Disorders, 1990; Kaufmar¡ 1997)-

What constitutes a behaviour disorder becomes problematic and confusing when

definitions are not clear and the language used to describe them is vague and

contradictory.

The variation and inconsistency evident with terminology are a reflection of the

confusion found within the field of education for this population of children. "Bad"

behaviour may fall under any of the following categories. mental illness, emotional

disorder, externalizing disorder, conduct problem, conduct disorder, oppositional defiant

disorder, and social maladjustment. Some professionals use these terms precisely to

distinguish subtle differences in the nature and severity of the problem, while others use

them interchangeably. For instance, Tremblay & Pagani-Kurtz (1995) write that the term

"problem behaviour" during childhood can refer to a number of problems, varying in

seriousness and propensity for later maladjustment. "Disruptive behaviour" may be

conceptualised by persistent hyperactive, physically aggressive, and oppositiona-

behaviour patterns in children that interfere with their social and/or academic functioning
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(Tremblay, Pagani-Kurtz, Masse, Vitaro & Pihi, 1995). Oppositional-defiant disorder or

conduct disorder are teÍns commonly applied to children demonstrating severe disruptive

behavioural patterns, corresponding to the psychiatric diagnosis ofconduct disorder

(American Psychiatric Associatior¡ l9g4). Kazdin (1987) describes students who exhibit

chronic patterns of hostile, aggressive, and defiant behaviours as having oppositional

disorder or conduct disorder. Walker, Colvin & Ramsey (1995) identify students with

the same characteristics as being antisocial. The variation in termirroiogy does not

necessarily suggest a variety of distinct disorders. It does, however, i-ply a wide range

of problematic behaviour patterns and reflects both the extreme variation in the types of

behaviour included under the general rubric "disturbed" or "disordered" and the

conceptual confusion about such problems (Kauffrnan & Kneedlea 1981).

Within the school systenr, educators usually use descriptive adjectives such as

aggressive, disruptive, inattentive, difficult, or defiant when identifying behaviour

problems. The disruptive behaviours qæically reported by school personnel include an

array of behaviours such as stealing, lytng, truancy, extreme non-compliance, and overt

aggression (Vitaro, DeCivita, & Pagani, 1995).

It is not surprising, then, that discrepancies and disagreement arise as

professionals construct their own meanings for behaviour disorders from sources such as

fhe Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth editiott (DSM-IÐ

(AP,\ Igg4), school division guidelines, and their own experiences. Shatz' (1994) cross-

Canada survey of programs for children with behavioural disorders involving 1i7 school

districts found that 56%o of Canadian school districts had adopted a written definition of



Students'Perspectives 7

behavioural disorders. Approximately 47Yo of these school districts indicated they used

definitions identical to the provincial definitiorl while 53% used locally developed

definitions. There was great diversity in the definitions that were provided by

respondents. The population was defined in terms of: (a) the student behaviour

exhibited, (b) the behaviour exhibited with a time clause, (c) the behaviour exhibited and

its interference with learning, (d) a behavioural disorder, (e) the referral process, (f)

students at risk of failure or expulsion, (g) the program, (h) needs for, and (i) teacher

judgment (Shatz, 1994).

To a certain extent, the choice ofterminology may reflect a person's point ofview

about the nature of the problem. For example, someone who believes that deviant

behaviour itself constitutes the problem is likely to use the term behqviour disorders,

whereas someone who views problem behaviour as the product ofunderþing emotional

conflict might use the term emotional disturbance @osenberg, Wilson, Maheady &

Sindelar, 1997).

Many special educators agree that a defensible and widely accepted definition of

behaviour disorders would be desirable to clarify criteria for research and service

purposes (Goldberg, 1995; Rosenberg, 
'Wilson, 

Maheady & Sindelar,1997; Ruehl, 1998).

In addition, a definition can be useful to reflect a particular theoretical position or to

structure public and professional discourse. The definition one accepts will reflect how

one conceptualizes the problem of disordered behaviour and, therefore, will determine

what intervention strategies one considers appropriate. Several definitions share some

coÍrmon elements of agreement in the research, and these terms may all be subsumed
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under the heading of behaviour disorders. The terms, "behaviour disorder" or "behaviour

problems," are used interchangeably in this study to mean broadly: conduct disorder,

oppositional defiant disorder, antisocial behaviour, and aggressive behaviour.

The DSM-IV definitions have been found to be useful for summarising some of

what is common to children affected by behaviour disorders. These concepts can provide

direction to the kinds of problems that should be identified and justify the purpose of

definitions, given the risks associated with labelling and over-generalisation. Regardless

of the conceptual foundation of the definition with which the label is associated,

assigning any label to a child is dangerous in that it is likely to be stigmatiztng and may

alter the student's opportunity for education, employment, and socialization (Kauftnarq

lggT). Furthermore, the terminology employed is often un¡elated to the behavioural

characteristics of the child. A major concern about the use of categories is lessened by

the clear message that DSM-IV (1994) is a classification of disorders, and not of persons

(Goldberg, 1995). A clear focus on disorders should diminish labelling effects and over-

generalization.

An important general concern about DSM-IV definitions is that educators have

often vigorously rejected them as adverse to the education ofchildren because they are

"medical model disability concepts" (Goldberg, 1995). This view is summed up by

Skrtic (1991) in his characterization of student disability as "...neither a human

pathology nor an objective distinction; it is an organizational patholory.. ." . Another

concern with DSM-IV usage is that the criteria for the definitional concepts are not free

of the influence of subjective impressions (Atkins, McKay, Talbott & Arvanitis, 1996).
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At the very least, the diagnoses should be used with caution, for example, to inform

treatment and to indicate general markers of prognosis. Additional important issues for

the diagnosis of behaviour disorders not addressed in the DSM-IV criteria relate to familv

dysfunction, poverfy, racisnr, and poor academic functioning.

Specific Definitions of Behaviour Disorders

The Diagnostic and Statistical Msmtal of Mental Disorders, Fourth edition

(DSM-IV) (American Psychiatric Associatior¡ lgg4)defines oppositional defiant

disorder as.

a recurrent pattern of negativistic, defiant, disobedient, and hostile behaviour

toward authority figures that persists for at least 6 months and is characterised by

the frequent occurrence of at least four of the following behaviours: losing

temper, arguing with adults, actively defying or refusing to comply with the

requests or rules of adults, deliberately doing things that will annoy other people,

blaming others for his or her own mistakes or misbehaviour, being touchy or

easily annoyed by others, being angry and resentful, or being spiteful or

vindictive. (p. 91)

Characteristics ofnegative and defiant behaviours are expressed by persistent

stubbornness, resistance to directions, and an unwillingness to compromise, give in, or

negotiate with adults or peers. Children who display defiance deliberately and

persistently test limits, usually by ignoring adult direction or failing to accept blame for

misdeeds. Their hostility can be directed at either adults or peers (DSM-fV, ß94).



Students'Perspectives 10

Conduct disorder, a more serious and disruptive aggressive behaviour pattern, is

defined in the DSM-|V* as:

a persistent pattern of behaviour in which the basic rights of others or major age-

appropriate societal noñns or rules are violated. These behaviours fall into four

main groupings: aggressive conduct that causes or th¡eatens physical harm to

other people or animals, nonaggressive conduct that causes property loss or

damage, deceitfulness or theft, and serious violations of rules. (p. 85-86)

Children with conduct disorder may display bulþing, threatening, or intimidating

behaviour, initiate frequent physical fights, use a weapon to cause physical harm, or be

physically cruel to people or animals. Deliberate destruction of property may include

setting fües or vandalism. Common acts of vandalism include tagging or graffiti,

soaping bathroom walls and mirrors, plugging toilets, and breaking locks. Deceitfulness

and theft are common and may include breaking into someone else's house, building, or

car, frequently lying or breaking promises to obtain goods or favours or to avoid debts or

obligations, or stealing items of value without confronting the victim. Children with this

disorder often have a pattem of staying out late at night despite parental prohibitions and

of running away from home overnight (DSM-[V, T994).

Whereas conduct disorder refers to cases where the rights of others and societal

nonns are violated, antisocial behaviour refers to more e)dreme acts that appear

deliberate in nature (Loeber, 1990). Aggressive and violent tendencies are the defining

characteristics of most students who have been identified as antisocial @utherford &

Nelson, 1995; Lewis, Sugai & Colvin, 1998). Antisocial behaviour has been defined as
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recurrent violations of socially prescribed patterns of behaviour, and antisocial patterns of

behaviour have been described as the polar opposite of prosocial patterns which are

composed of co-operative, positive, and mutually reciprocal social behaviours (Walker,

Colvin & Ramsey, 1995). According to Walker et al. (1995), antisocial behaviour

suggests hostilþ to others, aggression, a willingness to commit rule infractions, defiance

of adult authority, and violation of the social noÍns and the mores of society. Overt forms

ofantisocial behaviour a¡e characterised by aggressive acts directed against persons and

include verbal or physical assault, oppositional and defiant behaviour, use of coercive

tactics, and the humiliation of others (Walker, 1993)'

Aggressive behaviours can be distinguished from other maladaptive,

inappropriate, or disordered behaviours by three defining elements: an observable

behaviour, an intent to harrn, and an identifiable victim (Rosenberg, Wilsor¡ Maheady &

Sindelar, lggT). Aggression is defined as gestural, verbal, and physical behaviours that

result in physical, material, or psychological pain or injury to another person. Younger

students who are aggressive demonstrate higher rates of such behaviours than their non-

aggressive peers including: humiliating, biting, being destructive, whining, yelling,

teasing, being noncompliant, and being more negative (Rutherford & Nelson, 1995)- A

defining characteristic of older students who are aggressive is the persistence of these

behaviours over time. Although most children demonstrate a significant decrease in

aggressive behaviour as they mature, aggressive children maintain consistently high rates

of aggressiveness as they grow older (Gable & Bullock, 1995; Walker, et al', 1995)'
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In summary, the definition of behaviour disorder remains largely subjective

because of the difficulty in consistently inte¡preting points like "humiliates others," even

though it is possible to clearly describe several relevant characteristics of children with

disordered behaviour. According to Kauffinan (1997), Schwearq et al. (1996), and

Vitaro, et al. (1995), most professionals working with children with behaviour disorders

have generally accepted no authoritative definition to structure discussion or to give

apparent substance to a theoretical orientation. Definitions used in research studies vary

so widely from study to study that they have added to the confusion concerning the

nature ofthe disordered behaviour. It remains that we always rely on people,s

perspectives as to what constitutes the definition of behaviour disorder, thus making the

term difrcult to understand and apply.

Outcomes of Behaviour Disorders

The results of early behavioural problems have been shown to have iong lasting

consequences and are highly related to later adult antisocial behaviour flMalker, Colvin &

Ramsey, 1995 Tremblay Pagani-Kurtz, Masse, vitaro & pihr, 1995, Nelson &

Rutherford, 1990). Kauffinan (1,997) describes conduct disorders as taking the form of

behavioural excesses or behavioural deficits, commoniy referred to as externalizing and

internalizing problems. Students with externalinngbehaviours quickly come to the

attention of practitioners who are then called upon to provide intervention strategies to

help ameliorate the disordered behaviours. As many as75%o of all young children who

sxtsrnalizs their aggressive behaviour pass through a predictable progression from less

severe (e.g., disobedience, temper tantrums) to more severe (e.g., fighting, stealing)

t2
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forms of social maladjustment (Quinn & McDougal, 1998). The further they progress,

the more likely they will eventually engage in serious, illegal antisocial behaviour. Whüe

internalizing disorders are also quite stable across time, students who do not externalize

their aggressive behaviour often remain relatively unnoticed by their teachers. These

behavioural deficits may evolve concurrently with and be related to the inability to learn

or achieve at school, a lack of social competence and acceptance, communication

problems, limited problem solving skills, and dropping out of school (Quinn &

McDougal, I 998; Mann-Feder, 1995).

Walker, et al. (i995) found that students who exhibit disordered behaviours

experience greater school failure than other students. Specifically, these students: (a)

exhibit significantly less academic engagement time in school settings, (b) initiate and are

involved in significantly more negative interactions with peers, (c) have more school

discipline contacts, (d) are perceived by teachers as less socially skilled, and (e) exhibit

lower school attendance than their peers. The researchers noted that students who

continued to exhibit behaviour disorders over time \ryere at increased risk for continued

school failure, membership in deviant peer groups, dropping out of school, delinquency,

and adult criminal careers. Evidence shows that, if disordered behaviour patterns are not

identified and treated before children reach the age ofeight, these patterns are considered

to be chronic and are much more difficult to ameliorate than when they are identified and

treated before that time (Quinn & McDougal, 1998;Nelsor¡ 1996; Sommers-Flangan &

Sommers-Flanga4 I 998.)
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Whether or not students are formally diagnosed as having some form of behaviour

disorder is of less relevance to many educators than is the number of students, with and

without formal diagnoses, who are exhibiting aggressive and violent antisocial

behaviours in schools (Gable & Bullocþ 1995; Rutherford & Nelson, 1995). Students

with behaviour problems present educators with a unique and complicated set of

obstacles to overcome. Historically, schools have been reluctant to include students with

challenging behaviour in general education classrooms, or in school at all, and have

typically referred students with serious behaviour problems elsewhere for treatment

(Kazdfuu Siegel & Bass, 1990). Many classroom teachers and school administrators have

never felt comfortable educating students whose behaviour challenges and disrupts the

traditional educational environment (Muscott, 1995). Ma¡ry teachers view themselves as

unprepared to manage such children and, as a result, poorly tolerate students with

behaviour problems (Cessna & Skiba, 1996). These misbehaviours often diminish

student academic and social learning and contribute to ongoing misconduct and

delinquency. As a result, many such children experience social rejection by peers and

teachers and this rejection may lead to further inattentior¡ disruptio4 and aggression in

classrooms (Hovland, Smaby & Maddux,1996).

In summary, children with serious behaviour problems experience barriers to their

own learning and future adjustment and help to create classroom environments that

detract from the learning of other children and of themselves. If these problems are

allowed to persist, these at-risk children become at-risk adolescents and adults who
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require excessive personal and financial support from schools and all of society

(Hovland, Smaby & Maddu4 1996).

Theoretical Perspectives

When students fail to conform to the accepted standards of behaviour at school,

educators often look to remedial or compensatory interventions to provide alternative

school placements for them. The type of intervention developed to address challenging

behaviour very often depends on the underlfng belief as to the cause of the behaviour.

There exist a number and variety of theoretical explanations of the development of

behaviour disorders, each derived from a distinø set of assumptions, constructs, and

principles about human behaviour and personality @osenberg, et a1.,1997). Each

perspective has its own adherents who subscribe to a definition of behaviour disorders

that is consistent with the perspective's underþing theory. However, whatever we

choose to call a problem, or however we perceive its nature, we observe it through the

overt behaviour of the child and our interpretations of that behaviour. The debate over

the etiology of behaviour problems can be viewed as revolving around three sets of

factors: those emanating from within the child, those emanating from the home and

community, and those pertaining to the school. Ogrlvy (T994) colloquially terms these

'the sick child,' 'the sick society,' and 'the sick school' perspectives. An overview of

these perspectives can be found in the Appendix.

"Sick Child" Perspective

Proponents of the "sick child" perspective (Ogilvy, 1994) contend that the cause

of problem behaviour is rooted in the individual child. The "sick child" or biophvsical

15
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model accounts for disturbed behaviour through a disease or medical model orientation.

The biophysical model is not a single theory of human behaviour; rather, it comprises

theories that vary on a number of dimensions. They are, however, tied together by one

common theme - the belief that behaviour disorders have biophysical etiologies

(Rosenberg, Wilson, Maheady & Sindelar, 1997).

Medical model. Within the ûamework ofthe "sick child" perspective, the

medical model views behaviour problems as traceable to student disease or dysfunøion

(Ysseldyke, /JgozÅne & Thurlow,1992). From the perspective of the medical model

symptoms, difficulties, or problems are seen as originating in the individual's biological

condition that represents a genetic or biochemical defect. It suggests that behaviour

disorders a¡e manifestations of genetic damage, brain dysfunction, neurological traum4

or biochemical imbalance (Kauftnan, 1997). Similarþ, the underþing basis of the

DSM-IV supports a medical model conception of behaviour (Gresham & Gansle, 1992).

Diagnostic categories are discussed in terms of "symptoms," "s¡mdromes," and

"disorders" with the implication that somehow these phenomena are caused by some

disease, dysfunction, or trauma process. A number of symptoms are used to establish a

clinical diagnosis according to DSM criteria. The definition indicates a medical "theory"

or approach to classification in which a behavioural disorder resides within the person

and symptoms are merely outward manifestations of an underlying biophysicat process.

According to proponents of the medical model, successful treatment of behaviour

disorders must address the underlying biological problem; hence, interventions, such as

drug therapy, dietary control, exercise, surgery, or alteration of environmental factors that
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exacerbate the problem, are suggested (Shapiro & Hynd, 1993). When behaviour

disorders cannot be treated by pharmacology alone, education programs are designed to

compensate for or bypass the problem behaviour.

A major criticism of the medical model theory is that it may create negative

expectations for individuals with disabilities that are a result of biophysical etologies.

Teachers working with students with known biophysical impairments have a convenient

and powerfill rationale for setting low expectations. As well, the weight ofthe problem is

born entirely by the child, when, in reality, the family, school, and community may be

responsible, in part, if not wholly.

Ps)¡chodynamic model. The psychodynamic model encompasses a number of

theories that seek to explain the motivation or driving forces behind human behaviour

and emotion (Rosenberg, et al., 7997). The model rests on the assumption that the

essence of behaviour disorders is not the behaviour itself but a "pathological" imbalance

among the dynamic parts of one's personality (e.g., id, ego, superego). Critical

components of personality fail to develop or develop inadequately because of stressful

experiences during developmental stages. The behaviour of a disturbed child is merely

symptomatic of an underlying "mental illness," and the cause of mental illness usually is

attributed to excessive restriction or excessive gratification of the child's instincts at a

critical stage of development (Kauffrnan, 1997). Continual conflict exists between the

inner instinct and the external reality. Appropriate adjustment requires sublimation, a

process by which an individual learns to suppress and redirect aggressive tendencies into

more appropriate and socially approved behaviours @ykemar¡ 1995).
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Interventions based on a psychodynamic model typicalty stress the importance of

individual psychotherapy for the child and often for the parents as well. According to

this perspective, deviant behaviours are the product of an incompletely developed

personality; the therapist seeks amelioration by working to strengthen the faulty

personality. In the broadest sense, psychodynamic theory has contributed to the

treatment of disordered behaviour by providing alternatives through which we can

understand our actions and emotions. A psychodynamic treatment uses strategies of free

association and therapeutic insight to help individuals develop an understanding of

aggression and the role of anger in that aggressive behaviour (E*eq 1988). Proponents

of this model believe that educators can promote such understanding by encouraging the

expression of emotion in their classrooms and by developing greater sensitivity to the

crises that children experience @osenberg, et al., lg97).

The Psychodynamic model has been criticized for the apparent lack of scientific

evidence to support an intrapsychic hypothesis (Rosenberg, et al., 1997). Psychodynamic

theories often cite subjective, case study data as evidence, even though such data are of

limited scientific value. Also, psychodynamic explanations rely heavily on hypothetical

constructs, such as the three components of personality - id, ego, and superego. These

constructs have no referent in the physical world and cannot be observed or tested

empirically.

From an educational perspective, psychodynamic theories can be criticized for

providing no useful strategies for managing inappropriate classroom behaviour.

Treatment is based primarily on unconscious desires and conflicts that are discussed.
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interpreted, and resolved in the therapeutic process. Lipsey (i991), in a review of 500

studies, found that the least effective responses to violence in schools were counselling,

psychotherapy, and punishment.

Psycheoeducational model. The psychoeducational model sees difficulties as the

direct result ofunderlying process dysfunctions. Quay (1973) described the process

dysfunction view as the belief that problems come from ability deficits in response

capability (e.g., motor responses) or internal processes (e.g., short attention span). Other

researchers hypothesize that deleterious early experiences (e.g., over-inhibition of a

child's behaviour) produce conditions within the child (e.g., fear and anxiety) that

interfere with learning (Quay, 1973). Those who ascribe to this view agree that certain

process dysfunctions or defects (e.g. minimal brain dysfunction) exist, but regard this

dysfunction as the result of experiential defects. This model assumes that problem

behaviour can be dealt with directly and therapeutically. Great reliance is placed on ego

psychologt, an offshoot of psychodynamic models. An attempt is made to focus on ego

tasks and selÊcontrol through selÊunderstanding (Kauffinan, 1997).

Intervention based on a psychoeducational model is likely to consist of

therapeutic discussions with children - attempts to get them to see that what they are

doing is a probler4 to understand their motivations for behaving as they do, to observe

the consequences of their actions, and to plan alternative responses (Kauffinan,1997).

Therapeutic strategies include a sequence of modeling techniques by which the student

observes, imitates, and plays out behaviours that are incompatible with the unacceptable

behaviour (Dykeman" 1995). The management of behaviour problems focuses on

t9
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conflict resolution and guidance (Gartrell, 1995). This orientation aims at establishing a

nurfuring learning environment by using positive approaches for intervention. Some of

these approaches include formulating proactive rules to govern conduct (McGnnis,

Fredericþ & Edwards, 1995), behaviour management techniques, and a balance of

prevention and intervention strategies @uck,7992) which provide the student with

acceptable alternatives to undesirable behaviour.

The psychoeducational model, like the medical model, places etiology and the

burden of treatment with the child, although for different reasons. Treatment strategies,

similar to those of the psychodynamic model are time-consuming and impractical, and

better suited for individual or small-group therapy sessions. As well, the individual

intervention strategies provided students do not necessarily generalize to the larger

classroom setting.

Behavioural model. Two major assumptions underlie a behavioural model: the

essence of the problem is the behaviour itseffi and behaviour is a function of

environmental events. Maladaptive behaviour is viewed as inappropriate learned

responses, therefore, intervention should consist of rearranging stimuli and consequences

to teach more adaptive behaviour. The behaviour emerges, in part, because it is

reinforced, and it is maintained through additional positive or negative reinforcement

@ykeman, 1995). A behavioural model represents a natural science approach with its

emphasis on precise definition and reliable measurement of behaviour, careful control of

the variables thought to maintain or change behaviour, and establishment of replicable

cause-effect relationships (Kauftnan, 1997).
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Interventions based on a behavioural model consist of choosing atuget response,

measuring its current level, analyzing probable controlling environmental events, and

changing stimuli or consequences until the controlling events of the target response are

found and behavioural changes have occurred. Behavioural interventions emphasize the

uniearning of inappropriate behaviour and the relearning of appropriate behaviour, with

specific strategies including the use of primary and secondary reinforcement schedules,

the application of appropriate and consistent punishment regimens, and the combination

of several reinforcement and punishment contingencies to change multiple dimensions of

the behaviour (Kazdin, 1991). In this way, changing one's behaviour will change the

affect associated with that behaviour.

Criticism ofthe behavioural model has been directed at the specific technique

employed to change or modify behaviour. The use of punishment to decrease atarget

behaviour has long been considered a powerfi.rl tool, but its use in schools, and even its

lasting effectiveness are debatable issues. Punishment procedures, such as isolation

timeout and over-correction used to decrease disruptive behaviour, have also been used

extensively in school settings. Yet they have been considered controversial procedures

prone to misapplication and abuse. Furthermore, Mayer & Sulzer-Azaroff(1991) found

that punishing problem behaviours without a positive school-wide system of support was

associated with increases in aggression. A deficiency in the purely behavioural approach

is that traditional operant behaviour management programs do not seem to generalize to

non-experimental conditions nor be maintained over time (Meichenbaum, 1979).
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Cogrritive-Behavioural model. The cognitive influence on traditional behavioural

approaches centers on the role of verbal mediation in learning and how these internal

processes affect behaviour. A cognitive conceptualizationlooks upon inappropriate

behaviour as a manifestation of one's personal construct system and the irrational

thoughts that emanate from that construct system @wen, l9B8). These personal

constructs and illogical thoughts precede the development of anger and hostility, which

ultimately contribute to the onset of aggressive behaviour. Cognitive-behavioural

modification represents an attempt to take selÊperceptions and selÊdialogue into account

as a factor in behavioural change (Kauffinan , lggT).

Cognitive-behavioural interventions are considered to be a broad array of

interventions that couple behavioural learning principles with cognitive factors (Kendall,

1993). The cognitive influence on traditional behavioural approaches centers on the role

of verbal mediation in learning and how this internal process affects behaviour. Those

who do not develop verbal mediation tend to respond impulsively rather than reflectively.

As a result of thei¡ impulsivity, they fail to consider the range of alternative actions

available to solve problems (Rosenberg, et al., 1997). Cognitive intervention strategies

focus on the identification of illogical thoughts, the substitution of more rational thoughts

and the construction of alternative personal constructs. Treatment often focuses on

perceptions, expectations, self-statements, self-appraisals, and problem solving skills.

Role-playing and role taking experiences allow an opporfunity of trying out more

adaptive thoughts and constructs in simulated life experiences @ykemaq 1995).
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School-based prevention programs that focus on children's personal and social

functioning can be grouped into three categories: l) programs that address affective and

social development;2) programs that aim to ameliorate problem-solving skills; and 3)

progfams

that aim to teach social skills (Vitaro, DeCivita & Pagani, 1995). Treatments may consist

of ability training, behavioural therapy, anger management, and cognitive problem

solving. These interventions include anger control progra.ms (Larsor¡ 1992;Lochman,

Nelson & Sims, 1981), anger control and relaxation training (Feindler & Ecton, 1986),

affective imagery (Garrison & Stolberg, 1983) and social problem-solving (Spivack &

Shure, 1974). Many of these interventions are implemented as selÊinstructional training

programs, a procedure by which the student is taught to generate cognitively alternative

solutions to potential interpersonal conflicts, impulsive responses, or aggression toward

others (Stage & Quiroz, 1997).

Cognitive-behavioural theorists have asserted that the expansion of the behaviour

model gives professionals who work with children with disruptive behaviour a more

comprehensive account of learning and behaviour problems. Still, the mix of cognitive

psychology and traditional behaviourism has not been supported by many of the more

radical behaviourists. They contend mediation, as in covert selÊinstruction and internal

self-monitoring, is difficult to operationalize @osenberg, I985).

To date, most cognitive behaviour model studies, like traditional behaviour

modification studies, have resulted in only limited changes in a restricted range of

targeted behaviours. The hoped for success in fundamental cognitive change (e.g.
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metacognition processes, generalizatior- maintenance) has not resulted, leaving questions

as to the theoretical claims of the benefits of cognitive-behaviour strategies @ooney &

Hallahan, 1985).

Educational Implications

When responding to students who exhibit disordered behaviour, educators very

often adopt a problem-focused perspective based on a reactive crisis management model

which treats the student as the source ofthe problem (Oglvy, lgg4). Typically, there is

an escalating scale of disciplinary sanctions administered by the classroom teacher in

response to escalating misbehaviour (e.g., verbal reprimands, extra work, writing lines,

and punishment exercises) or other school personnel (e.g. administrator, counsellor).

From this point on, the "problem child" is referred to external personnel. Typically a

referral is made to those professionals (e.g., therapists, counsellors, physicians, social

workers, psychologists, or other clinicians) who "fix" children's problems. If these

attempts fail, the last resort is to suspend or exclude the child from the school or to refer

him or her to an oflsite program with a view to reintegration after assessment and

treatment.

The idea that behaviour problems are caused by some dysfunction within the child

leads educators to either give up on efforts to resolve problems or to design and

implement remedial interventions to alleviate unseen but assumed dvsfunøions.

"Sick Societv" Perspective

A shift in research moved away from the child as the problem towards social

explanations for problem behaviour, that is, the problem was considered to reside in the
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home and/or community. Yesseldyke et al. (1992) describe the child's difficulties as

being the result ofdeficient, rather than defective, experiences. The authors argue that,

although students with behaviour problems have intact cognitive ability, they have

limited behavioural repertoires. Proponents of this view argue that schools are well

designed and teachers are adequately trained, but that students simply have too many

deficiencies for schools to be expected to overcome them. The locus of the problem is

considered to be outside the students. From this perspective, if educators view problems

as within the student, they consider them to be caused by outside factors. That is,

deficient experiences and environmental disadvantages account for the student's problem

behaviours. This viewpoint is often referred to as the sociological perspective because

various social explanations for the development and existence of behaviour problems

have been proposed.

Sociological Model. Sociological models of deviance focus on how an

individual's behaviour is perceived in a particular social context. From a social

perspective, behaviour is a problem when it violates social expectations for a specific role

(Ysseldyke, Algozzine & Thurlow,1992). In this model, it is assumed that normal and

abnormal behaviour are role and system specific. This model higlrlights the socially

defined nature ofdisordered behaviour by proposing that problem behaviours are

deviations from arbitrarily determined social rules. Those who support the social sysrem

model design treatments to teach students socially expected behaviours through social

skills training programs. Kamps (1996) proposes a sysrematic, sustained curricular
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intervention, inclusive of peers, to teach prosocial skills in the school, home, and

community settings.

Family Dynamics Model. Within the social interaction model, the development

of antisocial behaviour and conduct disorders for children and adolescents is described in

tenns of family dynamics and community participation. It is suggested that there exists a

di¡ect relationship between family interaction style and children's behaviour problems

(Kamps, 1996). In particular, coercive, harsh, and inconsistent disciplinary practices

along with poor monitoring and supervision of childrerq are variables that have been

shown to contribute significantly to the onset and maintenance of aggression and related

.¡srnali?ing behaviours (Dishion & Andrews, 1995). These behaviours translate into

lack of pro-social engagement in the community, which may place students at risk for

antisocial behaviour later in fife (Lewis, Sugai & Colvin, 1998). Other aspects of

children's family contexts that seem particularly influential in the development of

behaviour problems include parental separation" father absence, poverry, serious illness,

substance abuse, and parental antisocial behaviour (Frick, 1993).

In relation to the community, children in disadvantaged areas are generally

considered more at risk than those in more affluent areas (Howard & Johnson, 2000). As

children mature, living in poverty puts them at greater risk for antisocial behaviour,

substance use, and school failure (Henry, 2000). Parents of these children face greater

chalienges associated with unemployment, high crime rates, and racial prejudice, with

fewer resources and less support than found elsewhere in our society (Gorman-Smith &

Tolar¡ 1998). Parenting in neighbourhoods charactenzed by high crime, drug use, and
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gang recruitment requires parents to maintain a fine balance between their children's

desire for independence and the parents' desire to protect them from danger. Thus, the

relation between parental monitoring and delinquent involvement is such that both too

little and too much monitoring are associated with increased behaviour problems among

youth (Flenry, 2000).

When several factors that increase vulnerability occur together - for example,

poverry, parental hostility, and chronic illness - their effects are not merely additive but

multiplicative. That is, the occurrence of two such factors together more than doubles the

probability that a child will develop behaviour disorder. When a third factor is added, the

change of disorder is several times higher (Kauftnarq I9g7).

Family relationships are best viewed as contributing factors in behavioural

development. Interventions which focus on the family are aimed at altering interaction

patterns or other family processes in the home. Such techniques include. for example,

family therapy and parent management training. Effective program models that address

key parent variables include: parental warmth, positive and friendly behaviour toward

thei¡ childrerq behaviour management skills including contingent praise and attention and

mild consequences for inappropriate behaviours, and quality interaction time, including

reading and conversing with children (Webster-Stratton, 1993). Community based

techniques involve children with pro-social peers and community services.

Sociological models give us valuable insight into how social factors influence the

way \¡/e thank about individuals who a¡e different. Holever, these models do not

provide explanations for instances of disturbed behaviour nor do they provide concrete



Students'Perspectives 28

guidelines for intervention. The model offers little to teachers struggling with the

complexity of managing and remediating problem behaviour everyday. However, the

model does broaden our understanding of deviance by encompassing all segments of our

society and culture. Although teachers may have little impact on how social institutions

affeø students, they do have considerable influence on how the classroom 'microsociety'

is organized. By emphasizing that much of the variation among individuats is more

difference than deviance, teachers can minimi zethestigma associated with sn¡dents who

display behaviour problems.

"Sick School" Perspective

A more recent explanation for problem behaviour in children is focused on school

factors such as inappropriate curricula and teaching styles. Topping (1990) describes the

latest shift as a move away from historical causative factors which are difficult to change

and a move towards a focus on current causation from the immediate environment, which

is, in principle at least, more amenable to control. The shift has been largely due to the

research evidence on school effectiveness (Reynolds, 1989). It reported considerable

variation in pupil behaviour among schools with comparable pupil intake. This

difference could not be accounted for by children's personal characteristics or family

background; rather, it was suggested that schools were having an effect on student

behaviour which was mediated by various process variables such as classroom

management, teaching style, teacher expectations and consistency with the school.

Despite agreement on the need for academic, behavioural, and social improvement,

teachers felt confronted by minimal and inadequate school resources, including shorta_ees
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of qualified teachers, limited access to computerized instruction/intensive instructional

programming, curricula that are inadequate for addressing academic needs, and a lack of

sufficient support staffto assist with behavioural interventions and mental health

concerns (Kamps, K¡avits, Stolze & Swaggart, 1999). Together, these factors created a

particular climate that influenced both the behaviour and academic achievement of the

children.

In response to these concerns have come legions of school reform efforts, some

focusing on regular education and some focusing on special education (Blalr, 1999). The

Canadian movement towards the current emphasis on inclusion of all childrerç including

children with behavioural disorders, has both paralleled and been heavily influenced by

American initiatives (Andrews &Lupart,1993). One initiative, the regular education

initiative (REI), proposed a national effort to mainstream disabled students into regular

education classrooms. The enactment ofPublic Law 94-142in 1975 in the United States,

now known with its amendments as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Acr

(IDEA), intended that the general social policy of equalization of educational opporfunity

and the specific social policy of assuring that young people with various physical, mental,

and emotional disabilities are appropriately served by public schools @eltier, 1993).

Legislation of such controversial matters does not insure success, however. Ge¡ber

(1988) noted that it is one thing to legislate integration of disabled, minoriry, or even

disabled minority children into the mainstream; it is quite another to make their stay

educationally worthwhile.
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The implementation of IDEA and the 1999 Final Regulations brought abour a

number of changes in policy concerning special education in the United States (Buch

Polloway, Kirkpatrick, Patton & Fad, 2000). Of particular note, is that educators are now

faced with a more formal requirement to address the strategies that witl be employed for

students with disabilities who have significant behaviour problems. Specifically, schools

must conduct a fi.lnctional behavioural assessment and develop a behavioural intervention

plan for any student with a disability who exhibits severe behaviour difficulties and/or

who puts peers at risk because of these behaviours (e.g., selling drugs). Likewise, the

requirement applies when a student with a disability is being considered for serious

disciplinary action (e.9., a change in placement or expulsion). Specifically, the school

must conduct a functional behavioural assessment and implement a behavioural

intervention plan for the behaviour that led to the disciplinary action @uch et. al., 2000).

The development and implementation of both functional behavioural assessments and

behavioural intervention plans add further demands on school personnel already

burdened with lack oftime, support, and resources.

Clear distinctions in the conceptualization and operationali zation of the constructs

ofmainstreaming and integration are apparent between Canada and the United States and

are reflective of the unique national character (Schwea4 Sakloßke, Schatz & Falk,

1996). In contrast to the United States where education is federally mandated, education

in Canada is a matter of provincial jurisdiction. While most of the Canadian provinces

have enacted poücies or legislation endorsing integration and, in some cases, inclusion

(e.9. New Brunswick), considerable variabilþ in implementation is apparent and a wide



Students'Perspectives 31

range of service delivery options characterize our education systems (Schwean, et. al,

1996). While the rights of all children to receive an appropriate education are enshrined

in the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms and human.ights legislation, the Charter

also states that rights and freedoms are subject to reasonable limits as prescribed by the

law.

Another effort in the response to a call for school reforms has been the quality of

school model of Glasser (Blair, 1999). From his book in 1969, Schools Without Failure.

Glasser has consistently developed and promoted his ideas on how public schools should

be run. He attributes the problems in our schools to the use of coercive, behaviour-

modification techniques and a management style that undermines the primacy of

choosing behaviours that lead to success. The primary goal of his school reform is

behavioural changes, derived from better choices by individuals that lead to an overall

improvement in the functioning of the school (Glasser, 1990).

Understandably perhaps, schools have not rushed to embrace the 'sick school'

hypothesis which holds the schools responsible and accountable for student behaviour.

Ogt .y (1994) states that lack of discipline in homes and troubled family relationships are

still viewed as the crucial underlying causes of schools' problems with disruptive

behaviour. In 1979, the research staffof the National Education Association conducted a

poll that asked teachers why children did poorly in school. Of the responses, only I

percent attributed the cause to teachers, and 4 percent blamed the schools. Thus, a total

of 95 percent of teachers blamed the students' poor performance on either the students

themselves or the students' home lives (Ysseldyke, lJLgozzine, & Thurlow,1992).
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Although the problem-focused approach to behavioural difficulties has not been

demonstrably successful, it is still the one very often used by many classroom teachers

(Oglr.y, 1994). Most strategies lack clear educational objectives and have had little

success in producing any long-term changes in pupil behaviour. They do, however,

serve a practical function by providing teachers with a response to dealing with perceived

problem children. As such, the availability of special programs or special schools offers

educators a way out when previous disciplinary sanctions have failed. The problem lies

in the fact that the provision of external resources that enable schools to dispose of their

most difficult children merely reinforces their tendency to do so.

Interaction Perspective

The problem with the causation debate lies in educators' quest for a single cause

for disruptive behaviour, a quest which results in the blame being switched from the

child, to the home, to the school (Oglr.y, T994). A linear explanation of the 'cause' of

the problem is not helpful in terms of understanding children's behaviour. A single cause

looks for a simplified solution and does not take into account the interaction of process

dysfu nctions, experiential defects, and experiential defi cits (including inadequate

teaching). While a child may be predisposed by personal or social factors to be

'difficult' in school, the way he or she is handled there and the nature of the demands

made on him/her will determine the outcome. From this perspectivq problem behaviour

is not perceived as the result of specific deficits in the child or the school; it is seen as an

interactive, dynamic process. One cannot solely blame the teacher, the child, the family,

the curriculum, or school provisions. The solution, the4 is to be found within an
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interactional or systems perspective which takes a holistic rather than a reductionist view

of human behaviour (Frederickson, 1990). This point is illustrated by the variability of

most student behaviour according to the context. Within schools, many students are

disruptive only with certain teachers and cannot be divided easily into 'the good' and 'the

disruptive'. Rather, student behaviour consists of a continuum, ranging from extremely

cooperative to totally unacceptable depending on the circumstances: Few children

consistently occupy the same point on the continuum as their behaviour changes as their

teachers, their age and their family circumstances change (Ogilvy, 1994). The

interactionist perspeøive views misbehaviour as arising within a specific context out of

the mutual interactions between the student and teacher and school support systems

(Frederickson, 1 990).

The social-ecological model provides the theoretical foundation which underlies

the interactionist perpective (Quinn & McDougal, 1998). Social ecology theory suggesrs

that reciprocal interactions among various subsystems within individuats' respective

environments influence their behaviour. These nested subsystems include microsystems

such as family, school or peer goup; mesosystems that consist of interactions among the

various microsystems (e.g. sports teams, class groups); exosystems that include settings

or events in which the individual is not directly involved but which affect micro and

mesosystems (e.9., parents' workplace, community club, shopping mall) and

macrosystems such as cultural nonns and social institutions that operationalize prevailing

values and beliefs (e.g. government policies regarding health, welfare, law and order)

@ronfenbrenner, 1979). When elements in one system change, elements in others
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systems react and interact. Children, located at the center of these nested systems, are

continuously affected, one way or another, by changes that occur in the envi¡onments that

surround them @ronfenbrenner, 1979). The ecological systems theory offers grounds for

explaining why some children are put 'at risk' for behaviour problems. Moreover, it

deflects blame for their circumstances avûay from individual children and families

because the theory indicates the sources of 'risk' are frequently located in the wider

social environment (Howard & Johnsor¡ 2000).

This perspective provides the basis for a proactive approach to problem

behaviour, which focuses on prevention rather than reaction. The students are best

served when interventions are sufficiently intensive, comprehensive, individualued,

nondiscriminatory, and flexibly responsive to students' and families' unique and

changing needs (Illback & Nelsor¡ 1996; Nelson & Pearsoa 1991). Seven

interdependent components or goals identified for effective intervention include:

expanding positive learning opportunities and results, strengthening school and

community capacþ, valuing and addressing diversity, collaborating with families,

promoting appropriate assessment, providing ongoing skills development and support,

and creating comprehensive and collaborative systems (Osher & Hanley, 1996). They

are focused on the constraints placed on the child by the organization of the school,

classroorn, and curriculum. Specific strategies may include: (a) implementing reward

systems rather than punishment systems, (b) improving teachers' classroom management

skills, (c) specifying an individual educational plan in consultation with learning support

stafi (d) developing a school-wide policy on behaviour management, (e) setting up
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school support teams, and (Ð family involvement. From a social ecology perspective,

these interventions focus on only one of the many microsystems nested within other

subsystems - schools; however, working with the individual child is not precluded. In

some cases, a need for individual or group work may also be indicated, involving the

students in cognitive behaviour therapy or social skills training. Alternatively, a social

problem-solving approach may be introduced to the whole class with the aim of teaching

children a set of coping or 'life skills.' The transdisciplinary nature ofthe ecological

perspective also requires educators to make use of a wider range of information on their

students, from social workers, psychologists, clinicians, and community service workers.

Within individual schools, different perspectives as to the causes of and solutions

to challenging behaviours ¿ìre often at work. These may be in conflict with each other.

Confusion occurs when there is no clear agreement about the cause for behaviours. This

ambiguþ hinders the process of developing clear effective interventions to address them.

In addition, specific interventions, themselves, may be limited, only working in certain

settings and not in others. The reasons for their success or failure may not be evident.

This competition between the different perspectives results in schools' using a 'mish-

mash' of interventions. Educators tend to use a given intervention until they deem it no

longer works, without regard to actual, documented efficacy, or until they are satisfied

they have tried long enough. Further, interventions may not be applied properly or used

in the same viay as research conditions, thus impeding their effectiveness.

There has been a large amount of research on the types of behaviour problems

chüdren display in school and the interventions suggested for reducing them (Cheney &
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Harvey, 1994;Mann-Feder, 1995;Nelson,1996; Quinn & McDougall, 1998; Sommers-

Flanagan & Sommers-Flanagarq 1998). In an attempt to understand why children engage

in challenging behaviour, researchers have established compelling evidence that parents

and community contribute to the development of problem behaviour by failing to provide

the necessary prerequisite social skills and by modelling inappropriate social interactions

@ishion & Andrews, 1995). Given that children may come to school with a learning

history that sets them up for further behavioural problems, schools must respond

proactively and consistently. Unfortunately, there is evidence to suggest that current

school discipline practices further exacerbate and contribute to children's patterns of

challenging behaviour (I-ewis, Sugai, & Colvin, 1998). F[gh rates of problem behaviour

in schools are associated with punitive discipline strategies, lack of clarity about rules,

expectations, and consequences, lack of staffsupport, and failure to consider and

accommodate individual differences (Mayer 1995). The outcome of combined risk

factors is an increase in problem behaviour within the school (Lewis, Sugai, & Colvia

1998). Although the types of behaviour observed at the elementary level are less

dramatic than severe forms of antisocial behaviour observed in adolescence, they are,

nonetheless, disruptive to both teaching and learning. Oglvy (1994) notes that pupils

who are a "perpetual nuisance" througþ for example, continual "attention seeking"

behaviour, do, in fact, constitute a major group of referrals to alternative placements.

Therefore, the consequences of persistent trivial behaviour may be considerable,

presumably as punishments escalate in line with teachers' inability to deal with these

behaviours effectively. As well, research indicates that, unless the challenging behaviour
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is addressed at an early age, the pattern is likely to continue and possibly escalate

(Rutherford & Nelso4 1995).

Although an understanding of the interconnections between students' school

experiences and their emotions and behaviours is of importance, it has received relatively

little attention in the literature (Okey & Cusick, 1995). There is a lack of information

about students' perceptions of school circumstances and of themselves as students. A

review of the literature reveals that most of the research on discipline has focused on the

attitudes of teachers or, less frequently, on the attitude of students, and, even less

frequently, on the attitude of parents toward behavioural problems (Romi & Freund,

1999). In order to fully understand the dynamics of student behaviour within the school

environment, it is important to construct this understanding from all relevant

perspectives. Too ofterq the viewpoint of the student remains unheard. By obtaining a

better understanding of why students misbehave, teachers may build on the strengths that

exist within the interventions used for students with behaviour problems and may identify

aspects ofthe strategies that actually impede these students' abilities to engage in school

in a positive manner.
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Chapter Two

Research Perspective and Methods

In order to gain an understanding of how students perceive their behaviour, I will

use a qualitative research methodology in this study. Qualitative researchers study the

ways in which people perceive their world by studying people in their normal

environment [Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). This research technique is used to explore

important social phenomena by immersing the researcher in the situation or natural

setting for extended periods. The purpose is to produce data that encompasses the

fullness and complexity of people's perceptions (Slavin, lggì).In order for the data to be

meaningful, it is necessary to understand the environment in context of the history of the

institutions of which it is a part. The data collected are descriptive, taking the form of

words rather than numbers. The written word is very important, both in recording the data

and in disseminating the findings.

In general, the qualitative researcher, rather than starting with a full-blown

research plan, begins with an open mind and, at best, a few hunches about what may

develop. The researcher's plan is to follow whatever leads seem worth following

gradually to develop and informally test hypotheses_as events unfold. Qualitative

researchers analyze their data inductively @odgan & Biklen, 1998). They spend a

considerable amount oftime collecting their data, primarily through observing and

interviewing, before they decide which questions are important to consider. They do not

search out data or evidence to disprove the hypotheses they hold before entering the
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study, rather, the theoretical constructs are built as the particulars that have been gathered

are analyzed.

With the qualitative approactr, the researcher is interested in the ways people

make sense out of thei¡ lives (Slavin, 1992). Meaning is of essential concerq particularþ

in regard to the participant's perspectives. Perspective is a useful construct for thinking

about the meaning that individuals and groups give to events (Okey & Cusich 1995). It

includes the beliefs that interpret events.

To understand a participant's construction of meaning, the researcher studying

student perceptions in an academic environment must be aware of many factors,

including the individual's life outside of the institution, non-academic strengths, and

perception of obstacles (Gay & Williams, 1993). Therefore, although a participant may

be asked to respond to core issues, deviations from the topic should also be pursued to

discover other issues that might affect a student's perceptions of the topic.

Design of the Study

Students have been studied, tested, and acted upon without any acknowledgment

oftheir own experiences and ideas. Procedural decisions are based upon the conceptual

frameworks of adults who may have had very different school experiences from those of

the students they are analyzing. As well, the adults and students may hold very different

perspectives amongst themselves. When two groups hold different perspectives, it makes

it difficult to determine if one knows what the other is talking about. This difference may

cause misperceptions, misunderstandings, misplacement, and sometimes even

mistreatment. Therefore, when such a gap exists, asking the students about their
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perceptions of a common experience may be valuable. The attempt to look at an

experience through another's eyes enables the researcher to achieve an awareness of

different ways of thirLking and acting and to identifr new possibilities. In this study I

attempt to elicit the views of one group of people who are often neglected in the research

literature. Through semi-structured interviews, students were asked to share their

perspectives of their school experiences, in particular their views about themselves and

the types of behaviour they display.

Gaining Access

Afer my advisory committee approved my proposal, the Research & Ethics

Commiuee at the University of Manitoba gave its consent to the proposal meeting ethic¿l

guidelines on April T7,200Q. Subsequently, the proposal was accepted by the

cooperating school division's Research Advisory Commiuee. The designate from the

school division's committee sent a description of the proposed study to the principals of

two schools in a suburban district. The staffat the fust school declined to participate as

they felt the time frame allocated was too short. The principal stated they required four

weeks lead time to check with families. The staffat the second school declined for a

variety of reasons. The principal was concerned with the wording in the letter to the

parents, stating it would indicate that school personnel felt the specific students were

behaviour problems. The principal also felt the study was stereotyping male behaviour,

as one statement in the proposal indicated the selection process was more likely to turn

up boys than girls. As the school had no counselor or social worker, there were concerns

with the process for selecting students for interviews, and with tape recording student
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interviews because of confidentiality issues. Whüe each of these concerns was

addressed, the principal of the second school remained uncomfortable with identifying

students as behaviour problems and felt that to do so would negatively affea school-

parent relations.

The research advisory council designate suggested that several other schools

might be appropriate for the study and that I should contact the schools directly as little

time remained in the school year for the interviews to take place. I contacted a principat

who was known to me and another principal who was recommended to me by the

advisory council designate. In the first case, the principal agreed to approach the staffon

the matter. The staffresponded negatively. They did not wish to identify any students

as having behaviour problems as they felt doing so would have a negative impaø on such

sfudents' selÊesteem and parents would be unhappy with teachers identifying their

children this way.

The principal of the second school declined to participate for similar reasons.

I went back to my Faculty Advisor and discussed the possibility of doing the

research in the school where I worked. The advisor and the school division's Research

Advisory Committee agreed that, given the short time left in the school year, this would

be the best course of action providing the school principal granted permission.

The principal agreed after the division superintendent gave approval. This

approval was contingent on the inclusion of a statement on the consent letter explaining

to parents that the selection of students would have a random component to the process.



Students'Perspectives 42

All conditions being satisfied, consent letters were approved to be sent out by the middle

ofMay 2000.

Identifying Inform ant s

Students interviewed for this study were in Grade 5 and 6 and attended regular

education classes. The researcher believed that, by pre-adolescence, children would be

identified by the school system as to whether they are displaying some type of behaviour

disorder, and by this age, children's verbal skills are sufFcient to allow more complex

explanations of events and feelings. The students \¡/ere recruited from one public

elementary school from a school division in the City of Winnipeg. The school enrolls

students from middle- to low-income families residins in the school's suburban

catchment area.

Eighteen consent forms were distributed by four classroom teachers to the

students who were identified as ca¡rdidates for the study, to be delivered to their parents

(or legal guardians). At the outset, two students, a boy and a girl in grade 5, declined to

participate and they did not take a letter home. All students for whom these consent

forms were signed and returned were eligible to participate. The list of candidates was

compiled with consultation from the Grade 5 and 6 classroom teachers, the school

administrator, and the school social worker. Before the interviews began, each child was

a given an explanation as to what would happen and was asked verbally if he or she

wished to continue. At a later date, it was noted that, when the students who did not want

to take part initially saw students leaving class to be interviewed, they asked ifthey could
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get a letter to participate. They were given consent forms, but the letters never came

back.

From the 16letters that were sent home, nine were returned with parental

permission to take part in the study. Nìne students participated, 8 boys and 1 girl.

Parents expressed interest but had reservations about their children participating in the

study. Two parents called to ask why their child was identified to be part of this study.

One parent wanted clarification regarding the confidentiality of the study and whether

participation would affect her child at school in any way. Two classroom teachers

indicated they had received calls from parents who had received the letter. Again, their

concern was how their child was identified as being a behaviour problem and questioned

ifthis would be a label that would stay with their child. This issue was discussed with

the teachers since a criterion for student selection for interviews was preexisting

behavioural problems in the school setting. The teachers indicated parents had been

informed their child was experiencing behaviour problems at school. The teachers were

also aware that the students had a history of behaviour problems at school over the past

years.

Data Collection

The data in this study were collected primarily through a series of semi-structured

interviews using an interview guide. Interviews have been judged to be a productive way

to get accurate, unique and deep information from students (westbrooþ 1994).

Interviewing allows a researcher to control the dialogue somewhat, to maintain
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flexibility, and to explore issues that suddenly emerge. Personal reflections by the

researcher on settings and non-visible behaviours were added later.

Open-ended questions and a flexible format were chosen to avoid forcing students

into predetermined response categories and to encourage them to express their own

feelings and opinions @rantlinger, 1991). In order to get reflective information from

students, it is important to go beyond the level of questions likely to elicit automatic

responses and to develop items for which routine answers are less available (e.g. ..Tell 
me

about the kinds of trouble for which you have been punished in school").

The children were interviewed in their own school, either in the resource room or

the nurse's room. The student interviews were conducted during the regular school day.

The students v¡ere taken from the regular classroom and brought to an interview room.

The approximately thirty minute sessions were tape-recorded and fully transcribed later.

The intent of the interviewer was to speak to each student two times. However, three of

the students did not want to participate in a second interview and two of the students were

not accessible due to field trips and other year-end school activities.

Once the child gave verbal assent and seemed comfortable with the situatioru the

interview began. Each interview started with the same question - Do you sometimes get

in trouble at school? (Ifyes) Tell me about it.

Intro ducing the Informant s

Generaily the children appeared eager to participate and showed an interest in the

nature of the study. After some initial shyness about being tape-recorded, their comfort

level increased, and, for the most part, the students talked openly about their experiences.
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Georgg. Only one student, George, stated that he never had any problems at

school and that he was never in trouble with the teacher or with his peers. He was very

nervous during the interview, and most of his responses rvere "I can't remember.,,

George is a l2-year-old boy in Grade 6 who has been attending this school since the

middle of Grade 5. He is in a foster home and said that he does not see his mom and dad

at all. When asked about them, he grew quiet, seemed sad, and said he did not want to

talk about it. At the end ofthe interview, I asked if he would speak to me again, and he

agreed. However, the next time r came to get hir4 he told me he did not want to

participate any longer. The teacher stated that George was often in trouble with other

kids. He appeared to bother them in "snealq/" ways, such as flicking things at them from

his desk, or walking by and mumbling rude comments under his breath. füorge lacks

motivation towards his learning. He does very little work in class, and, although there

was some question regarding his ability, he does not ask for help or make attempts to

help himself

James' James, an 1l-year-old boy in grade 5, was also very quiet and withdrawn

during the interview. He seemed extremely unhapp¡ yet, when asked if he was okay

talking with the interviewer, he replied that he was. He sat with his head down and gave

very few verbal responses, mostly head nods or shakes. The first interview was quite

short. James initially responded with "I don't knov/'when posed the question, ,.what

kinds of trouble do you get into in school?" when prompted with, ..Do you get into

trouble ever?" he responded, "Once." During the second interview, James was still very

quiet, but he did tell a story about a problem he had at school. He said that a basketball
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was taken away from him by two other students and that he had not told a teacher. When

asked if he wanted help in solving this problenr, he said that he did and agreed that the

interviewer could speak to his teachers about what happened. After that, James seemed a

little more relaxed and shared some of the problems he had with other kids and with

teachers. James again reached a point when he seemed uncomfortable answering the

questions. When questioned about whether he was feeling comfortable talking with the

interviewer, he replied, "I don't kno\ry." James was assured by the interviewer that being

interviewed was voluntary and he did not have to participate. James replied, "My mom

just said that I have to talk with you." When asked how he felt about that, he replied, "I

just said I didn't care."

One ofthe classroom teachers had spoken to James' mother about the study, and

she was very interested in having him participate. His mother \¡/as very frustrated with

his behaviour at home as well as at school and hoped his talking to someone else would

help him. Although James said he did not feel like he was in trouble often and that he

had friends with whom he played, the two classroom teachers noted that he had very few

friends and that he was bullied often by others. As the interviews progressed, James

recalled several instances where he was sent to stand out in the hall or to go to the office.

On the day of our second interview, the teacher assistant in the classroom said James was

told to come offthe play structure during lunch and that he had told the daycare worker

to f---off several times.

Eric. Eric, a LZ-year-old grade 6 boy, was also somewhat reluctant to talk about

his getting into trouble. He did not offer much information to begin with; he seemed
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uncomfortable and kept looking at the tape recorder. Gradually he started talking about

his anger and how that led to problems for him. When asked if his mom ever helped him

deal with the teasing or the anger, Eric got teary-eyed and said, "I never talk about what I

do at school to my mom. She probably wouldn't listen. She'd probably be on the phone

talking." Eric's parents are divorced, and he has been seeing the school social worker for

two years to work through some of his issues and feelings towards his family. Being

teased is a very big issue with Eric, and he felt he was doing better this year because

"kidsdon'tteasemethatmuchanymore...likelgetmyrespectnow...kidstreatme

good." When kids did tease hþ he would get angry and go after them to beat them up.

When Eric was asked to come for a second interview. he said that he did not want to talk

a second time.

Lancg. Lance, an 1l-year-old boy in grade 5, was very relaxed during the

interviews and talked easily about his behaviour at home and at school. Lance reported

that getting into fights was what got him into trouble the most, and, throughout the

interview, he recounted many of the fights he had been in. He felt that other kids goaded

him into fighting because "people think I'm easy to start fights with" because they have

seen him fighting with other kids. Lance made it very clear that he did not beat up little

kids, even if they wanted to fight him. He said he only bulües üttle kids a bit, like yelling

at them or telling them to be quiet. Lance also has difficulty with his schoolwork and

receives support in reading from the resource teacher. Lance and his sister are in a

permanent foster home and have no contact with their natural parents. His foster mom

has legally adopted his younger sister but does not want to adopt Lance. The school
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social worker sees him and his foster mom to address behavioural issues at school and at

home.

Carla. Carla, in grade 6, was the only girl interviewed. She was very talkative

and forthright about her behaviour and what she thought of teachers. Carla has a history

of non-compliance, talking back to teachers, and truancy. She feels she is having a better

year this year because the teacher is fair and treats her better than others did in the past.

Carla feels that she gets in trouble because teachers do not respect her; therefore, she does

not have to respect them in return. She speaks of having the same "relationship" with

those teachers - they hate her, and she hates them. She says that "some of the teachers

that I just can't stand in this school, like they're so bitter, like why teach when you don't

like the str¡dents and you can't get along with them, and why teach if you're not happy

with it? Because you're just there to make peoples' lives miserable." She also feels the

school principal hates her and gives her harsher punishments because of his dislike for

her. Carla lives with her mother and stepfather, a brother two years younger, and a

brother two years old. Carla's younger brother was born when she was in grade 4, and

she baby-sits him often. Carla's mother is a truck-driver; therefore, the children are often

cared for by their grandmother. Carla is unhappy with her mother's being away so often

and is defiant and uncooperative towards her grandmother.

Adam. Adam, who is 1l-years-old and in grade 5, was also very talkative during

the interview. He has a tr¡¡in sister in the other grade 5 classroom and an older brother in

grade 7. Adam resents being compared to his siblings, and he has very little contact with

his sister at school. Adam's siblings do very well in school, both behaviourally and
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academically. Adanl however, has exhibited disruptive behaviours throughout his

school career. Adam attributes much of the difficulty he had in grade 4 to the fact that he

had a lot of different teachers because his first teacher got sick. He stated that the

changes got him really angry and when that happened he would not do his work. He felt

he was "going really bad" at those times and that the teacher could not control him;

consequently, he would get sent to the office. Most of the time, he felt being sent to the

office made him even angder, and then he would get sent home. He did not like getting

sent home because his mom would get mad at him. Adam also has ditrcuþ

academically and has been supported by the resource teacher since grade 2. Healso sees

the social worker in group sessions to talk about his anger.

Dillon. Dillo4 an ll-year-old in grade 5, is a quier, soft-spoken boy. He was

very tentative when answering the questions and required a lot of prompting to elaborate

on his answers. Dillon felt he was in trouble most of the time for not doing his work. He

had many reasons for not doing so: it is boring; it is too hard; he did it last year; or he is

distracted by other things. He gets sent out in the hall for not doing his worþ but he does

not like that consequence either because it is boring. Sometimes he asks his teacher if he

can come back in, salng he will do his work. Dillon says his behaviour is "sort of bad"

because "I walk around the room and don't do my work and I can't stay still." Dillon has

a brother in grade 6, a brother in grade 3 and a sister in kindergarten. His mother is very

supportive of the teachers and school, attending all meetings and parørt-teacher

interviews. Dillon's father rarely attends events at the school because, Dillon says, his

father thinks "teachers are stupid." Dillon is very weak academically, but he does not
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receive help from the resource teacher. The school social worker sees him as a

participant in a social sküls group to address some of his behavioural difñculties.

Jake. Jake is an 1l-year-old boy in grade 5. He appeared uncomfortable during

the first interview, not as relaxed and confident as he usually presents. He grew very

serious when we began talking and was very thoughtful about his answers. Jake's

teacher said he does average work at school but could achieve better if he applied

himself. He is easily distracted in class, and the other students often say that he is

bothering them. When asked what gets him in trouble in the classroonq he responded,

"Getting into other people's business." Jake says he gets in trouble for threatening other

kids and swearing at them in the playground. He feels he often gets wrongly accused for

doing something, then gets angry and starts swearing which usually leads to a fight. He

does not think that threatening is worse than fighting because, "ifyou threaten somebody

like they would be very scared of you, and, ifyou beat them up, they would try to beat

you up like back and that's serious." He explains further, "I don't usually beat up people,

but I threaten them, and then they get scared of me, but they don't want to fight me back

so they r¡¡on't get like hurt or anything." Jake atso took part in an anger management

group run by the social worker. Jake has a younger brother in grade 2 who is also seen

by the sociai worker for behavioural issues in the classroom.

Ryan. Ryan is a l}-year-old boy in grade 6. He eagerly came to the resource

room for the interview but then became quite shy once \¡/e began talking. He wanted to

emphasize that his behaviour was much better this year. It seemed important to him that

he was seen as "good" by the teachers, and he felt he was "good" because he was
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hanging out with "better" kids. Ryan really believes that good behaviour is tied to

passing. He said, "I don't want to fight. I want to try to behave this year. I want to try to

pass." Ryan's teachers say that he is very smart and that passing has never been an issue

for him. Ryan ascribes his problems in the past to "hanging out with more bad people

and always getting in trouble." He says, "f guess I was just following all those people.

They would get in trouble, like fight and talk back to the teacherr, 
TO 

I would do what

they would do. I was being really bad then." Ryan has a younger brother in grade 2. His

mom is a single mother; his father passed away when he was quite young. The

anniversary of the father's death is still difficult for the family. Ryan has participated in

an anger management group with the school social worker.

Data Analysis

Data analysis is the process of systematically searching and arranging the

interview transcripts, field notes, and other materials accumulated to increase one's

understanding of them and enable one to present what is discovered to others @ogdan &

Biklen, 1998). The task of analysis is an ongoing process that can be broken down into

stages - a series of decisions and undertakings rather than one vast interpretive effort.

Refleøing about what is found and making design decisions in the field are part of every

qualitative study. To provide direction, a focus is required, one based on thinking and

making judgments about the data being collected. While data is being collected, theory is

being generated. The more intense and formal analysis is left until most of the data are

collected.
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For the purpose of this study, the goal of the analysis is to provide a ciear

description of one group's perspective on their experiences specific to being considered a

behaviour problem. Taylor and Bogdan (1984) advocate this in-depth understanding of

how the participants define their situation. In order to accomplish this understanding,

data analysis occurs in th¡ee phases.

The first is an ongoing discovery phase; identifying themes . . . the second . . .

occurs after the data have been collected, (and) entails coding . . . ir the final

phase, the researcher attempts to . . . understand the data in the context in which

they were collected. (Taylor & Bogdarq 1984).

All of the interview transcripts, field-notes and their accompanying "observer's

comments" were transcribed soon aûer the interviews \¡/ere completed. The fust task in

the data analysis was to read and reread the notes to look for emerging themes and

pafterns and to write memos to summarize what \¡/as thought to be emerging. The most

meaningful parts of the data collected were orgaruzed, managed, and retrieved. This job

was done by assigning bits of data into analyzable units by creating categories witit" and

frorn, the data. This process allowed time to reflect on the issues raised and to develop

links between the observer's comments.

Limitations

There were certain barriers that needed to be overcome at the earliest stages ofthe

study in respect to gaining access to schools and students. The administrators approached

were very resistant to having this type of research take place in their schools. They

contended that teachers would feel they were "stigmatizing" those students selected by
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identifying them as having behaviour problems, even though existing identification was a

criterion for selection. They also felt parents would be unhappy with their children being

selected. This position held by the majority of the school administrators contacted led to

the research being conducted in only one school. This did not allow for a comparison

between schools in respect to the affect different discipline policies might have on

student behaviour.

Although the researcher was known to the school community where the study

took place, many parents were initially concerned about or resistant to their children

participating. That the researcher was acquainted with many ofthese parents, allowed

parents to freely ask questions and feel more comfortable in allowing their children to

participate.

The researcher being known to the students also created a mixed position during

the interview process. On the one hand, a relationship already existed between the

researcher and students, which may have taken several more interviews to establish with

student who were unknown to the researcher. On the other hand, the fact that students

were familiar with the researcher may have caused them to be less forthcoming. In this

study the students' initial shyness soon gave way to open ans\¡/ers which provided good

data.

Relevance ofthe Study

Little is known about the nature of students'perspectives on their own

behavioural problems or those oftheir peers. This snrdy was born out of a belief in the

inherent value of the views of students and recognition that these views are often absent
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from consideration- A search of the literature revealed only a handful of studies on

students' perspectives about their behaviour problems in school, and all of then¡ only

examined the views of secondary and high school students. The semi-structured

interviews allowed a rich, detailed account of the students' personal experiences to be

collected. Their words and their stories provide a basis upon which to glean an

understanding of differing perspectives for their behaviour and indicate a possible source

for the emergence of student disruptive behaviour problems.
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Chapter Th¡ee

Student Responses

Each ofthe student interviews began with the question, "Do you sometimes get

in trouble at school?" The importance ofthis question and the student response cannot be

underestimated as they set the context for the line of questioning to follow. Had any of

the students simply replied "no" the probing questions might have turned in another

direction such as, "Why do you think your teacher feels you get into trouble?" Asking

the question based on the teacher's point of view would take the emphasis offthe student

perspective or may have closed the questioning down altogether, ifthe students insisted

they did not get into trouble at school. However, all of the students answered "yes" to the

initial question, readily acknowledging they did get into trouble at school. The students

then provided answers which described the kinds of trouble they got into and why they

believed problems occurred.

In this chapter, I will discuss the types of behaviour that the students identified

which got them into trouble. These behaviours were generally either being ofltask in

class, and/or getting into fights. Several other factors influenced how the students

interpreted these events. Students viewed how a fight started, who \ryas responsible for

the problen¡ and the teacher response to the behaviour as salient features oftheir

experience and the outcome. The consequences for misbehaviour and what students

believe helps to deter inappropriate behaviours are also discussed. Finally, the student-

teacher relationship is examined in the context of why students misbehave.
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Ofltask Behaviour

The students described oÊtask behaviour as doing something other than what the

teacher expected of them. They described this behaviour as one of or a combination ot

talking, not listening, and not doing their work. The students gave specific reasons for not

doing thei¡ work. The response they reported receiving from the teacher varied from

student to student.

Dülon responded "Yeah" to the question of whether he got in trouble. He said,

"Most ofthe time it's kind of not doing what I'm supposed, or not sitting down in my

chair." When asked to give an example, he responded, "Like not doing my work."

Instead, he said he would be "fooling around," or would "talk with my füends and draw."

James also said he got into trouble for "talking and not doing my work." Usually

he is talking to his füends or whoever is sitting beside him. Sometimes he said he is

trying to tell the kids sitting beside him to be quiet, and then he gets in trouble for that.

James admitted that sometimes he got too loud as well and the teacher would talk to him.

Eric said that talking during class or when the teacher was talking often got him

into trouble, but he felt that it was not that serious. He said being rude to the teacher was

far more serious and got him into "big trouble." Being rude, he said, was "saying

something stupid like 'I wasn't " when the teacher tells him to stop talking and he was, in

fact, talking.
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According to Ryan, not doing his homework and ripping up his papers in school

(instead of finishing them) used to get him in a lot of trouble. He said that more recently

most of his problems in the classroom stemmed from talking and not doing his work.

Carla talked about getting in trouble in one class because, she said, "I wasn't

doing stuff(work) and I just kind of gave up from then on." In another class, with a

different teacher, she said, "I \ryasn't listening . . . and I don't really want to hear about

some ofthe things she was talking about, so I just kind of didn't listen. I was just like

whispering with Crystal, and then she [the teacher] sent me out."

Jake gets himself into trouble because he was "getting into other people's

business." When asked to describe what happens, he said, "Vy'ell, I'm just walking by,

and then I hear something and I ask what it was, and then they say, 'It's none of your

business,' and then I ask them again nicely and then they tell me nothing and I get reaþ

mad . . . cause I just want to know what they're talking about."

Dillon was the only student who gave a reason for his off-task behaviour. He said

he did not do the worþ "'Cause the work is boring. Some of it I did last year." When he

gets sent to the office, he says he gets his work done there "because it's boring and

there's no one to talk to." A question about what stops him from doing his work in the

classroom garnered this reply. "The pictures and like the posters on the wall, they're

distracting. I like to look at them and read the stuffon the walls. Sometimes I can stop

myself and listen, but then I look at the posters again."

Although almost all of the students interviewed identified talking and other oÊ

task behaviour as something for which they often got in trouble, they did not consider
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these actions as a "serious" kind of behaviour. When asked what they considered to be

the most serious or what bothered the teachers the most, their answers varied. Dillon said

that "throwing things at the teacher" was the worst thing a student could do. "Going into

the teacher's desþ or taking stuffoffher desk" was what James considered the worst

offence. For Eric, "beating up a kid outside" was the most serious thing he had ever

done. He also felt the being rude or talking back to the teacher was serious. Eric was

asked why he felt kids talked back. He replied, "They just act tough and talk back

because they are salng they are right and the teachers are wrong."

Fighting

The second type of behaviour students described which got them into trouble was

fightittg, bullytng, or threatening to beat some one up. Bullying and threatening were

something the student instigated against another student. Fighting, on the other hand,

could take one of n¡¡o forms. Some fights the children said they started for a number of

different reasons. Other fights these students just'Jumped into" because they saw their

friends or someone else fighting. Most of these fights occurred on the playground during

recess or before and/or after school.

Lance and Ryan both stated, "f don't know why I fight, I just do." Ryan said

"bullying people" was something he got in trouble for. When asked what kind of

bullying he got involved in, he replied, " f don't know. I just see other people, my

friends, fight, and sometimes I get in it. I don't know why I do that, I just do."

Lance described a number of situations where he might get into a fight. These

included situations when other kids called him names, or said things about his morq or
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pushed him around. He said that most of the fights involved one or two boys from his

class. Referring to one boy, Lance said, "Like he starts them (fights), and he, like, starts

calling me names and everything, and he starts pushing me around, and I start fighting

back." He describes another fight where a boy "grabbed me and he got me mad sort of

because he was calüng me names and talking about my mom and everything and I was

just like swearing at him sort of and he just comes over and pushes me, and then I got

mad and pushed him in the face, and I broke his glasses." V[hen Lance was asked why

he felt he had to fight when kids bugged hiÍr" he stated, "f don't start a fight, I'm like the

one who sort of finishes it. Like I don't always start then¡ that's only sometimes."

Lance said he does not fight if someone just calls him a name once. "I just say shut-up

and go away, and then the second time, he pushed me and he punches me and he seems

like he wants to fight, and I just fight uiith him." He thinks that kids tease him because

...maybe it's like some people think that I'm easy to start fights with . . . because

maybe they've seen Dan and me calling names and we got into a fight and they

say that kid is easy to start a fight with and most little kids don't know and they

just do that because like bigger kids are saying to do that and they don't know and

I get mad at them but I don't beat them up. I just yell at them and I just say be

quiet.

Lance needed to make it clear he would not beat up smaller kids. He said again, "f don't

beat up little kids. I only bully. I only sometimes bully my little sister Kate because

she's really annoying and she always bugs me." Regarding another incident, Lance
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talked about two brothers with whom he sometimes gets into fights. Again Lance stated

that the older brother started the fight and he had to retaliate:

I don't feel good because I don't want to beat him up, but he doesn't listen to me,

and he starts swea¡ing at me, and I don't really like that so I just go and beat him

up sort of. I told him to shut his mouth because he knows he's weaker than me . .

. and so I told him he shouldn't say stuffto me because I know I'm stronger.

When his younger brother swears at hinE Lance said, "I don't beat him up because I don't

want to hurt him badly or anything."

Lance said that not all name-calling is intended to start a fight, and that they are

really "play-fighting" but, at times, it leads to something more serious. He went on to say

that, "sometimes we just tease each other, but then we like laugh at each other and well

then sometimes something happens by accident, and he just gets mad and tries to beat me

up." When asked why he thought kids wanted to fight with hinr, Lance answered:

They want attention and well they want to prove that they're better than someone

and that they're stronger. I don't do that; I only do that when someone fights me

or only when someone called me to dare or something. 'Cause like Dar¡ in grade

4, he always used to call me a chicken.

Eric recalled a number of times when he got involved in fights and described what

happened that caused him to fight.

Well, sometimes kids get into a fight. Like some kid has a ball, and I say I got it

first and they start pushing each other around and they, like, fight. Some kids
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they just ask for it. They think they're tough, and, if they caü each other names,

they might start a fight and stufflike that.

When questioned about what other kinds ofthings happened that he considered serious,

Eric replied, "Kids insulting you, or insulting your family, stufflike that. Like bullying

you, saying you're small and you can't play this game. You're different from us . . . like

you're not popular so you can't do that." He says that, in the past, kids picked on him

because he had a bþ gap in his teeth and they called him names.

I started getting really mad, and I started doing stupid things. I would grab kids

by the neck and started strangling them in class. I used to fight people when they

got me mad. I would get really angry, and they used to call me names, and I'd

jump on therq and then after, I'd fight them and then they'd leave me alone.

Eric said that when he felt that the teasing had gone on for long enougll this was the only

way to stop them. When asked if he worried the kids might come back and beat him up,

he replied, "Well, if they ever beat me up, I would just get my friends to help me." For

these boys, being teased or cailed names was justification for getting into a fight or

beating someone up.

Jake described the trouble he got into as "threatening or other things like

swearing." Jake was asked what would lead to this behaviour, and he replied, "First they

accuse me of something which I didn't do . . . like hit somebody with the soccer ball or

something else like you cutted me or something, or pushed me out of the square, and then

I just start swearing at them or start fighting." Jake also said that he threatens kids a lot.

He makes a distinction between threatening and fighting, and he believes fighting is
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\¡/orse. He said, "I don't usually beat up people, but I threaten them, and then they get

scared of me, but they don't want to fight me back so they won't get hurt.

Wh:¡ Fights Start

All of the boys who got into fights described being angry or frustrated with the

situation and being unable to control or help themselves. Ryan explained, "sometimes

when I kind of get mad at people, I just sort of react, and I don't know what I'm doing

just, my body takes over. And I might throw something or break something. I don't

think about what I'm doing." He described his anger as "sometimes bad, and like I

would get really mad, and one time I knocked over a chair." When asked why he

thought he reacted this way, Ryan replied,

I was just probably hanging out with more bad people and was always getting in

trouble. And I guess I was just following all those people. They would get in

trouble, like fight and talk back to the teachers, and I would do what they would

do. I was being really bad then.

This description was typical of the boys who were involved in fights. They described

getting angry, and somehow this anger took over and they lost control, which resulted in

their hitting someone, or throwing chairs, or knocking over desks. Adam explained:

I can sometimes stop it, but sometimes my anger just goes too high. So like it

(my body) just tells me that I have to get him back 'cause he did that. 'Cause he

did something to me. So I just react. But most of the time I can control it and like

walk awav.
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Asked if they had any other strategies to deal with a conflict, the students were all able to

give appropriate examples like walking alryay, ignoring, or asking a teacher for help.

Two of the students mentioned that conflict managers were there to help with problems,

and, if they could not handle it, then they would call upon an adult. But when asked why,

if they knew the right thing to do, they still chose to fight, their answers reflected Jake's

response oq "I don't know. It just sometimes slips out, when instead of calming down I

get angry."

Responsibiliqv for B ehaviour

Students were asked to give a reason why they thought they were getting into

trouble. They most often transferred the responsibility for their behaviour onto someone

else. Certainly the issue of being teased was very significant for Eric, and he always

chose to defend himself by fighting. Jake and Lance both felt that, because they had a

reputation for being bad or fighting, other kids ì¡/ent out oftheir way to bug them or pick

on them to start a fight. Lance stated that he was not always to blame for getting in

trouble in the classroom either. He said, "Sometimes it's not my fault, like it's Willy sort

of and sometimes Russell, he's talking to me and I'm just listening to him."

Jake also felt that he was often wrongly accused of doing something bad and that

kids often blamed him for things because he had bullied them in the past. "I'm usually

like mean instead of like, nice and they tell the teacher that I did something to get me in

trouble." He acknowledged that other students deservedly thought of him as mean and

that he probably deserved to get picked on. He says, "ft's kind of wrong, but it kind of

teaches me rieht because I bullied them."
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Ryan also felt that it was the people he hung out with that made him do bad

things. He saw other kids getting into trouble because he felt they were frustrated "about

being popular or about someone beating you up." He also mentioned that, for himself

and for others, not understanding the work caused them to misbehave. When asked how

he felt about school when his anger was "bad," Ryan replied,

I thought school was really stupid. I didn't really like it, and I didn't do the work.

I didn't really care about doing the work. I just thought it was stupid. Like the

worst was when the teacher handed out all this stufi worksheets to do. And

watching films and science experiments, and all the writing down everything that

happens.

Adam auributed his problems to the many different teechers he had the previous

year:

One of our teachers got sick so \rye kept on having substitutes . . . and I just got

like confused, and wasn't really getting happy so then I would always get into lots

of trouble because different teachers would just come. Then I would get mad and

then I would just go bad and then I would go to the office.... We got so many

different teachers . . . and I would get used to one teacher and then another

teacher. Like I got really mad and said it's not worth it trying to get used to the

next teacher so I was just mad.

Carla stated she believed her trouble stemmed from teachers being mean or rude to her.

The problem behaviour she displayed, in her opinion, was what the teachers deserved for

being unfair or not being nice to her. She said, "It's like half the teacher's fault, and we
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get blamed." Carla did admit that, with one particular teacher, "it's kind of my fault, too,

because I can be prefty rude." In the next breattr, she is angry with the teacher for calling

her mom when she does not participate in class. Carla complained, "I don't think they

should have any right. I'm not going to call their house and talk to their husband about

how crabby and unfair they were, so I don't think they have the right to do that." She

believed the problem was that teachers just picked on her.

Of all the students interviewed, only Dillon perceived that he held some

responsibility for his behaviour. He admitted that he has a hard time staying seated and

that he did not do his work because he found it boring. Dillon was also the only student

who said that a bad start at home could affect how his day went at school. He said that, if

he fights with his brothers in the morning, his mom tells him he can't play video games

or watch TV; consequently, he comes to school in a bad mood.

In the majority of these cases, the students explained their behaviour in relation to

some external cause or event that made them behave that way. When asked if they

thought they could do something different, they acknowledged there were other options,

but they were just not able to act upon them. Over and over agairq the students expressed

anger and frustration at the circumstances that led them into trouble. The students were

asked if they wanted to behave better. Their unanimous answer was "yes." The students

took no pleasure in being seen as a playground bully or "bad" student in class. Dillon

described the worst thing about school as, "when I get in trouble." The students v¿ere

very happy to talk about the successes they were having in school and the potential they

had to be good. When asked how he felt about being sent to the office, Adam stated,



Students'Perspectives 66

"Well, then I was mad and I didn't really care. But now I care." Ryan also said, "I'm

doing good this year. I never got suspended." He says he wants to try and behave this

year because he wants to try to pass. Jake also indicated that he is trying to control

himself this year, and he is having a better year for ìt.

Even though they described many problems they were having this year in school,

most of the students said their behaviour had improved from previous years. Eric talked

about his fights and things he "used to" do, but says he is beuer no\ry, even though the last

fights he recounted happened last year in 1999 and a few times in 2000. Others students

revealed their perception that all their "bad" behaviour was in the past as well. They

talked about the fights they were in or the trouble they had gotten into in school, but said

that was last year. Yet as we spoke, problems that had occurred this year were also

revealed.

James and Dillon were not optimistic about their behaviour improving. During

the interview, they appeared sad when they stated how they got in trouble. They both

experienced difficulty talking about the kinds of trouble they got into. Whereas the

others had the desire to improve or "be better," neither of these boys made statements

indicating they felt they could change their behaviour.

Teacher Response: Escalation

Teachers' responses to students' behaviour varied. Students spoke ofteachers getting

mad, yelling, sending them into the hall or to the office, and giving them extra work to do

as a consequence for their behaviour. Very often the response served to escalate the

behaviour, and the student became angry and/or aggressive.
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Adam described being mad and having to go to the office when he got in trouble and

what happened when he got mad.

Well . . . sometimes I wouldn't do my work and then she [the teacher] would just

start to yell, and then I would yell back and then I would get really mad and then I

would start to throw my chair and stuff And then they would always send me to

the office, and I would have to stay there for the whole day.

When asked how he felt about being sent to tåe office, he replied:

Well, not so good. She would give me a pile of math and stufi and I would have

to do it, and then, if I didn't do it, I would just have to stay in the office again and

again and so then I would finish it and then I would come [to the room] bacþ but

then I would just get sent back . . . and when I was in the office sometimes I got

like really, really mad . . . and they had a little room that I would have to go into

and do my worlq and I would always throw my chair around when I got confused

with the math.

He described what happened next:

And then Mr. Eaglestrom would come in and sây, "My God, don't do that. Don't

do that or you're going to have to sit on the ground and do it." And then I would

get really mad and instead throw the pencil and paper and break it and break the

pencil and stuff. So then he just got mad at me and kept on getting mad and so I

was just always bad, I got really bad.

James described his anger when the teacher sends him out in the hall for telling other kids

to stop talking. He said, "I'm just telling them they're being loud, and people are just
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telling me to be quiet, and I'm like why you're the one that's making the noise and I'm

just going and sitting at my desk . . . f'm üke mad because I'm not the one who's

talking." James would be angry for getting sent out. His angry behaviour sometimes led

to his being sent to the office. This pattern occurred several times for James, and, on

more than one occasion, the principal sent him home.

Dillon recounted an experience similar to James'. Dillon said he talks back to the

teacher "Sometimes when I'm really frustrated." What gets him frustrated is "Like when

I'm trying to do my work and everyone's just talking and talking in the class, and then I

start talking and then the teacher, like it gets me in trouble, and then I get really frustrated

and talk back."

Consequences

When the students were queried about the consequences for getting in trouble, the

range of strategies which teachers employed, according to the students, was very n¿urow.

The consequence teachers chose most often, they said, was sending the student out into

the hallway. The next most popular consequence was sending the student to the office. In

some cases, being sent to the office would happen after the student had been sent out to

the hall and got into trouble out there. A trip to the office usually included a reprimand

by the principal. Several students mentioned that they were warned that they would

receive a suspension if thei¡ behaviour did not improve.

James' recalled his experience of being sent to the office. "The teacher will get

Mr. Eagiestrom [the principal]. I have to write lines. And the next time I will get sent



Students'Perspectives 69

home." Eric recalled a time he was rude to the teacher and was sent to the office, 'lilell,

the principal said, what did you say and stufl and then if you do it agaþ disrespecting

the teacher, you'll be suspended for about a day."

When Adam got in trouble in the classroom, he was usually sent to the office by

his teacher:

Mrs. S thought that, like that she couldn't control me because I was going like

really bad and she couldn't, like I just went too bad so she had to send me to the

office. And then she knew that, if she didn't, like I would get psycho and stuff

And then I would just have to go to the office. So she did and then I would calm

down and then I would just get mad again in the office. And then, of course, I

would have to go home again.

Most of the students had been suspended at some time or other, usually as a consequence

for fighting. Lance talked about being suspended.

Yeah, I've been through sort of a few suspensions and the out-oÊschool one

was in grade one with Dana and me because we weren't listening . . . and I was

sent to the office lots of times in like kindergarten and everything and Mr.

Eaglestrom said, "f've had enough" and I just got an out-oÊschool suspension. I

think it's fair, but I don't really like it when I get into trouble. Like, if I have an

in-school-suspension and I don't even know what I've done, like I sit on the

couch (in the office) all mad and say, "What have I done? What am I doing

here?" and like I'm sort of talking back to Mr. Eaglestrom, like saytng "What did

I do? I didn't do anything," like that kind of stuff. And then he reminded me of
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what I did 'cause it was like last week and I can't even remember that far, like it's

hard to remember, like I forgot so and then it's, "Oh yeah I got in trouble."

Carla recounted the time she was suspended for three days for whistling in the

hall after the teacher had told her to stop. Another time she was sent out of the classroom

for talking and was seen by the principal who said, "Oh, back in here again. Maybe I

should just zuspend you."

Jake reports that, when he gets in trouble, " f miss out on all the fun things, and I

have to do more work than the rest, but then I get ahead of them and, when they have to

do it I just draw or something." He gets ahead of the others because "she [the teacher]

gives me things, stuffthat she plans ahead, and like today's work she gave me because I

got in trouble." Jake does this work in the hall or in the office, and he says it is not so

bad because he is getting his work done.

Mssing recess or gym class are consequences that teachers use frequently. Dillon

said that sometimes he missed a field trip if he did not listen. Also, his teacher would

write his name on the board "and then she tells me I can earn if offby doing my work."

He said that sometimes he would get his work done if he wanted to go out for recess, but

sometimes it was just too boring so he would stay in instead.

Most of the students acknowledge the need for discipiinary action to be taken by

teachers. Ideally, the students described discipline that would be fair, take into account

all relevant perspectives, and be delivered in a manner that involved discussion and

avoided shouting. However, from the students' perspective, the adults involved did not

address the issues underlying their fighting or inappropriate behaviour.
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What the Students Think Helps

When probed about what might help the students with their behaviour, many of

those interviewed initially responded that they did not know. Those who gave

suggestions offered something the teacher was already doing. For instance, Eric said the

teacher should yell, "Quit that now" or "Step outside," and have the student do lines

because that always worked for his teacher. Ryan also felt that writing lines until you are

calm was something teachers should have students do. He said, "And the teacher would

call my mom, and she would give me a time-out at home." When asked about the

usefulness of a timeout, he replied, "I think it means that they just \¡iant you to calm down

and don't get mad." He said that a timeout worked for him because, "sometimes you

have to go outside of the class [and] I would calm down." Ryan credited his teacher, Mr.

Miles, for helping with his behaviour. "Mr. Miles has kind ofbeen teaching me to not

get mad at anybody. He talks to me, and he's helping me, and it's been better

schoolwork." Ryan says his mom "tells me to do stufflike count or something and just

walk away."

Gving the student some time to calm down before addressing the problem was

also very important to Jake. He says teachers should "Just let the kid cool down and then

later call him out into the hall and ask him why he did it . . . they shouldn't force them

right away, just let them cool do\ryn." He also says, "Well, if it's like two kids that just

got into a fight sat beside each other, they should move them apart. Just put them in the

hall or in the office and let them cool down for a bit." Jake, who stated earlier that the

kids often gang up on him to get him in trouble, felt that teachers should make sure they
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gathered all the information before they placed blame on anyone. He said, "They should

ask how come it tfight] started and why it started. They should ask, "Did you forget

anything else and then ask the other person if they missed anything." When questioned

about conflict mediators, Jake was really proud to say he was one, and this role helped

with his own behaviour. "Yeah, instead of threatening, I can like talk it out. Instead of

like punching thenq I can talk to them." He says he is doing a better job of behaving

because "I'm just controlling myself . . . not like swearing, just trylng to put it aside.

Instead of swearing I'll talk to them."

Jake also suggested they needed more supervision on the playground.

"Somebody out there like watching the kids and having them report to the principal and

the vice-principal." Regarding the classroom setting he suggested, "You could just be

like by yourselves, in ro\r/s."

Although he was not a conflict manager himse[ Ryan also mentioned the conflict

managers as a source of help on the playground. He said, "Well, the conflict managers

help. Because when there is a problem, they can help solve it, but, if they can't handle it,

then they go to an adult for help." Ryan said he has some problems on the playground

"Just some pushing and stuff." And then he continued, "I just walk away and try not to

get mad or say anything or blame anybody." He said he was taught some of these skills

at school, such as, "If someone tries to come and fight you and if they hurt you or

anything, you just go tell a teacher. Don't react, because you can get suspended."

Adam described a reward system that the resource teacher set-up so that he could

earn points for his good behaviour. His mother was using this system at home, and it was
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very successful for Adam. Adam said, "If it (my behaviour) was good for a week, she'd

take me out to a special place I wanted to go, like a restaurant or something. She said she

would take me out there every Friday if I was good, and, if I wasn't good, she would just

make me a good supper." His mom also gives him strategies for his anger. "My mom

told me just like if someone gets you angry, you can stay there, but just be calm. Pretend

like he's not even talking to you, and, if he gets you úg¡¡,just walk away." He said also

that "staying at home and doing nothing and just like, going outside and playing. Like

that's been calming my temper down too, like playng with my friends for awhile."

It is interesting to note that, although most of these students receive some type of

intervention from the social worker and/or resource teacher, and while some of them have

fairly extensive involvement, they did not classify those activities as helpful in dealing

with their behaviour. Students were asked directly whether any adults other than the

classroom teacher had provided strategies to help with their behaviour. Oniy Jake

mentioned that he was in a group run by the social worker. It would seem that these

interventions are not meaningful to the students if they do not recognize them or they do

not lead to change.

Parent Contact/Suspensions

A phone call from the teacher or principai to their parents was a consequence that

the students wanted to avoid. Generally, they felt that an out-of-school suspension was a

serious thing, but usually it was a fair consequence for thei¡ behaviour. Many, like

Adam" said they felt badly when they got sent home because, as Adam said, " Then my

mom would get mad at me." Students said their parents would then gtound them at home
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for something that happened at school. Ryan said that, when the teacher called, "My

mom would ground me. And then, if I do good for awhile, she'll take it away." He

worries about getting suspended "cause I don't \¡iant my mom to get mad . . . and, if the

school suspends me, she'll get mad at me."

Jake said he felt being suspended was "kind of serious. I got grounded, and I

have to do household chores." Jake indicated he does talk to his mom about his

behaviour. "Yealr, sometimes, she sometimes grounds me, and later on we have the talk .

. . but I don't remember some ofthe stuffthat she says." He described some of the

strategies his mom gave him to deal with his anger. "She says just cool offinstead of

trpng to threaten them."

Jake stated he thought in-school suspensions did not work well because kids think

it is fun because they get to draw and not do their work. He added that other kids might

think out-of-school suspensions are "even funner, because ifthei¡ mom or dad are

working, they'd be playing their ñntendo or watching TV or playing a game." For Jake,

getting suspended was a fair consequence but not one that had lasting effects. He said,

"It kind of does [change behaviour], like for a couple of months, like two or three.

Sometimes it lasts, but sometimes it doesn't."

Dillon said he believes the length of the suspension is related to how serious the

behaviour is. He said, "Me and my friend got suspended for throwing crayons." When

asked if he thought throwing things was serious, he replied, "No, because we only got

sent home for the dav."
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Carla was the oniy student who thought that teachers suspended students unfairly

or for no reason, like "not listening." She also felt it unjust that teachers could phone

parents and tell them what was going on in school. She says one teacher "always calls

my mom when I don't participate, and then I get grounded." She said she usually got

suspended for talking back and being rude to teachers, but, "some teachers, like for the

longest time Ms. Jude didn't call or anything when I would just snap bacþ but she would

just be like really rude about everything. Like she would snap at me, but after I snapped

at her, she would just like be quiet."

For most of these students, an out-oÊschool suspension was considered serious

and a strong deterrent for misbehaviour. In some cases, the early link with home was

seen as a central feature of preventative disciplinary action.

Teacher-Student Relations

Students discussed many of the incidents which got them into trouble as

contexhralized accounts involving what their teachers did and how they responded. The

students referred to teacher behaviours that were considered antagonistic and humiliating,

including yelling, responding sarcastically, putting students down and name-calüng. The

ability to know the ümits that teachers would accept was also important for students to

establish a positive relationship with their teachers.

Carla recounted various exchanges she had with her teachers which resulted in

her getting into trouble. For example, a teacher had asked Carla why she was

intemrpting the class.
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I (said) I didn't (intemrpt), because I don't like talking to her because I'm not really

like that fond of her so she goes, "WellI don't want you intemrpting the class," and

then she wouldn't even let me say anything and she said like, "I don't want your

excuses, Carla. I've handled them for long enougll" and then like that was that and I

just walked out.

Carla states that she had the same relationship with another teacher whom she is

always in trouble, "Her and me are not friends too." Carla related a problem she had with

a third teacher and said, "These are the three teachers I cannot get along with at all." She

u/ent on:

Some of the teachers that I just can't stand in this school, like they're so bitter, like

why be a teacher when you don't like the students and you can't get along with

therg and why teach if you're not happy with it? Because you're just there to make

peoples' lives miserable? Some teachers are really nice and stuff. And some

teachers, like you just have to do the stupidest thing, like sneeze in class, and I get

sent out.

Carla said she likes the teachers who are not rude or crabby and someone who can

actually take a joke. "Like not teachers who are humiliating you or just setting you up for

the stupidest little thing. A teacher can be like nice to you and help you when you need it

and not have to blurt it out in front of the whole class, like how you spell something and

then go, 'You spell . . .' and embarrass you or stufflike that."

Again Carla stressed the relationship with the teacher as being the most important

thing for her:
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I think most teachers are just fed up with me, but I haven't really done anything

\ryrong. If they were nice to me, I would have been nice to them. Like, if you ask

Mr. Miles, I'm a really good student, but he's a really nice persor¡ and I'm not rude

or anything to him. I would be like an ",{' student, all nice and happy all day, if

like teachers wouldn't snap at me in the hallway for whistüng. It's not like I'm

whistling at any guys.

Carla also talked about a substitute teacher she does not like because "he just kind of

screams." She goes on" "f fike him sometimes. It just depends on what mood hg's in.

Like sometimes teachers just have sudden mood swings. Like they'll just be talking all

nice to you, and theq all of a sudden (yells) 'Go sit down and straighten up!"'

When questioned about what he thought was happening when the class was getting

loud and not listening, Jake expressed a view similar to Carla's. He indicated there is a

dependency on teacher-student relationships "Because sometimes it's not the regular

teachers. It'sjust a substitute that goes from class to class, and they don't know the kids

really weil, and they think like that's how they really behave."

Dillon thought that there \ryas an advantage to having the same teacher two years in

a row. He said that, besides knowing some ofthe work, "I knew how much to get in

trouble and how much not to get in trouble." He explained further, "Well, I know like

how mad she gets," which has helped him not get into really big trouble this year.

Adam is in a class with two teachers job sharing, and he has found the relationship

differs with each teacher. He explained:
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Well, we had two teachers. One of them you listen to automatically. Like, we

don't want to mess with her. And then there's another teacher that we kind of mess

with and stufl but she still can get really angry, and, with her, we just do it again.

But with the first teacher, like no one does it with her. You can't do it with her or

you'll get in deep trouble.

He says he knew not to mess with her "because my brother was in that class so like he

told me she was kind ofmean and everybody knows. Like one time she broke her

overhead with her hand, and we're all like kind of scared of her now. Like we got kind

of angry because the other teacher never does that." 'When asked if a nicer, gentler

teacher worked better for kids Adam replied, "Yeah, but sometimes if you're really nice

to them they thinþ "Holy cow, this is the coolest teacher. We're not going to mess with

him. If you be nice to hinq he'll let you do whatever you want!"

Adam \¡/ent on to talk about the difference between his two teachers' discipline

styles:

Like Mrs. H, she'llkick you outside if you bring an elastic band to school, but,

for Mrs. W, she'll suspend you if you hit somebody, but Mrs. H will just send

you out of the class, and you might get into big trouble but not suspended. And

Mrs. W. will be like, "You're suspended, you get out, and you're going to get in

deep trouble." So that's why they don't think like Mrs. H is a strict teacher, and

she won't do anything bad to you.

Adam talked about teachers' grving students chances and using methods of discipline that

do not ridicule the student, adding, "And that's what she tries to do. Like she tries to
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make it so they laugh at you and stuff." Adam felt that teachers sometimes made kids

feel so bad the students didn't want to behave:

Yealq it's like what the kid did. He doesn't want to be good because the teacher is

being so mean to him. Like sometimes kids don't take it, like they take it really bad

and they think like, I don't really like her because she kind of teases most ofthe

kids so it's like putting the smart kids up and the dumb kids down. Because it's

like, Ol1 everybody should be like [that person]. It's like she's saytng "I'm not

teaching you because it's not worth it," and then she teaches the smart kids, it's like

saþg that.

Almost all ofthe students experienced some negative interactions with teachers.

It is clear that some teacher behaviour, such as yelling or belittling students in the

presence of peers, is not viewed as acceptable. However, many also spoke of the

positive qualities possessed by some teachers. They favoured teachers who are

considered "fun" and "nice", and who actively make efforts to establish relationships

with students.

Many of the comments from students imply that they feel teachers should take

responsibility for the behaviour of the students and their peers. Their suggestions for

what might help their behaviour include separating students into rows, offering

diversionary activities, such as writing lines, timeouts, and increasing playground

supervision. Rarely do the students comment on the role of their behaviour in

conflicts, or express a concern about the "rightness" or "r;Vrongness" of their actions.

Their reluctance to assume responsibility for their actions could lock students and
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teachers into interactions where the students are being "controlled" by the teachers

rather than being "in control" of their own behaviour.

Although the children's reliance on disciplinary action partly reflects the

students' reluctance to assume responsibility for their own behaviour, it also reflects

their understanding of the role of teachers in the school. Clearly, the students feel that

teachers are responsible for the monitoring and ultimate control of student behaviour.
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Chapter Four

lmplications

The nine students in this study readily acknowledged that they got into trouble

at school. Generally, these students had clear ideas about what went on in their

classroom or on the playground. Students recognized several types of misbehaviour

from not too serious (e.9., not listening) to more severe (e.g. fighting). However,

although they were all quite willing to describe the trouble they got into, and some

even admitted to being "really bad" or "out of control," the students did not always

recognize their role in the behaviour or take responsibility for their actions. The

common belief was, "Yeah, I did wrong, but . . . or because . .". As well, the

students reported that peers influenced student misbehaviour, particularly among

groups who were friends. If the group misbehaved, members of the group would more

likely do the same. The students revealed a range of self-perceptions and

constructions with regard to school, schoolwork and student behaviour.

The students perceive their teachers as holding the majority of the power within

the school. This perception works for and against students, depending on whether they

understand their relationship with their teacher to be positive or negative. The students

expressed a desire for teachers to speak to them "respectfully'' and "kindly'' and generally

to recognize their ability to interact in a mature way. They felt that teachers who had

certain characteristics, like being fair, and having a sense of humour, as being those with

whom they could get along. It is important to the students that they feel cared for and
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supported. Repeatedly, the students mention certain teachers who knew them, who

would talk to and explain things to therq and who would listen. Knowing students in this

way implies that the teachers have an ability and willingness to assume the individual

student's perspective.

Many of the children also felt teachers could resolve student behaviour issues by

phoning the parents of those who misbehaved. The students were concerned that their

parents would be angry with them and that additional consequences would occur at home.

That parental support is important to the students further demonstrates their need for

external support to control their behaviour.

Teachers who do not show an understanding of the student perspective serve to

escalate certain behaviours in students rather than help diffi¡se them. Not surprisingly,

the school experiences of many of these students have been predominantly negative. In

part, the students are saying that the teacher-student relationship is problematic. Students

would see changing the teacher behaviour they view as disrespectful and antagonistic and

increasing the amount of teacher behaviour seen as caring and helpful. Students also

experience difficuþ when they feel teachers do not afford them enough attention. A

consistent and common grievance is that teachers do not listen to students. Teachers'

"not listening" is deemed inappropriate in two \¡iays. The first is the students' sense that

their point of view is not valued enough to be heard. The second is when it is inte¡preted

as teachers failing to meet students' social and emotional needs. These actions were

often perceived to communicate a message to the students that they are not valued as

students and, often, that they are not liked as individuals.
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A recurring statement from students was that, when misbehaviour did occur, the

students involved need a period of time to "calm down" before the problem was dealt

with. Failure to be given this time is regarded as a major factor that escalated students'

behaviour into more severe anger and/or aggression. The period of time given the

students to cool offserved to slow things down for them so that their ability to problem

solve and be involved in a mediation process lryas more likely to be successfi.rl. Writing

lines and serving time-outs were two consequences that were applied for misbehaviour

that students mentioned helped them because they could "calm do\ryn" and "not get mad."

And, as one student put it, "It helped the teacher too." The students also implied by their

comments that they were better able to talk things out and control themselves when given

a period of time to cool off.

ln many of these cases, the teacher is described as recognizing a state of volatility

for the student. This recognition suggests that there are certain circumstances that can

lead to a predictable pattern of interactions resulting in the student "getting into trouble."

Given that the pattern is predictable, the skill required by the teacher is to recognize the

pattern at its preliminary stages and intervene appropriately. The intervention, itsel{

does not always reflect what we often think of as disciplinary action. Providing students

with alternative activities to allow them to cool offand divert them from potential

conflicts with peers requires the teachers both to know the students on a personal basis

and to care for them.

Surprisingly, while a number of intervention strategies were in place for most of

the students interviewed. the students rarelv mentioned them. Clearlv. these interventions
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were not seen as making a difference. The only exception was one boy who talked about

the reward system set-up by the classroom teacher to help monitor his behaviour, a

procedure which his mother also used at home. Given that much time and money is spent

on programs to assist students with behaviour disorders, it may be that v/e are putting our

efforts in the wrong place. To increase teacher competency in deating with behaviour

problems, written guidelines need to be fi.rrther developed for behavioural programs in

the area of behavioural skills, social skills, communication skills, and self-help skills. As

well, successful programs are often attributed to the quality of staff their training,

knowledge, commitment, and attitude. Studying the teacher's role from reviewing

universþ training to program evaluation and inservices would also be beneficial.

School divisions may also review their mainstreaming and/or integration policy

and how it affects service delivery for this population of students. It would be beneficial

to compare the effectiveness ofthe selÊcontained classroom, the resource roorn" and

consultation services as service delivery options with respect to mainstreaming policy.

Implications for Further Research

This study involved interviewing a group of students from one school during one

or trvo sessions. Replicating this study to include fewer students over a longer period

would establish a baseline of the students' behaviours early on" which then could be

examined in the school context over a course of time.

A further study could elicit other perspectives regarding student problem

behaviour, such as those of teachers, of students whose behaviour is not problematic, and
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of younger children. These results could lead to a comparative study among the differing

gloups.

A further comparative study could involve different interviewers selected from

various disciplines from within the school and outside of the school. These people may

include the psychologist, social worker, classroom teacher, or medical doctor. These

results might further our understanding of the dynamics in the relationship between

students and the adults in their microsystems.

The role of a school wide management system v/as not addressed in this study.

An approach for further study may be to select best practices to be used in a whole school

model and then test the strategies for their efficacy. Looking at the effects ofbest

practices on behaviour problems would add another dimension to the discussion on what

might help students with behaviour problems be successful in school.

Conclusion

Despite the controversies inherent in the field of education for students with

behaviour disorders, the lack of a universally accepted definitio4 the variation in

terminology, the diverse conceptual models and educational approaches, the lack of

researclq and despite the challenges that these students present to educators, teachers

will continue to educate this population of student within the school system The

detailed accounts of students' perspectives provides a basis upon which to construct a

picture of the child's view on the structural and interpersonal features of school life

which affects their behaviour. The students' comments, born of their unique
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understanding ofschool and school processes contribute an essential perspective to

understanding their educational experience.

The students' responses suggest that they underestimate the seriousness of their

behaviours which teachers find problematic. Students felt certain behaviours were

serious, such as fighting, stealing and talking back to the teacher. Other behaviours,

such as not doing their work and talking during class, were not considered "as serious"

by students. Perhaps the students were not clear about the rules and expectations set

by teachers, or maybe they understand the rules and expectations, but do not agree

with them. However, whatever the case, students must learn to accept responsibility

for their behaviour when they break the rules.

Students talked about their behaviour in some situations as being "out of

control." Although they were aware their behaviour \¡/as not appropriate, students

lacked the selÊmanagement strategies to respond in an acceptable way. The teacher

may need to directly instruct students on how to recognize early on their own anger

signals, and provide students with strategies for managing and reducing their anger.

The need for student selÊmanagement strategies is confirmed by students'

cornments suggesting that teachers need to create "calm do\ryn" time, and provide

mediation process to help students solve their problems. Teachers should provide

student with the "space" to cool down before talking through the problem. Again,

teachers may need to directly teach the vocabulary and skills in order that students

may actively participate in the problem resolution process.
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Teachers' typical responses to student behaviour served to escalate the problem

behaviours rather than reduce or stop them. The teachers were perceived by students

as using yelling, teasing, using put-downs, sarcasnì, and rudeness in dçaling with

student misbehaviour. Student reaction to these kinds of teacher responses was more

severe misbehaviour, which resulted in the student being sent out into the hall and/or

to the office. The students' perception is that students need to be dealt with more

fairly by teachers when applylng consequences for problem behaviour.

Teachers' style ofbehaviour management strategy tended to be reactive and

equated to negative reinforcement or punishment. Consequences were handed out to

the students, in the students' opinion, in reaction to, and relation to, the seriousness of

the behaviour. Ofte4 the teacher deflected the problem by sending the student to the

principal's office rather than dealing with the student themselves.

The lack ofadult supervision and lack ofteachers' control over teasing,

blaming, put-downs and unfairness, created problematic behaviours for students.

Students are less likely to engage in teasing and bullying behaviour when teachers

monitor the class and address misbehaviour. Failure to hold students' accountable

means those students may engage in tasks only to the extent of their own interest.

The students' comments about why they misbehaved in school were most

closely aligned with the perspective the "sick school" typology. Students put the

"blame" for their misbehaviour almost entirely on the teacher, and, in some cases, on

the school. Students spoke of teachers not listening to them and treating them unfairly

and unkindly. Students mentioned schoolwork being boring and repetitive from the
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year before. Sometimes, they said, they did not understand they work. They felt more

supervision of students was required, especially on the playground. The behaviour

management strategies students identified teachers using suggested an escalating scale

of punishment administered by the teacher (yelling, writing lines, extra work, and

losing privileges) or the principal (reprimands and suspension). The students did not

believe any of these practices helped them manage or change their problem behaviour.

The interaøion between student and teacher was an important factor in the

students' opinion on how they were able to manage their own behaviour. Students

provided concrete examples of both good and bad teacher practices and, in doing so,

highlighted the affects those practices had on the students' behaviour. What the

students want of teachers is positive attention; they want to be talked and listened to;

they want teachers to help them achieve and be successful in school. Students also

raised the importance of the links between the home and school. As Bronfenbrenner

(1979) suggested, the stronger and richer the links between microsystem elements

(mesosystems), the better the situation for children at the center of those systems.

Teachers should encourage students to identifr those factors that develop

supportive and positive classroom environments. This knowledge would also serve as

a foundation for promoting communication between students and their teachers and

foster more positive learning environments.
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Appendix

Theoretical Perspectives of Behaviour Disorders

Ogilvy-'s
Twolosv

Theoretical
Perspectives

Educational Therapeutic
Intervention

Educational Implications

"sick child" Medical model

Psychodynamic model

Psychoeducational
model

Behavioural model

Cognitive Behavioural
model

Pharmaceutical Intervention,
Nutrition (may be combined with
education programs)

Psychotherapy
Family Counselling

Skills Training
Conflict Resolution/IVfediation

Behaviour Modification
ø time-outs

reinforcement schedules
goup contingencies
functional analvsis

Metacognitive Strategies

anger control & relaxation
training
affective imagery
social problem-solvine

Behavioural Checküsts
Monitoring Medications
Alternative Programs

Interdisciplinary Teams
Accepting teacher

School Counsellor
Social \Vorker
Crisis Intervention teams

Behaviour Support/
Consultation

Student S elf-monitorins

School Psychologist,
Special Training Programs

"sick school" Systems Theory -
Inadequate curriculum
Unqualified teachers
Teacher attitude
Wrong interventions

School Reform
o From within schools
o From outside schools
Modified progr¿Lms

Alternative Education Pro grams

Denial, Blame elsewhere
Prosocial Skills Curricula
Professional D evelooment
Special Classes
Zer o T olerance Policies

"sick
societt''

Sociological model

Family Dynamics
model

Negative SocialÆamily
Environment

Address Core, Underlying Needs
o Family
o Food, shelter

Social Skills Trainine
Family Therapy
Parent Management
Training

Youth Programs
e Brealdast, Daycare,

Clothing exchange
o Outreach centres

rnteractiorust Ecological model Address Ecosystems
Generalization & Maintenance of
Behavioural Change
Transdisciplinarv Teams

Improving Special
Education services

Collaborative Consultation
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Interview Questionnaire Guidelines

Students

1. Do -v-ou get into troubie at school? Can you tell me about it?

Probes:
- When do you get into trouble; where; with who?
- Do you think this was reai serious?

?. What happened (when vou got into trouble)? What did you think about that?

Probes:
- What was it like; how did you feel about it?
- It that what happens all the time?
- Did you think it was fair?

3. Why do you think you get into trouble?

Probes:
- What's going on?

- Build on sfudent responses

4. When things like this happen, what do you think teachers/principals should do?

5. Is there anything eise you want to say?

Educators

i. In generai. in vour schooi, r.vhat are the kinds of behaviours you are seeing?

Probes:
- When the kinds of troubles occur that you spoke of. what do you think is going

on?

- Can you explain whv these behaviours are occurring?

2. When things iike this happen- what do you think teachers/principals shouid do?

3. Is there anvthine else vou want to add?


