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Abstract 

This exploratory quantitative study examined resiliency characteristics in students placed 

in Emotional and Behavioral Special Education programs (EBD).  From the 250 K-12, 

licensed, EBD special education teachers throughout Eastern Minnesota and Western 

Wisconsin, who were sent research materials, 64 replied to this study. Each teacher was 

asked to answer two questionnaires concerning resiliency characteristics associated with 

the successful and struggling students they had worked with in the EBD special education 

program. Results indicated there was a significant difference in the mean total resiliency 

scores between successful males and females, with males showing more resiliency 

characteristics. Successful was defined by the students who had improved academic 

achievement, demonstrated appropriate behavior, and had social improvement. The 

results also indicated that there were mean differences in the total number of resiliency 

characteristics in successful students and struggling students with successful students 

having more resiliency components. The results also indicated that successful students 

with EBD had more internal and external characteristics than struggling students. 

Educators could make IEP goals that would promote resiliency protective factors in 

students with EBD.  It would be useful to have adult as positive role model to work 

consistently with the students. Social skills group would promote the resiliency protective 

factors in students with EBD. 
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The Effect of Resiliency Factors on the Success of Students with Emotional and 

Behavioral Disorders 

 In education, students with Emotional and Behavior Disorders have the highest 

school dropout rate of any other group of students who receive special education services 

(Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).  Students in EBD programs are considered at-risk by 

educators because many of these students have a complex combination of learning 

disabilities, emotional disabilities, as well as difficulty in building positive relationships 

with others.  By definition a student qualifying for services with an Emotional and or 

Behavior Disorder may show the following symptoms: 

a) Age-inappropriate behavior or socially inappropriate behavior 

      b) Behavior that interferes with a child’s own learning or learning of their peers 

 (i.e. persistent calling out in class, refusal to do work, annoyance of peers) 

      c) Signs of emotional instability, socially inappropriate emotional or behavior          

outbursts or diagnosed mental disorder (i.e. aggression, uncontrollable anger, 

crying, apathy, depressive symptoms) 

d) Difficulty in forming and maintaining relationships with others (Nelson, 1996).  

Students with EBD also may have other external or environmental characteristics 

which contribute to their struggle for success in the academic and social world (Sells & 

Shepard, 1998). Usually, environmental risks for students include parents’ divorce, births 

to single parents, teenage pregnancy, child abuse, poverty, drug abuse in the family, 

depression or suicide risks, and social violence (Masten & Coatsworth, 1998).  Some 

internal risks that contribute to their struggles are the lack of positive values, which 

would help them to make appropriate lifestyle decisions; the lack of social competencies, 
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which are skills that help them to have effective interpersonal relationships and cope with 

novel or difficult circumstances; and the lack of positive identity, which it would help 

them to have a strong sense of their own identity, strengths, potential and self-worth 

(Edwards, Mumford, Shillingford, & Serra-Roldan, 2007).  

 Previous studies also indicate that specific positive environmental characteristics 

such as being close to at least one caring adult or role model, peer friendships, and 

socioeconomic stability can decrease risks for students with EBD (Morrison & 

Borthwick, 1983). A student’s individual internal qualities, such as strong intellectual 

abilities (i.e., good problem-solving skills, responsibility taking, high IQ) and a positive 

self-concept can also encourage high adaptive functioning in an EBD program (August, 

MacDonald, Realmuto, & Skare, 1996).  Specific protective factors like positive social 

support and strong intellectual functioning are better known by researchers as important 

building blocks of childhood resiliency.  

 Resiliency may have many definitions due to the many ways it can be applied. 

This study incorporates the human development definition of resiliency, which 

incorporates some main components of students’ success in special education.  According 

to Masten (2001), resilience refers to a class of phenomena characterized by good 

outcomes in spite of serious threats to adaptation or development. In educational terms 

resiliency allows students to develop social, academic, and vocational competencies in 

spite of exposure to severe stress, trauma, or simply to the stress that is inherent in 

today’s society (Henderson & Milstein, 2003).  Another definition related to this study is 

the process of coping with disruptive, stressful, or challenging life events in a way that 

provides the individual with additional protective coping skills than prior to the 
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disruption that results from the event (Richardson, Neiger, Jenson, & Kumpfer, 1990). 

With these definitions we can better understand resiliency as well as the purpose of this 

study.  All of the previous definitions incorporate the importance of resiliency factors that 

occur internally, within the character, emotional make-up, or intellect of the student, as 

well as external factors that are presented in the context of the student’s family, 

classroom, and community.   

Resiliency Characteristics 

Internal Protective Factors 

 There are some internal characteristics that are inherent in the emotional nature or 

intellect of students, which occur in the interaction between themselves and their 

environment of family, classroom, or community. Specific internal factors include the 

following: a) gives of self in service to others/or a cause; b) uses life skills, including 

good decision making, assertiveness, impulse control, and problem solving; c) sociability, 

ability to be a friend, ability to form positive relationships; d) sense of humor; e) internal 

locus of control; f) autonomy, independence; g) positive view of personal future; h) 

flexibility; i) capacity for learning and competence; j) self-motivation; k) feeling of 

mastering a skill, “being good at something”, having a unique talent; l) feelings of self-

worth and self-confidence (Henderson & Milstein, 2003). Previous research indicates that 

all of these characteristics help students to rise above their emotional or behavioral 

disability and succeed in the classroom (Henderson & Milstein, 2003).   

External Protective Factors 

 The external characteristics are influenced by families, school, communities, and 

peer groups which facilitates resilience in an individual. Some external resiliency 
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characteristics that the environment promotes are as follows: a) close bonds; b) family 

values that encourages education; c) family who use high-warmth, low-criticism style of 

interaction; d) sets and enforces clear boundaries (rules, norms, and laws); e) encourages 

supportive relationships with many caring others; f) promotes sharing of responsibilities, 

service to others, “required helpfulness”, g) provides access to resources for meetings 

basic needs of housing, employment, health care, and recreation; h) expresses high and 

realistic expectations for success; i) encourages goal setting and mastery; j) encourages 

pro-social development of values (such as altruism) and life skills (such as cooperation); 

k) provides leadership, decision making, and other opportunities for meaningful 

participation; l) appreciates the unique talents of each individual (Henderson & Milstein, 

2003). 

Gender Factors 

According to Callahan (1994), students placed in special education classrooms in 

the United States are disproportionately male. Some of the categories in special education 

such as learning disability and emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD), researchers 

have reported male/female ratios ranging from 3:1 to as high as 25:1. Furthermore, 

studies show that such disproportionate sex ratios could have significant implications for 

a variety of specific issues related to teachers, educational programming, and special 

education referral and placement policies (Callahan, 1994).  

Some specific causes (including, for example, biological immaturity, 

temperamental differences, social expectations for behavior, and the adverse effects of a 

feminine school environment) are found in studies that support for the position that a 

combination or interaction of causal factors is responsible for the male dominated sex 
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ratio in EBD classrooms. Some explanations tend to center around research focusing on 

possible differences between the brain structures of males and females, different 

hormonal influences on behavior, cognitive differences, and differences in maturation 

and development, including the concept of male vulnerability and response of life 

stressors (Callahan, 1994).  

Environmental factors also may play a significant and interactive role in the 

unequal number of boys and girls placed into special education classes. Social learning 

theory conceptualizes the development of sex differences as a result of reinforcement and 

modeling of same sex behaviors. In other words, sex differences and sex roles arise 

because, “from the very beginning of life, parents and caretakers treat boys and girls 

differently” (Jacklin, 1989, p. 130). Thus this theory suggests that differences in parental 

attitudes and behaviors may influence sex roles. Studies have reported that teachers are 

more likely to view boys as being behaviorally disturbed and needing mental health 

services (Pearcy, Clopton, & Pope, 1993). It must be determined in future research, 

however, whether the tendency for teachers to refer males at higher rates than females is 

a result of student behaviors or teacher perceptions. That is, if the classroom behaviors of 

boys are more often inappropriate enough in terms of severity, frequency, and duration to 

warrant special education consideration, then the higher referral and evaluation rates 

would be appropriate (Callahan, 1994). 

 The purpose of the current study was to better understand the specific individual 

and environmental characteristics of male and female students, K-12, who are receiving 

EBD services, which encourage them to achieve their academic and behavioral goals. 

According to the US Department of Education (2007) students with emotional 
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disturbance consistently had the highest dropout rates. From 1993-94 through 2002-01, 

the dropout rate for students with emotional disturbance was substantially higher than the 

dropout rate for the next highest disability category. Previous studies indicate that 

specific positive environmental conditions, such as a caring adult role model and 

socioeconomic stability can decrease the risks for such students (Masten & Coatsworth, 

1998). A student’s individual internal qualities, such as temperament and cognitive 

ability can also help them become resilient in difficult life circumstances.  

The collection of teacher’s experiences and knowledge of student success in EBD 

special education programs can increase the overall understanding of how boys and girls 

with EBD differ in their personal strengths and environmental support. In addition, such a 

study is the motivation for improvement of intervention strategies for students with 

emotional and or behavioral disorders. The present research is a continuation of research 

on resiliency and emotional behavioral disorders, where little research has been 

completed to date. 

Research Questions 

 1) Is there a significant difference in the level of total resiliency characteristics 

between successful male and female students in K-12 EBD programs? 

 2) Is there a significant difference in the amount of internal resiliency 

characteristics between successful students and struggling students in K-12 EBD 

programs? 

 3) Is there a significant difference in the amount of external resiliency 

characteristics between successful students and struggling students in K-12 EBD 

programs? 
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 4) Is there a significant difference in the amount of total resiliency characteristics 

between successful and struggling students in K-12 EBD programs? 

Method 

Participants 

 From the 250 teachers randomly selected throughout Eastern Minnesota and 

Western Wisconsin, 64 responded to this study. They taught grades K-12 special 

education classes in rural, urban and suburban areas. From the 64 teacher responses, 13 

were male (20.3%), 49 were female (76.6%), and 2 (3.1%) did not answer this item. 

Ninety-one percent of the teachers were white/Caucasian. This research included three 

geographical areas: urban (40.6%), suburban (35.9%), and rural (17.2%). The teachers’ 

positions were LD (26.6%), EBD (26.6%), other (29.7%), LD and EBD (12.5%), LD and 

other (1.6%), and no answer (3.1%). Of the students that were reported in this study, 47 

were male (73.4%), 16 were female (25%) and 1 no answer (1.6%). There were African 

American (35.9%), White/Caucasian (54.7%), Hispanic/Latino (3.12%), Native 

American (1.56%), and Other (4.7%) students. From the 64 teachers that responded to 

this study, 22 (34.4%) described the struggling students and 42 (65.6%) described the 

most successful students.   

Variables 

 There were 13 variables in this research: Student gender, Student ethnicity, 

Teacher position, Teacher gender, Teacher ethnicity, Geographical area, Student special 

education time, Teacher number of years in education, Time working with the student in 

months, Internal resiliency characteristics, External resiliency characteristics, Total score 

of resiliency characteristics, and Level of concern.  
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Materials 

These variables were measured through a survey sent out to the teachers from K-

12 grades. There were two parts to the questionnaire (see Appendix B), one with 

demographic data about the teacher and the second with the information about the 

student. In addition, there were two types of survey (see Appendix A), one to rate the 

most successful student and the second to rate a struggling student in an EBD special 

education classroom specially EBD.  

Procedure  

The teachers were asked to recall a student in their program that was consistently 

meeting their individual educational and behavioral goals and a student that was not 

meeting those goals.  Additionally, the teachers were given two lists of fifteen statements 

that described protective factors that may have contributed to the students’ educational 

and behavioral outcome and one question that asked their level of concern for the student. 

Examples of components related to the student’s resiliency that were included in the 

surveys were: easy going disposition, self-confidence, close relationships with caring 

others, and meaningful participation in the school and community.  Once they examined 

the survey questions, teachers indicated whether each resiliency characteristic was related 

to the student they had in mind.    

Results 

 In this study there were 42 Successful Students described in EBD teachers’ 

surveys and 22 Struggling Students. There was more survey response on successful 

students than the struggling students because the surveys were sent out in a different time 

period to the same people. The successful students described in the survey data were 
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composed of 28 males and 13 females and one no gender identification. A majority of the 

successful and struggling students were Caucasian (54.7%). The following ethnic groups 

were made up the 45.3% remaining students’ survey population consecutively: African 

American (35.9%), Hispanic/Latino (3.12%), Native American (1.56%), and Other 

(4.7%). The African American, Caucasian, and Hispanic-Latino American ethnicity were 

within similar variations between the successful and struggling student groups. The other 

remaining ethnicities were comprised only on the successful students group. 

 Four Independent Sample t-tests were used to determine if there was a difference 

in resiliency scores between successful male and female students as well to determine if 

there was a difference in scores among internal, external and the total scores of the 

resiliency survey in successful and struggling students in EBD programs.  

Is there a significant difference in the level of resiliency characteristics between 

successful male and female students in EBD programs? 

The t-test for gender differences and total resiliency scores in successful students 

was statistically significant (two-tailed level, t=2.205, p<.05). This score indicates that 

there was a significant difference in the mean total resiliency scores between successful 

male and females, (male M=41, female M=35.85). 

The proposed null hypothesis suggesting there would be no gender differences in 

a group of successful EBD students was rejected. Successful male students with EBD had 

significantly more total resiliency characteristics than female students. 

Is there a significant difference in the amount of internal resiliency characteristics 

between successful and struggling students in EBD programs? 



                                                                                                          Resiliency and EBD   
  

12

 An Independent Sample t-test was completed to test for mean differences on 

internal resiliency characteristics, between successful and struggling students with EBD. 

The t-test indicated a significant difference in mean internal characteristics (t= -2.09, 

p<.05). The internal resiliency characteristics were significantly higher for successful 

students (M= 29.79), relative to struggling students (M= 26.5). 

Is there a significant difference in the amount of external resiliency characteristics 

between successful and struggling students in EBD programs? 

 Another Independent Sample t-test was completed to test for mean differences in 

external resiliency characteristics. The t-test indicated a significant difference in the mean 

(t= -3.17, p<.01). The mean level of the external resiliency characteristics was 

significantly higher for successful students (M= 9.14), relative to struggling students (M= 

7.91). 

Is there a significant difference in the amount of total resiliency characteristics between 

successful and struggling students in EBD programs? 

 The t-test completed for the mean differences in the total score indicated a 

significant difference in the mean (t= -2.66, p<.05). As a result, the mean scores on the 

total resiliency characteristics were significantly higher for successful students (M= 

39.21), relative to struggling students (M= 34.41) (see Table 1). 

The proposed null hypothesis indicated there would be no difference between 

successful and struggling students in EBD programs regarding internal, external and total 

resiliency characteristics. Nevertheless, this study showed that there were differences 

between successful and struggling students in EBD programs. 
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Discussion 

The results of this study indicated there was a significant difference in mean 

resiliency scores between successful males and females in k-12 EBD programs. This 

outcome may indicate that successful males have more resiliency characteristics than 

successful female students in an EBD special education program. However, the current 

female sample size was small compared to males and may not reflect a good 

representation to compare with successful male students. Future studies should use a 

larger and more balanced sample size to analyze gender differences in relation to 

resiliency characteristics.  

These results could be useful when elaborating the IEP goals for EBD students. 

These goals could include plans that promote resiliency protective factors. Such plans can 

be attained through classroom curriculum that fosters independence, self-motivation, self-

esteem, positive attitude, and responsibility. These plans can also include a positive adult 

role model to work consistently with the students.  Another plan to promote resilient 

protective factors is social-skills group. This plan would work with, but not limited to, 

female students’ self-esteem, classroom and social rules, empathy, and social acceptable 

behaviors, given the results in this study.     

Further analysis of differences in internal, external, and total resiliency factors 

between successful and struggling students was completed. An Independent Sample t-test 

indicated significant differences between successful and struggling students on internal 

and external resiliency characteristics. Results may suggest that resilient, successful 

students have a strong prevalence of both internal and external factors in their lives. 

However the current sample size was not balanced enough between successful and 
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struggling students. It would be desirable to have another study that would have an even 

amount of successful and struggling students. 

 In conclusion, these results suggest significant outcomes in gender differences 

and resiliency characteristics in successful students. Nevertheless, the unbalanced sample 

size in gender and successful and struggling students should be reviewed for future 

studies to result in a more reliable outcome. 
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Table 1 
Mean of successful and struggling students on internal, external and total resiliency 
characteristics. 
            Students 
              ______________________________ 
              Successful  Struggling___ 
Resiliency 
Characteristics 
 
Internal                                    M=29.79                      M=26.5 
 
External                                   M=9.14                        M=7.91 
 
Total                                        M=39.21                       M=34.41 
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Appendix A 
 

PART III: 
 
Use the following key: 
  
N = Never             S = Sometimes         O = Often               A = Almost Always 
 

Think of a student that you know well who is successful in your Emotional and Behavioral Disorders 
Special Education program. Success is determined by the student’s academic, behavioral, and social 
improvement. Did your student… 
 

1) Have a close relationship with at least one caring adult  N   S   O   A 
2) Demonstrate good problem solving skills    N   S   O   A 

3) Display an easy going temperament     N   S   O   A 
4)   Display the ability to form positive relationships with peers             N   S   O   A 
5)   Have the ability to be independent, curious                                       N   S   O   A 
6)   Exhibit positive attitude when playing                                              N   S    O   A  

7)   Show creativity                                                                                  N   S    O   A 
8)   Display motivation about school and life                                     N   S    O   A 
9)   Participate positively in their class                                                     N   S    O   A 

10) Demonstrate self-confidence                                                              N   S    O   A 
11) Demonstrate some knowledge of their personal talents                     N   S    O   A   
12) Show ability to cope with changes                                                     N   S    O   A 
13) Present a good understanding of what is right and wrong                 N   S    O    A 
14) Follow rules                                                                                        N   S    O   A 
15) Receive positive reinforcement from teachers and staff                    N   S    O    A 
 
16) Indicate the level of your concern for the student       1     2    3    4     5     6 
                                                                                       Mild                              Severe  
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PART III: 
 
Use the following key: 
  
N = Never             S = Sometimes         O = Often               A = Almost Always 
 

Think of a student that you know well who is struggling in your Emotional and Behavioral Disorders 
Special Education program. Did your student… 
 

4) Have a close relationship with at least one caring adult  N   S   O   A 
5) Demonstrate good problem solving skills    N   S   O   A 

6) Display an easy going temperament     N   S   O   A 
4)   Display the ability to form positive relationships with peers             N   S   O   A 
5)   Have the ability to be independent, curious                                       N   S   O   A 
6)   Exhibit positive attitude when playing                                              N   S    O   A  

7)   Show creativity                                                                                  N   S    O   A 
8)   Display motivation about school and life                                     N   S    O   A 
9)   Participate positively in their class                                                     N   S    O   A 

10) Demonstrate self-confidence                                                              N   S    O   A 
11) Demonstrate some knowledge of their personal talents                     N   S    O   A   
12) Show ability to cope with changes                                                     N   S    O   A 
13) Present a good understanding of what is right and wrong                 N   S    O    A 
14) Follow rules                                                                                        N   S    O   A 
15) Receive positive reinforcement from teachers and staff                    N   S    O    A 
 
16) Indicate the level of your concern for the student       1     2    3    4     5     6 
                                                                                       Mild                              Severe  
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Appendix B 
 

Questionnaire 
 

 
Please complete Parts I & II before you complete the questionnaire. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART I: About You 
 

My position (circle one):        LD Teacher      EBD Teacher 
    Other:__________________         
                                                 
I have been an educator for ______ years. 
 
My gender (circle one):           F       M 
 
My ethnicity (circle one):        African-American           Asian-American 
                                                Native-American             Pacific Island 
                                                White/Caucasian            Hispanic-Latino-American 

Other _________________ 
 
Geographic location of my school (circle one):       Rural       Urban       Suburban 
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Questionnaire 
 

 
Please complete Parts I & II before you complete the questionnaire. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PART II: About Your Student 
 

How long has the student been receiving Special Education Services? _______________ 
 
How long have you been working with this student? ________________ 
 
My student’s gender (circle one):       F        M 
 
My student’s ethnicity (circle one):    African-American           Asian-American 
                                                            Native-American             Pacific Island 
                                                            White/Caucasian            Hispanic-Latino-American  

Other________________ 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


