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ABSTRACT 

Carroll, K. C.  The influence of race and ethnicity on teachers‟ perceptions of student 

behavior.  MS in Education, August 2012, 84pp.  (C. Angell)   

 

This study addresses the over representation of African American students in special 

education with labels of emotional or behavioral disorders (EBD).  The research 

addressed the question of whether teachers perceive student behavior differently if the 

race or cultural characteristics of the described student varies.  Teachers were asked to 

read one of the versions of a vignette that varied the described student‟s race and culture, 

and rate the student‟s behavior.  In addition, teachers were asked if they felt there is a 

problem of over representation in their schools, and how they would address cultural 

differences their students may bring to the classroom.  No statistical difference was found 

between the teacher ratings of student behaviors, and most teachers indicated 

responsiveness to individual differences in the classroom, including racial and cultural 

differences.  However, the study is severely limited by a low response rate, as well as 

limitations due to similarities in respondent characteristics.  Future research should widen 

the respondent pool in order to address differences in perception that may arise from 

respondent race, culture, gender, or geographical location.       
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Although all students in the United States have the right to a free and appropriate 

education, African American students are 3.84 times more likely to be suspended for 

behavioral reasons than European American students and more than two and a half times 

more likely to receive in school suspension (Hinojosa, 2008).  These numbers grow even 

higher when students with special needs, such as an emotional or behavioral disability 

(EBD), are considered (Achilles, McLaughlin, & Croninger, 2007).  Because African 

American students are at a higher risk of being identified with EBD  (U.S. Commission 

on Civil Rights, 2009), the effects of being falsely identified with EBD should be looked 

at closely.    

When students are identified appropriately, the special education system can be 

beneficial in helping students receive the support they need.  However, it can have 

adverse effects.  Students identified with a disability may suffer from a lowered self-

esteem, or experience a social stigma or frustration (Connor, 2009).  The effects of this 

for minority students with a special education label may “circulate, overlap, and merge 

without clearly drawn lines” (Connor, 2009, p. 464). 

Students identified with EBD are likely to be placed in settings segregated from 

their peers and receive poor grades. (Carr-George, Vannest, Willson, & Davis, 2009; 

George & Vanest, 2009).  Students are less likely to participate in statewide assessments, 
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and if they do, are less likely to meet proficiency standards (Carr-George et al, 2009). 

Furthermore, children who are placed in special education settings without adequate need 

for services may fall increasingly behind their peers in academic growth.  African 

American students are more likely than student of European descent to be placed in more 

restrictive or segregated settings when identified with a disability, especially when the 

African American student comes from a disadvantaged background (Yates, 2008). 

The results of this segregation and lowered academic achievement results in what 

Franklin (2009) describes as a “special-education-to-prison pipeline” where African 

American students are at an increased risk of becoming incarcerated.  Despite fluctuating 

crime rates, the number of incarcerated individuals continues to climb, with most of those 

individuals identified as African American individuals (Alexander, 2010).  African 

American individuals make up 13.6% of the national population, but 25.8% of those 

individuals live in poverty, compared with 9.9% of European American individuals (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 2010).   

The perception of African American individuals is often negative, with young 

children labeling European American dolls “good” and African American dolls “bad”  

(Davis, 2005).  The linguistic style used by many African American people, despite being 

based on the Bantu language of the African continent, is often perceived as ill-educated 

(Hilliard, 2002). Individuals who fail to speak the “standardized” version of English are 

thought to be ill-educated or stupid (Purcell-Gates, 2002).  An influential book published 

in 1994 documented what the authors described as “ethnic differences in cognitive 

ability” (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994, p. 269). 
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African American individuals are less likely than European American individuals 

to graduate from high school, with 16% of African American adults over the age of 25 

lacking a high school diploma (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  African American students 

are almost four times more likely to be suspended or expelled from school than European 

American students (Hinojosa, 2008).  Research supports that teachers often seem to 

expect less from low-income students and allow them to put forth less effort than their 

middle-class peers (Ladson-Billings, 2002; Purcell-Gates, 2002).  

African American children are more likely to come from single parent homes and 

live in poverty than their European American counterparts (U.S. Commission on Civil 

Rights, 2009).  Given the perception of teachers that parents have a large influence on 

both student achievement and behavior (Achilles, McLaughlin, & Croninger, 2007), and 

the fact that parents who belong to minority groups are likely to be involved in or support 

children‟s schoolwork even when teachers perceive otherwise (Purcell-Gates, 2002), the 

perception the teachers have of the student‟s home environment may influence their 

overall perception of the student and the student‟s behavior. 

Some African American individuals may have different cultural characteristics 

than the mainstream culture (Webb-Johnson, 2002). Two characteristics of African 

American culture as described by Webb-Johnson (2002) are “Movement” and “Verve,” 

which may be misinterpreted by teachers as hyperactivity or inattention.  As detailed by 

Feldman (1985), African American individuals are less likely to make eye contact than 

European American individuals.  In addition, African American individuals are likely to 

indicate attention with either a head nod or vocal acknowledgement, while European 

American individuals are likely to utilize both.  This cultural difference may lead teachers 
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to perceive African American students as more inattentive than European American 

students even when actual levels of attention are similar (Feldman, 1985).  

 Another trait of African American culture is nonstandard grammar consistent with 

Ebonics, such as object/verb disagreement (e.g., “they be”) (Hilliard, 2002).  This may 

affect the teacher‟s perception of the student or the student‟s family‟s level of education, 

race, and culture (Hilliard, 2002), all of which is correlated to student achievement and 

behavior (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2009).   

When identifying students with special needs, the perception of teachers is key.  

Although parents may refer their children for special education, most referrals originate 

with teachers (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2009).  In addition, the teacher‟s rating 

of the student on behavioral scales is an important factor when considering students for 

emotional or behavioral disorder (EBD) identification (Ramsay, Reynolds, & Kamphaus, 

2002).  Therefore, when looking at the problem of disproportionate number of African 

American students with EBD, it is essential to understand the way in which teachers 

judge the behaviors of African American students.  If teachers are being unfair, is it 

because they are misunderstanding the culture of their students, as the numerous 

workshops seem to imply (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2010; Trent, 2012)?    

Differentiation may take the form of something as simple as extra time on a test 

or as complex as a completely new and individually tailored curriculum (Trent, 2012).  

What form the differentiation takes simply depends on the answer to one question:  What 

does this student need?  Inherent in this question is the understanding that no two 

students are alike, and every single student characteristic is variable to a large degree.  

Also implied by the question is that, when the answer is found, the differentiation will be 
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up to the teacher to provide.  When the issue of race and culture arises, the primary 

question remains the same:  What does the student need?  Although the answer to that 

question seems to become more complicated when the topic is race or culture than when 

it is a matter of accommodations for a disability, the implications of the question remains 

the same. No two students are alike, and it is up to the teacher to provide the best learning 

environment for the student.   

Teacher education programs across the country began to emphasize cultural 

responsive teaching and reflection (Gay, 2005; Trent, 2012).  The emphasis on learning 

about the culture of students and learning ways to incorporate that culture into both the 

curriculum and classroom management is good.  However, a discord between the 

implication that it was up to the teacher to provide culturally responsive instruction and 

the assumption that minority students were over represented in special education 

programs appears.  If it is up to the teacher to provide what the student needs and the 

needs of a large percentage of minority students are not being met in the general 

education setting, then are teachers not doing their job?  An increasing number of cultural 

competence workshops for educators, cultural competence units and classes for teaching 

candidates, and rhetoric about incentive-based pay or penalties for teachers whose 

students do not make adequate gains emerges (Gay, 2005; Trent, 2012; U.S. Commission 

on Civil Rights, 2009).  

It is important to differentiate whether teachers are unfair with their behavior 

ratings due to misunderstandings of culture or if racism enters into teacher‟s behavior 

ratings of African American students.  It is also important to determine if schools are 

spending resources, time, and money effectively on educating teachers in cultural 
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competence and if incentive-based pay reduces unjust negative behavior ratings for 

African American students (Gay, 2005).  If the problem of over representation does not 

originate with the teachers, the schools may be wasting resources to fix that which is not 

broken, and in the process, failing to identify the actual cause of the problem.  If, 

however, the problem does originate with the teachers, and the problem is rooted in 

racism rather than cultural incompetence, then the nature of the workshops and teacher 

education programs may need to change.  Only when these questions are answered can 

the unequal treatment of minority students in education as well as society begin to be 

addressed. 

 This research study aims to answer the following questions:   

1. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the student‟s race? 

2. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the description of the 

student‟s cultural characteristics? 

3. Is there an interaction between race and culture where low SES African American 

students may be more negatively perceived than African American students from 

middle class homes or low SES European American students? 

4. Do teachers feel there is a problem with over representation of minority students 

in Special Education?    

5. What justifications do teachers have for the over representation of minority 

students in special education?  

 To attempt to answer these questions, a survey was sent to teachers in the 

Cooperative Educational Service Agency (CESA) #4, located in south western 

Wisconsin.  The survey asked teachers to read a vignette with an attached picture of a 
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student and answer questions regarding the student‟s behavior.  The survey then asked 

teachers about their opinion on the over representation of African American students in 

special education, and how they would address cultural differences in the classroom. 

 The first version featured a student from a middle-class background, while the 

second featured a lower-class student who displays cultural characteristics associated 

with some African American groups.  Each vignette was presented with one of two 

images.  The first image was of a male European American student.  The second image 

was of a male African American student of a similar age. 

It is important to observe that these vignettes described the same behavior, while 

other cultural characteristics of the student vary.  The cultural characteristics described in 

the first vignette are more common among suburban, middle class households, while the 

characteristics of the second vignette are more common among low SES, urban, and 

African American households.    

 It should be noted that the behaviors that directly relate to the items on the 

behavior scales in the next section remained identical in the two vignettes.  Each version 

maintained the same level of aggression in and out of the classroom, and the same level 

of disobedience to teacher directives. 

 After educators read the vignettes and viewed the images, they were then asked to 

rate the behavior displayed by the student on items taken from the Behavior Assessment 

System for Children 2
nd

 Edition (BASC-2).  The data was analyzed via Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) and Kruskal-Wallis Test to determine if educators rate the student‟s 

behavior more harshly when the student is presented as African American, as person of 

low socioeconomic status displaying African American cultural characteristics, or both. 
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The surveys also asked teachers if they feel there is a problem with over representation in 

their school, and if they are aware that over representation is an issue nationwide.  Free 

response questions asked how teachers feel cultural differences may manifest in the 

classroom, and how they would address such differences.  A qualitative analysis of this 

data addresses the final research question. 

 The working hypothesis of this research was that teachers will rate students more 

harshly when they believe the student is African American or is displaying African 

American cultural characteristics.  It was further hypothesized that there will be an 

interaction such that the difference in the ratings of the African American student 

displaying African American cultural characteristics and the African American student 

that does not display such characteristics will be larger than the difference between the 

European American student who displays African American cultural characteristics and 

the European American student who does not display African American cultural 

characteristics.  
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CHAPTER II 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 This chapter summarizes the body of existing research regarding the over 

representation of African American students in special education programs.  The review 

summarizes the literature on general topics, including demographics, educational 

attainment, and perceptions of African Americans within education and society. An 

overview of the current research on the over representation of African American students 

in special education, particularly in the area of Emotional Behavior Disabilities (EBD) 

will be presented.  Finally, the evidence for teacher bias in the identification of students 

with EBD will be examined. 

Demographics 

Almost fourteen percent (13.6%) of the U.S. population identifies themselves as 

African American. African American individuals make up the largest minority group in 

23 states, including Wisconsin (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  Although 30% of African 

Americans are children, more than half of African American families are headed by 

unmarried or single parents (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). 

The number of African Americans earning below the poverty line continues to 

rise, with 24.9% of African Americans living in poverty in 1999 (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2011) and 25.8% living in poverty in 2009 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2010).  

Persons in this minority group continue to earn less than those who identify themselves as 
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European American (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  African Americans are more likely to 

be paid less than the average wage, with African American men earning an average of 

$7,100 less than the average wage for men across the country in 1999 (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2011).  In 1999, African American women earned an average of $1,600 less than 

the average wage for all American women (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  When speaking 

of health benefit packages, more than one in five African Americans lack health 

insurance 

Perceptions of African Americans in Society  

Overall perceptions of African Americans tend to remain negative (Davis, 2005).  

Contradictorily, African American models are generally rated more attractive than 

European American models (McDermott & Pettijohn, 2008).  Interestingly, European 

Americans who score higher on measures of racism are less likely to rate African 

American models as attractive (McDermott & Pettijohn, 2008).  Replications of the 1939 

study by Clark continue to show that children generally prefer to play with European 

American dolls over African American dolls and will even label African American dolls 

as “bad” and consider European American dolls to be “good” (Davis, 2005).  Young four 

and five year olds still attribute more “good” qualities to the European American dolls 

than to African American dolls.  However, some studies show that this effect decreases or 

disappears when older children are given a choice that is not forced (Lerner & Buehrig, 

1975).  These socialized preferences may have a lasting impact on the development of 

self-esteem and self-identity, as children as young as six months old have been shown to 

be cognizant of differences in race and skin tone, showing a preference for one race of 

doll over another (Njoroge, Benton, Lewis, & Njoroge, 2003).  As most parents do not 
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deliberately broach the topic of race with very young children, children are left to piece 

together their understanding of the differences and similarities between the races from 

lessons learned from television, peers, and society as a whole (Njoroge et al., 2003).  By 

adolescence and young adulthood, the unintended messages given by caretakers, peers, 

and media about race, African Americans specifically, may be so well entrenched in the 

subconscious minds of these individuals that negative assumptions about themselves as 

an African American and their race may remain even after critical reflection and 

consideration (Tatum, 1997).      

Educational Attainment 

African Americans tend to fare less well than European Americans in the area of 

education.  African American students are less likely to have advanced degrees than 

European American students, with only 19% of African Americans over the age of 25 

obtaining a bachelor‟s degree or higher and 16% of African Americans over the age of 25 

lacking a high school diploma  (US Census Bureau News, 2011).  In 2001-2002, only 

40,373 Master‟s degrees were awarded to African American students as compared to 

327,635 Master‟s degrees awarded to European American students (Yates, 2008).  It 

appears that the percentage of African American individuals living in poverty can be 

significantly reduced through the educational attainment of African American individuals 

being raised (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994).  As Yates (2008) notes, “The crisis for the 

nation is that as minority becomes majority, the majority of the nation‟s population will 

be dramatically undereducated” (p. 8). 
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Problems with Misidentification  

African American students are 3.84 times more likely to be suspended for 

behavioral reasons than European American students (Hinojosa, 2008). Similarly, 

African American students are more than two and a half times more likely to be placed in 

in-school suspension than their European American student counterparts (Hinojosa, 

2008).  When students identified with special needs (emotional behavior disabilities; 

EBD) are considered, that number grows even higher.  Students who are African 

American and also identified with an EBD or a specific learning disability (SLD) are two 

to three times more likely to be suspended or expelled than students not identified with a 

disability (Achilles et al, 2007). African American students with disabilities are more 

likely to be expelled than all other students with identified disabilities, even without 

evidence that these students have more severe behaviors (Achilles et al, 2007).  

Academically, students identified with EBD are at risk to receive poor grades and 

fail to meet proficiency standards. This poor outcome is potentially due to the segregated 

settings in which students with EBD are placed and that these types of programs are more 

likely to emphasize behavior interventions over academic instruction (Carr-George, 

Vannest, Willson, & Davis, 2009; George & Vanest, 2009).  Researchers found that only 

56% of students identified with EBD participated in statewide assessments, and less than 

half of students identified with EBD who took the statewide assessments met the 

proficiency standards (Carr-George et al, 2009).  In addition, if children are 

inappropriately placed in a special education, the disparity between their academic 

growth and the academic growth of their peers can widen by as much as 50% (U.S. 

Commission on Civil Rights, 2009).   
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Special Education as Segregation 

Students identified with special needs are more likely to be placed in settings 

outside of the general education classroom (Alexander, 2010; Carr-George et al, 2009).  

African American students with identified disabilities are more likely to be placed in 

settings that are more restrictive and segregated from the general school population 

(Yates, 2008).  African American students from disadvantaged backgrounds are more 

likely to experience these outcomes than their middle-class European American peers, 

despite laws requiring parental approval and involvement in the placement process.  This 

may be due to the disadvantaged African American parents “will almost always do as 

they are „advised‟ (read: told)” (Connor, 2009, p. 462).  Franklin (2009) describes a 

“special-education-to-prison pipeline” in which African American boys identified with 

special needs are more likely to become incarcerated than their European American peers 

educated in the general education classroom.  The idea that African American students 

may be systematically separated from their peers more than 50 years after the end of legal 

racial segregation is troubling indeed (Artiles, 2009; Franklin, 2009).  As Beratan (2008) 

writes, “It is difficult to find a more clearly racist outcome than the disproportionate 

segregation of minority students from general education” (p. 345).   

Although the special education label can be beneficial in helping students receive 

the support they need, it can have a negative impact on the student‟s self-perception.  

Students identified with a disability have reported experiencing social stigma and 

frustration at being unable to rid themselves of the label, even if they work hard to rid 

themselves of the labels and stereotypes (Connor, 2009).  For minority students identified 
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with special needs, the effects of labels, ethnicity, and ability may “circulate, overlap, and 

merge without clearly drawn lines” (Connor, 2009, p. 464). 

Teacher Bias 

Teachers may play a role in the over representation of African American students 

through their own racial bias. Teachers, who are predominantly European American, may 

be racially biased toward African American students and as a result may rate their 

behavior more severely (Vaught & Castagno, 2008).   

European American teacher bias can be a difficult subject to broach. Most 

European American teachers deny that such bias exists, even after training meant to 

expose cultural differences and help eliminate cultural and racial bias is presented within 

their schools (DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2010; Vaught & Castagno, 2008).  Nevertheless, in an 

attempt to test the theory of teacher bias, Cullinan and Kauffman (2005) asked teachers to 

rate their students with EBD on 45 items and compared the ratings of African American 

and European American teachers.  These researchers found no interaction between 

student race and teacher race, which suggests that teacher bias did not affect their ratings.  

Instead, the researchers found that teachers did not rate their African American students 

as more problematic than their European American students on any of the subscales. 

Teachers rated their African American students less problematic on the subscales of 

unhappiness or depression and physical symptoms or fears than their European American 

students.  These researchers note a potential problem with their research in that student 

participants had already been diagnosed with EBD and were not all assessed by both 

African American and European American teachers. They caution that it is possible that 
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teacher bias may have a greater affect during the identification process or bias may only 

be made apparent when multiple teachers are asked to rate the same students.   

Contrary to Cullinan and Kaufman‟s research, Downey and Pribesh (2004) found 

that African American students with African American teachers were rated as exhibiting 

better effort and similar levels of disruptiveness than their European American 

counterparts when rated by European American teachers.  In addition, African American 

students were rated more severely than European American students when problematic 

externalizing behaviors were considered, but only if the students were rated by a 

European American teacher.  Similarly, these students were rated only by their own 

teachers and not rated by multiple teachers who varied by race.  The researchers note that 

while this research supports the idea of teacher bias, it is possible that the students who 

are typically assigned to African American teachers differ in some significant way than 

students assigned to European American teachers, such as Socio-economic Status (SES) 

(Downey & Pribesh, 2004).   

Another study finding teacher perceptions affected by race dealt with referrals and 

placement of gifted children (Elhoweris, Mutua, Alsheikh, & Holloway, 2005).  Teachers 

were given one of three vignettes, one which specified the race of the student as 

European American, one which specified student race as African American, and one 

which did not identify the race of the student.  Although the descriptions of the students 

were otherwise identical, teachers were less likely to refer the student for placement in a 

gifted and talented program if they believed the student to be African American than in 

any other condition (Elhoweris et al, 2005). 
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Sbarra and Pianta (2001) also found evidence of racial differences in teacher 

perception of students when comparing teacher-completed behavior ratings of students in 

the fall and spring of kindergarten and first grade.  These researchers found that teachers 

tended to rate European American children‟s competence as being stable, and tended to 

rate African American students as less competent, particularly in the areas of task 

orientation and frustration tolerance.  While it is possible that these are real differences 

due to home or preschool experiences or environments rather than teacher bias or 

perceptions, Sbarra and Pianta point out that the African American students were not 

labeled with more severe behavior problems by the teachers in this study. Instead, the 

African American students were rated as less competent in school related tasks and 

competence was not improved over time.  The authors note that behavior problems may 

then be identified in students who fail to meet these competencies by a later date and 

early intervention to teach these competencies was key.  This link between competence 

and behavior is supported by Bru (2006) who found that perceived competence of 

students influenced on-task orientation and opposition to teachers. Low perceived 

competence contributed both the off task behavior and opposition to teachers. 

Thomas, Caldwell, Faison, and Jackson (2009) found that students who perceived 

discrimination on the part of their teachers were at risk for poor academic achievement 

when compared to their non-discrimination-perceiving peers.  Although it is possible that 

the perception of discrimination is the result of poor achievement (e.g. a student 

externalizing blame for bad grades) rather than actual discrimination on the part of 

teachers, the correlation is still troubling given that 34% of African American students in 

the study perceived discrimination (Thomas et al, 2009). 
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Studies regarding the interaction of student race and teacher race appear to be 

contradictory, with some studies finding a large correlation and others not.  Though these 

studies have difficulties with generalization, due to limited sampling or lack of 

evaluations by teachers of both races, it is possible that a simpler explanation can be 

found which explains why bias appears to exist by some measures but not with others.   

Risk Factors  

There are many risk factors besides race associated with low achievement and 

behavior problems, such as limited health care and low maternal educational attainment 

(U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2009).  It is possible that African Americans are more 

likely to be identified with low achievement and behavior problems, because they have 

an increased likelihood of being exposed to risk factors, not as a result of teacher bias or 

testing (Cullinan & Kauffman, 2005).  One study found that low socio-economic status 

and lack of two in-home parents explained rates of expulsion and suspension among 

students with EBD better than racial factors (Achilles et al, 2007).  Hinojosa (2008) 

found that students with resources in the home, such as books and computers were also 

less likely to be suspended.  Other factors found to be associated with expulsion and 

suspension rates were age, multiple school changes, parents expressing low school 

satisfaction, male gender, and urban schooling (Achilles et al, 2007).  However, research 

has shown that minority students are placed in special education in higher numbers in 

school districts which are predominantly European American than in districts where the 

number of minority students is higher, indicating that there is much that is not yet 

explained by the number of minority students living in poverty (U.S. Commission on 

Civil Rights, 2009).   
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 Morgan, Farkas, Hillemeier, and Maczuga (2009) studied the effects of SES and 

race by observing 2-year old children during learning-related tasks.  Boys were twice as 

likely as girls to experience learning related problems. Children with a low SES status 

were twice as likely as children from a high SES status to experience problems.  Children 

who have mothers who are unmarried or who have a low educational attainment were 

also at risk for experiencing problems, though high quality parenting seemed to mitigate 

these risk factors.  When investigating the effects of race, results were inconsistent.  

African American children were only sometimes more at risk than European American 

children for learning related problems when SES status was controlled.  These 

researchers hypothesized that some variability may be due to differences in parenting 

quality or styles.  However, the parenting variable explained less than half of the effect 

that contributed to either the child‟s race or the mother‟s level of educational attainment.  

Therefore, the potential differences between European American and African American 

student performance remains unidentified by this study.  Thomas et al. (2009) found that 

perceived discrimination continued to be associated with poor grades even after 

demographic variables were controlled.  Hinojosa (2008) found that the likelihood an 

African American student would be suspended as compared to European American 

students only decreased from 3.43 times as likely to 2.22 times as likely when variables 

other than race were controlled.   

Cultural Misalignment   

Race generally refers to the color of the person‟s skin.  In addition to skin color, 

ethnicity includes the cultural values, characteristics, and traditions that a particular group 

tends to uphold (Downey & Pribesh, 2004).  Cultural misalignment theory may provide 



 

19 

 

insight into study limitations in determining the source of bias (Cicetti-Turro, 2007).  For 

example, if a student checks the box for “African American,” he may or may not identify 

with what may be considered modern African American culture. As a result, a study that 

uses race alone as a variable, rather than their cultural identity, may miss multiple factors 

that are also at play.  For instance, teachers may mistake a student‟s behavioral style, 

such as their manner of speech or dress, as defiance (Downey & Pribesh, 2004).  Cultural 

misalignment manifests during the identification process for disorders such as EBD when 

characteristics of a minority culture are misinterpreted (Cullinan & Kauffman, 2005).  A 

teacher may not understand if a student displays “verve,” a dimension of African 

American culture which contains high activity levels, and refer the student as possibly 

having Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) (Webb-Johnson, 2002). Miller, 

Miller, and Stull (2007) found that counselor educators reported more bias on cultural 

characteristics and values than on race and gender, attitudes directly predicting 

participant behaviors.  Cicetti-Turro (2007) discussed cultural misalignment and noted 

that teachers who were not adequately prepared for cultural understanding “will be more 

apt to blame the student or consider the students lacking basic tenants for school success” 

(p. 48) when difficulties arise in the classroom.   

Boykin, Tyler, and Miller (2005) observed classroom interactions and coded 

cultural behaviors.  The researchers found that teachers tended to initiate mainstream 

themes, such as competition and bureaucracy orientation.  African American cultural 

themes, such as movement and verve, were almost always initiated by students.  While 

not all classroom activities were able to be coded by the researchers, the reactions of 

teachers, either positive or negative toward student-initiated African American cultural 
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themes, is unknown. The fact that there was a difference in the themes initiated by 

students and teachers indicates that behavior expected by European American teachers 

may be quite different than the behavior exhibited by culturally African American 

students (Boykin, Tyler, & Miller, 2005).   

To decrease cultural misalignment, schools have developed training programs for 

teachers meant to encourage acceptance, decreasing bias on the basis of race and culture 

(DiAngelo & Sensoy, 2010; National Center for Culturally Responsive Educational 

Systems, 2008; Trent, 2012).  However, training may backfire. Trainings may serve to 

stereotype minority students rather than give an understanding of different cultures, 

causing teachers to become defensive (Vaught & Castagno, 2008).  As a principal noted, 

“To admit, to have to admit, not to others, but just to yourself, that what I do brings harm 

to children.  That hurts…That‟s not gonna happen” (Vaught & Castagno, 2008, p. 108).  

Even teachers who are aware of cultural differences and believe they are acting in 

appropriate ways may still show evidence of cultural bias (Hyland, 2005).  When the 

teachers feel that they personally, are being blamed for the racial inequalities in their 

schools, they are not likely to internalize the attempted cultural lesson and instead 

rationalize the present classroom practices (Vaught & Castagno, 2008).   

When cultural misalignment is present, teachers may react negatively or 

punitively toward student behaviors they believe are inappropriate.  As Tyson (2003) 

points out, it is increasingly frustrating for young minority students, whose initial intent is 

pleasing the teacher, receive reprimands and disapproval for behavior that is condoned at 

home or in their communities.  To deal with this, students may use one of several coping 

strategies to acclimate to the teacher‟s perspective or maintain their own cultural identity.  
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Coping strategies, such as defiance, may serve to increase sanctions from the teacher, and 

decrease overall academic success (Webb-Johnson, 2002).  Contrary to this idea, 

Thomas, Caldwell, Faison, and Jackson (2009) found the effects of perceived teacher 

discrimination not related to the level of racial centrality.   African American children 

who identified strongly with the African American race and culture did not report any 

more or any less perceived discrimination from their teachers than African American 

children who identified only weakly with those themes.  This seems to contradict the idea 

that African American culture may be what is discriminated against or that coping 

mechanisms may be largely at play (Thomas et al, 2009).  Table 1 illustrates coping 

strategies and Table 2 provides a listing of African American cultural traits.   

Table 1.  Coping Strategies  

Passive Strategies 

Mental colonization Accept existing log; forego oppression‟s existence, strive to “out whit” white 

people to get their fair share of “piece of the pie” 

Subservient “Brown nosing” posture; promotes the “rightness of the teacher” even if it means 

ignoring the integrity of the African American experience 

Survivalist One turns on own community; adopts “dog eat dog” philosophy to survive; passive 

resignation; acceptance of life as it is; welfare mentality 

Active Strategies 

Dissembling Offers pretense to outside world; conceals true feelings; camouflages subversive 

acts 

Game playing “Get over” strategy; out-foxes the power broker; cunning, expedience, and trickery 

used to gain stamp of approval to signify success 

Defiance Defy system through aggressive techniques; against anything that “whiteness” 
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represents 

Nationalist Embraces a distinct system of values to resist oppression; serves as insulating 

function 

Eclectic  Combination or mixture of coping styles 

Webb-Johnson, 2002, p. 658 

Table 2.  African American Cultural Characteristics  

Dimension Definition 

Spirituality Approach to life vitalistic, nonmaterial forces influence life 

Harmony Fate interrelated with other elements/schemes, humankind and nature 

harmonically conjoined 

Movement Emphasis on interweaving of movement, rhythm, percussion, music, dance; 

central to psychological health 

Verve Propensity for high levels of stimulation, energetic and lively action 

Affect Emphasis on emotion and feelings; sensitivity to emotional cues, tendency 

to be emotionally expressive 

Communalism Commitment to social connectedness; social bonds and responsibility 

transcend individual privileges 

Expressive individualism Cultivation of distinctive personality and a proclivity for spontaneous, 

genuine personal expression 

Oral tradition Preference for oral/aural modes of speaking and communication; speaking 

and listening treated as performances 

Social time perspective Orientation in which time is treated as passing through social space; 

recurring, personal, and phenomenological 

Webb-Johnson, 2002, p 657 

It is not only European American teachers that may judge African American 

students harshly when it comes to their culture. While sitting in classrooms of all-African 
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American schools, Tyson (2003) observed that the African American teachers often 

reacted more harshly to student behavior than did visiting European American teachers.  

In fact, the African American teachers even responded to misbehavior that is typical of 

any student (e.g., speaking during a lesson) with implications that the students need to 

behave better due to their race, making comments such as, “Now that‟s why some of our 

black boys and girls are behind.  You don‟t know how to listen.  We are not smart enough 

to sit here and not listen.  You know we are already behind.  You cannot afford to come 

in here with bad behavior” (Tyson, 2003, p. 334).  The overall view expressed by the 

teachers and administrators observed by Tyson was that if a culture gap exists, it is up to 

African Americans students to learn to fit in with the predominant European American 

culture, and not for the dominant culture to learn to fit in with or be accepting of their 

students‟ African American culture.  Tyson (2003) posits that this resistance to African 

American culture on the part of African American teachers may be in actuality a 

resistance to negative stereotypes and a desire for high achievement for their students 

under the current educational model. This teacher attitude was later reflected by the 

students who said their favorite subject in school was learning “to talk white,” or “not to 

talk Ebonics.” The link between acceptable behavior and race seemed to be internalized 

by the students, shown when students completed the sentence, “If I were white, I 

would…” with items such as “be good,” “go to class,” and “be nice” (Tyson, 2003, p. 

336).  

Higgins and Moule (2009) found that European American pre-service teachers 

tended to develop more authoritative styles when given a field placement in a 

predominantly African American elementary school, despite having learned more 
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democratic and accepting classroom management techniques at their university.  The 

study‟s authors question what effect this style of teaching may have on the feelings of 

self-worth of the students and if this style is “truly more conducive to teaching African 

American children” (p. 137).  A more authoritative style may not always be damaging to 

students, as suspension rates are actually lowered by 26% when students believe their 

teachers have high expectations of them (Hinojosa, 2008).   

Much of the research on the disproportionate representation of African American 

students identified with EBD is based on opinions, anecdotes, and recommendations 

(Cullinan & Kaffman, 2005).  Whether the differences between African American and 

European American students are the result of cultural bias or differences in exposure to 

other risk factors, the perception of a difference can have an impact on a teacher‟s view 

of a child, their abilities, and their subsequent education (Sbarra & Pianta, 2001).  The 

impetus to understand the effects of race, culture, and their effects on children‟s 

education is on the educational system to ensure the most appropriate and complete 

education possible for all our students (Cicetti-Turro, 2007; Vaught & Castagno, 2008; 

Webb-Johnson, 2002). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLGY 

 This chapter outlines the research goals and methods.  The research questions to 

be answered and the theoretical frameworks used to guide data analysis are described.  

Research Questions 

Some researchers feel that perception of race alone are responsible for the 

disproportionate representation of African American students in special education and 

EBD, while others feel that over representation is a result of a culture clash.  Others feel 

that the over representation problem has been overstated or is the result of other 

interfering variables that are related to race, such as poverty low SES.   This study 

addresses the following questions:   

1.   Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the student‟s race? 

2. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the description of the 

student‟s cultural characteristics? 

3. Is there an interaction between race and culture where low SES African American 

students may be more negatively perceived than African American students from 

middle class homes or low SES European American students? 

4. Do teachers feel there is a problem with over representation of minority students 

in Special Education?    
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5. What justifications do teachers have for the over representation of minority 

students in special education?  

Quantitative Research Methodology 

To answer the first four research questions, quantitative data was collected through 

multiple choice survey questions and likert scale questions.  Participants were given one 

of two vignettes to read along with one of two images of a fictional student, then asked to 

rate the student‟s behavior.  Quantitative data analysis was performed via ANOVA and 

the Kruskal-Wallis Test to identify if the difference in vignette or the difference in image 

resulted in a difference in teacher rating of behavior or if there was an interaction 

between the two factors.  In addition, teachers were asked if they feel there is a problem 

with over representation of African American students in special education. 

Qualitative Research Methodology 

 The final research question is qualitative by design. Standpoint theory, Deficit 

theory, and Grounded theory were used to interpret data from open-ended survey 

questions to answer this research question.  Standpoint theory approaches the data from 

the viewpoint of the intersection of race and culture.  The term standpoint refers to the 

unique view of an individual who has a particular set of attributes (Harding, 2009).  A 

European American woman from the suburbs, for example, would have a very different 

opinion on the role of women in society than a Hispanic woman from an inner city 

neighborhood. Their standpoints are affected not just by gender, but also by race and 

environment.   

 Deficit theory is the idea that certain individuals are lacking in some way (Foley, 

1997).  It was expected that the teachers in this study would, consciously or 
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unconsciously, espouse Deficit theory to some degree.  Although explicit racism is not 

commonly espoused by teachers (Hyland, 2005), the researcher thought it likely that with 

the newfound emphasis on cultural competence, the focus of the teachers would move 

from race to culture. Any deficits that would previously have been attributed to race 

would instead be attributed to culture (Foley, 1997). However, the basic underpinnings of 

Deficit theory was expected to be upheld, in that teachers would be likely to explain away 

differences between the groups as a result of a deficit in one of them. 

 Grounded theory was utilized in the coding and interpretation of data.  Grounded 

theory states that the applicable theory may only be observed during or after data 

collection, when overall trends and conclusions may become apparent (Thomas, 2003).  

Grounded theory was used during the course of the research to interpret the resulting 

information. 

Participants 

Educators from public school districts in southwestern Wisconsin serving grades 

K-12 who directly interact with students were asked to participate in this study.  

Participants were asked to identify their certification level (e.g. elementary or high 

school) as well as their race during the course of the survey. 

 Twenty-five total responses were received from the survey.  Of those, ten were 

received blank, and fifteen were received partially or fully complete (n=15).  The 

majority of respondents (14/15 or 93%) identified themselves as of European descent; 

one respondent indicated a race other than European American, African American, or 

Hispanic, but did not further specify a race.  Most respondents were female; only one 

respondent identified as male.  Forty-three percent of respondents indicated they were 
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educators at the elementary level, 21% indicated working with students at the middle 

school level, 21% indicated they were educators at the high school level, and 14% 

indicated multiple grade levels.  Respondents had been teaching for between 1 and 43 

years, averaging 19.6 years of total experience, and were at their current grade level for 

an average of 17.3 years.  One respondent indicated working for an urban school district; 

the other respondents indicated rural school districts. 

Participant Selection Procedures 

Principals and superintendents of school districts located in the Cooperative 

Educational Service Agency (CESA) #4 area of southwestern Wisconsin were asked to 

forward an email with a link to the Qualtrics survey director application. The survey 

director kept a running tally of how many times each version of the survey had been 

completed, called a quota.  The survey director linked participants to the first version of 

the survey until an initial quota of five completed surveys had been obtained, whereupon 

it began to direct participants to the second version of the survey until it also had reached 

a quota of five.  After every five participants, the survey director changed to which 

survey it directed, cycling through the versions of the survey until data collection was 

closed at the end of two weeks.  During the survey, teachers were asked if their school is 

in an urban or rural setting, and to identify their own race. 

Data Collection 

 Data was collected through an online Qualtrics survey system that was distributed 

via school district assigned email addresses.  Responses were unlinked from respondents 

so that no personal identifying information was recorded with the survey.  Invitations to 

participate along with a link to the Qualtrics survey were sent out at the beginning of June 
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to teachers participating in their school‟s summer school program, with a reminder sent 

out after one week.  Responses were collected for a total of fifteen days.    

Materials 

The Qualtrics electronic survey system was utilized to create the survey.  Some 

items on the survey were from the Behavioral Assessment System for Children, 2
nd

 Ed. 

(BASC-2), a diagnostic tool commonly used to identify children with EBD (Ramsay, 

Reynolds, & Kamphaus, 2002) (See Table 5 for BASC-2 items included in the survey).   

Survey 

Vignettes 

The survey contained a vignette of a fictional 13-year old student named Tyler.  

Four different versions of the vignette were created; two versions featured a European 

American student and two versions featured an African American student.  The student‟s 

race was indicated by one of two photographs, obtained from Dreamstime.com, a website 

which provides free stock photos. For each race, one vignette version described the 

pictured male characters with a middle-class, suburban culture, while the opposing 

vignette featured a low SES, African American style culture (see vignettes below).  

Table 3.  Images of Students Presented with Vignettes  

Image 1: European American student Image 2: African American student 
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Vignette 1.  Middle Class Student Description 

Imagine you are a 6th grade teacher.  You have 30 students in your homeroom class.  Read the 

following vignette of one of your students and answer the questions that follow as honestly as 

possible. 

[Picture of Tyler, age 13] 

In your 6th grade class, you are experiencing difficulty with a 13 year-old boy named Tyler. He 

comes from a two-parent, middle-income home and has two siblings. Academically, he is 

performing below grade level in both reading and math. The biggest challenge you experience 

with him is his behavior. Despite having a few friends, he has trouble making and keeping new 

friends. In class, he can be disruptive, because he speaks out of turn, does not appear to pay 

attention during instructional time, and distracts other students while they attempt to work quietly 

during independent work time. Tyler also challenges your authority by engaging in oppositional 

and defiant behaviors, including interrupting to ask authority-challenging questions and arguing 

with you when he is told “no.”  Tyler sometimes swears during these arguments, despite reminders 

to keep his remarks appropriate for school.  When attempting to explain something to him one on 

one, he will make eye contact with you and will nod and say, “uh-huh” when asked if he is 

listening. However, he is not always able to answer questions about what you have just shared 

with him. Outside of the classroom, he sometimes acts aggressively toward his peers on the 

playground. He is often involved in confrontations with peers, because teasing sometimes 

escalates when his feelings are hurt or when he is discovered to have „borrowed‟ items from other 

students without permission.  Recently, you called his mother at home to speak to her about 

Tyler‟s behavior.  However, when you mentioned the problems Tyler is having and you would 

like to refer him for a behavior evaluation for special education, she responded with, “Tyler 

doesn‟t have a disability!  He listens at home and does what I tell him. He behaves. He doesn‟t 

have any problems. He‟s fine.”    
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Vignette 2.  Description of a low income student. 

Imagine you are a 6th grade teacher.  You have 30 students in your homeroom class.  Read the 

following vignette of one of your students and answer the questions that follow as honestly as 

possible. 

[Picture of Tyler, age 13] 

In your 6th grade class, you are experiencing difficulty with a 13 year-old boy named Tyler. He 

comes from a troubled home environment. His mother is a single parent who works two jobs and 

is raising three children. Academically, he is performing below grade level in both reading and 

math. The biggest challenge you are experience with him is his behavior. Despite having a few 

friends, he has trouble making and keeping new friends. In class, he can be disruptive, because he 

speaks out of turn, fidgets and drums on his desk rather than paying attention during instructional 

time, and distracts other students while they attempt to work quietly during independent work 

time. Tyler also challenges your authority by engaging in oppositional and defiant behaviors, 

including interrupting to ask authority-challenging questions and arguing with you when he is told 

“no.”  Tyler sometimes swears during these arguments despite reminders to keep his remarks 

appropriate for school.  When attempting to explain something to him one on one, he seldom 

makes eye contact with you but will answer, “uh-huh” when asked if he is listening.  However, he 

is not always able to answer questions about what you have just shared with him. Outside of the 

classroom, Tyler sometimes acts aggressively toward his peers on the playground. He is often 

involved in confrontations with peers, because teasing sometimes escalates when his feelings 

become hurt or it is discovered that he has „borrowed‟ items from other students without 

permission. After several phone calls home recently, you were finally able to speak with his 

mother.  However, when you mentioned the problems Tyler is having and that you would like to 

refer him for a behavior evaluation for special education, she responded, “Tyler ain‟t got no 

disability!  He listen at home and do what I tell him. He behave. He no have problem. He fine.”    

See Table 4 for identified differences between vignettes. 
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Table 4.  Vignette Differences  

Vignette 1 Vignette 2 Importance of difference 

Home life is described 

as middle-class, with 

two parents 

Home life is described as 

“troubling” and his mother as 

single, working two jobs who is 

implied to be less involved in 

Tyler‟s education 

 

Low SES students, including African 

Americans, are more likely to come from 

single parent homes and live in poverty. 

(U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2009) 

Student “does not 

appear to pay attention 

during instructional 
time” 

Student “fidgets and drums on his 

desk rather than paying attention 

during instructional time” 

“Movement” and “Verve” are described 

by Webb-Johnson (2002) as being two 

characteristics of African American 
culture 

 

Student makes eye 

contact nods as 

indications of listening 

Student lacks eye contact, only 

verbal indications of listening 

Eye contact and head nods rarer among 

African American students despite similar 

levels of attention (Feldman, 1985) 

 

Mother speaks with 

standard English 

grammar  

Mother speaks with nonstandard 

grammar 

Object/verb disagreement and other 

grammar variances common in Ebonics 

(Hilliard, 2002)  

Survey Questions  

Items taken from the BASC-2 scales for aggression and conduct problems were 

presented together.  For each item from the BASC-2, teachers were asked to rate the 

frequency of the behavior by the student as “Never,” “Sometimes,” “Often,” or 

“Always.”  These responses correspond to a numerical four-point scale with “Never” 

equal to one and “Always” equal to four.  See Table 5 for items from the BASC-2 and 

Table 6 for free response survey questions. 

Table 5.  BASC-2 Survey Items 

Aggression Items Conduct Problem Items 

Annoys others on purpose 

Loses temper too easily 

Defies teachers 

Bullies others 

Calls other adolescents names 

Threatens to hurt others 
Teases others 

Argues when denied own way 

Seeks revenge on others 

Hits other adolescents 

 

Breaks the rules 

Uses others‟ things without permission 

Deceives others  

Has to stay after school for punishment 

Sneaks around 

Disobeys 
Smokes or chews tobacco at school 

Gets into trouble 

Steals at school 

Lies 

Cheats in school 
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Uses foul language 

Table 6.  Multiple Choice and Free Response Survey Questions  

Question Possible Responses 

Which race/ethnicity do you typically identify yourself? African American 

Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

Hispanic 

Native American 

Other (please specify) 

 

What grade level do you teach? K-5 (elementary) 

6-8 (middle school) 

9-12 (high school) 

Multiple levels 

 

Is your school located in an urban, suburban, or rural area? Urban 
Suburban 

Rural 

 

What is the predominant racial/ethnic group in the area your 

school is located? 

African American 

Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

Hispanic 

Other (please specify) 

 

Do you think that African American students are over 

represented in your school‟s special education program?   

 

Yes 

No 

Are you aware that while African American students make up 

16% of the total student population nationwide, they make up 

32% of the special education population diagnosed with 

cognitive disabilities (mental retardation) and 22% of the 

population in programs for students with serious emotional and 

behavioral problems? 

 

Yes, I was aware 

No, but it doesn‟t surprise me 

No, I never thought about it 

No, and it surprises me 

 

What factors do you think are most significant in the 

identification of African American students as having an 

emotional or behavioral disorder?  Drag and drop items until they 

are listed in order of importance, with 1 being most important. 

 

[Items may be rearranged into order of 

perceived importance] 

 

Lack of family support of academics  

   or discipline 
Lack of student interest in school 

Teacher bias against African American  

   students 

Inadequate preparation or discipline in  

  previous school years 

African American students are more  

   likely to live in poverty 

African American culture has different  

   values than the values typically  

   espoused by classroom teachers 

 
Describe the cultural characteristics African American students 

display within a classroom 

 
[Free response] 
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How would you address different cultural characteristics in the 

classroom? 

[Free response] 

What do you feel would be an effective way for schools to 

address the problem of over representation of minority students 

identified with emotional and behavioral disorders? 

[Free response] 

Analysis of Data 

 The first four research questions will be addressed via quantitative means; the 

final research question will be addressed by descriptive data and qualitative analysis. 

Quantitative Data   

The design for the quantitative data was a 2x2 between-group factorial design 

with race and culture of the described student being the independent variables.   The 

dependent variable was how the students were rated by educators on the BASC-2 scales 

for aggression and conduct disorders.  Due to a low response rate of only fourteen 

completed surveys, no completed surveys from the low SES, European American (EL) 

student was collected.  Parametric and nonparametric measures of variance were used to 

compare information gathered from the completed surveys.  This information was used to 

address the first three research questions.  

1. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the student‟s race? 

2. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the description of the 

student‟s cultural characteristics? 

Responses from the likert scale questions were converted to numerical data with a score 

of 1 relating to a response of “Never” and 4 relating to a score of “Always.”  The average 

rating of items relating to student aggression from each survey was compared with the 

average rating of items relating to student aggression from the other survey conditions.  



 

35 

 

In addition, the average rating of items related to conduct problems were compared to the 

average rating of items related to conduct problems in the other survey conditions. 

3. Is there an interaction between race and culture where low SES African American 

students may be more negatively perceived than African American students from 

middle class homes or low SES European American students? 

 Due to low response rate, a Chi-Square analysis of the data to determine the 

statistical significance of the difference between the survey conditions was not possible.  

Any possible interaction between race and culture, therefore, remains unaddressed by this 

study. 

4. Do teachers feel there is a problem with over representation of minority students 

in Special Education? 

The questions “Do you think that African American students are over represented in your 

school‟s special education program?” and “Are you aware that while African American 

students make up 16% of the total student population nationwide, they make up 32% of 

the special education population diagnosed with cognitive disabilities (mental 

retardation) and 22% of the population in programs for students with serious emotional 

and behavioral problems?” relate to this research question.  The percentage of teachers 

who answered “Yes” to the first question or “Yes, I was aware” or “No, but it doesn‟t 

surprise me” to the second question describe the number of teachers who are aware of the 

problem of over representation in special education. 

Qualitative Data  

The final four questions on the survey relate to the final and qualitative research 

question. 
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5. What justifications do teachers have for the over representation of minority 

students in special education?  

The percentage of teachers who acknowledged each of the different possible factors listed 

in survey question 7 as the most significant in the identification of African American 

students with EBD will be reported. Free response responses were coded based on 

common themes expressed by the participants so that trends became more evident 

(Thomas R. M., 2003). 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

 The responses received from the Qualtrics survey were analyzed both 

qualitatively and quantitatively.  The results are discussed in relation to the research 

question they address. 

Quantitative Data Analysis 

 Items from the BASC-2 relating to aggression and conduct problems were 

analyzed via quantitative analysis to address the first three research questions. 

1. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the student‟s race? 

2. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the description of the 

student‟s cultural characteristics? 

3. Is there an interaction between race and culture where low SES African American 

students may be more negatively perceived than African American students from 

middle class homes or low SES European American students? 

Due to the low number of respondents, not all versions of the survey received 

responses (See Table 7).  For this reason, no observation of a potential interaction 

between race and culture was possible.  The three surveys which received responses were 

analyzed to determine if there was a statistically significant difference in the scoring of 

the student‟s behavior.  The items from the BASC-2 relating to conduct problems were 

analyzed separately from the items relating to aggression.  As all but one respondent 
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indicated they were of European descent and all but one respondent indicated they were 

female, these factors were not analyzed to see if race or gender predicted ratings of 

student behavior.  However, teacher experience was found to have a small positive 

correlation to behavior ratings. 

Table 7.  Survey Response Rates 

                                     Returned Surveys                   

Survey Complete Incomplete Partially Complete 

AM 5 5 0 

EM 5 4 1 

AL 4 1 0 

EL 0 0 0 

Total 14 10 1 

Descriptive Statistics  

 The items relating to conduct problems received an overall mean score of 2.35 

with a standard deviation of .4 (See Table 8).  The African American students were rated 

slightly higher than the European American student, with a mean score of 2.4 and 2.38 

for the two African American students and a mean score of 2.27 for the European 

American student.  The average rating for items relating to aggression was 2.31 with a 

standard deviation of .5 (see Table 8).  African American students received a higher 

average score per item than did the European American student (2.38 and 2.3 compared 

with 2.27).           
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Table 8.  Descriptive Summary of Conduct Disorder and Aggression Ratings 

  Conduct Disorder  Aggression 

 n Mean Std. Deviation  Mean Std. Deviation 

AM 5 2.40 .46  2.38 .57 

EM 6 2.27 .31  2.27 .45 

AL 4 2.38 .53  2.30 .63 

Total 15 2.35 .40  2.31 .50 

Parametric and Nonparametric Tests of Variance 

 As the distribution of ratings of conduct did not meet the test for normalcy, a 

nonparametric test of variance was used to determine if there was a statistically 

significant difference between the means of the scores of conduct problems.  The 

Kruskal-Wallis Test determined a p-value of .854, which is not statistically significant. 

ANOVA was used to test the variance of the aggression ratings (see Table 11).  

The p-value was greater than .05 (.940) and indicated the results were not statistically 

significant. 

Table 9.  ANOVA Test for Aggression Ratings 

 Sum of Squares df Mean Square F p 

Between Groups .036 2 .018 .062 .940 

Within Groups 3.481 12 .290   

Total 3.517 14    

Teacher Experience Correlation 

 The total number of years teachers had been teaching as well as the number of 

years the teachers had been teaching at their current grade level were compared with their 

ratings of student behavior to determine if there was a correlation between teacher 

experience and perception of behavior.  A slight positive correlation was found between 
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both total years teaching and total years teaching at the current grade level and ratings of 

conduct and aggression (see Table 10).  Teachers who indicated they had more 

experience were more likely rate students higher in aggression with a correlation of .264 

and conduct problems with a correlation of .305. 

Table 10.  Experience Correlations  

 
How many total 

years have you 

been teaching? 

How many 

years have you 

been teaching at 

this grade level? conduct aggression 

How many total years have 

you been teaching? 

Pearson Correlation 1 1.000
**

 .305 .264 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .000 .269 .341 

N 15 15 15 15 

How / many years have you 

been teaching at this grade 

level? 

Pearson Correlation 1.000** 1 .310 .269 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000  .261 .332 

N 15 15 15 15 

conduct Pearson Correlation .305 .310 1 .880** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .269 .261  .000 

N 15 15 15 15 

aggression Pearson Correlation .264 .269 .880** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .341 .332 .000  

N 15 15 15 15 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

Teacher Knowledge of the Problem of Over Representation 

 This section addresses the fourth research question:  

4. Do teachers feel there is a problem with over representation of minority students 

in Special Education?    

 Of the 15 teachers who answered the question, “Are you aware that while African 

American students make up 16% of the total student population nationwide, they make 

up 32% of the special education population diagnosed with cognitive disabilities (mental 

retardation) and 22% of the population in programs for students with serious emotional 

and behavioral problems?” 47% indicated they were unaware of the nationwide problem 



 

41 

 

of over representation and were surprised by it, 47% indicated they were aware of the 

nationwide problem or were unsurprised that the problem existed, and 7% indicated they 

had never previously considered the question.  None of the teachers surveyed indicated 

they felt there was a problem with over representation of African American students in 

special education at their own schools.  The group of teachers who recognized a problem 

were slightly more experienced than the group that did not, with the average length of 

teaching experience for the former being 22 years and the average experience for the 

latter being 18 years. 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 This section addresses the fifth and final research question:  

5. What justifications do teachers have for the over representation of minority 

students in special education?  

Significant Factors 

Teachers were asked to order six statements in order of their significance to the 

identification of African American students as having an emotional or behavioral 

disorder.  Teachers rated “Lack of family support of academics or discipline” as the most 

significant, with 73% of respondents identifying it as the most or second most significant 

statement.  They rated “Teacher bias against African American students” as the least 

significant, with 40% of respondents indicating it was least in significance.  See Table 11 

for the average rating of each statement. 

Table 11.  Ratings of Statement Significance 

Statement Avg. Rating  

(1=most significant, 6=least significant) 

Lack of family support of academics or discipline 2.4 
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African American students are more likely to live in poverty 3.1 

Lack of student interest in school 3.6 

African American culture has different values than the values  

      typically espoused by classroom teachers 

3.7 

Inadequate preparation or discipline in previous school years 3.8 

Teacher bias against African American students 4.4 

 

Open Ended Questions 

 Twelve teachers completed at least one open ended question regarding differences 

in culture, how culture should be addressed in the classroom, and what can be done to 

address the problem of over representation of minority students.  Their responses were 

coded for content, and percentage of respondents who referenced each idea is provided in 

Table 12.  The teachers who referenced the individual student (IS) were more 

experienced on average than teachers who did not, with the average experience of the 

former group being 26 years and the latter group being 19 years. 

Table 12.  Open Ended Question Responses 

Code Idea % of Respondents 

IS 

(individual student) 

The services a student receives should be based 

on the needs of the individual student 

 

58 

DU 

(discuss and understand) 

Student differences, such as different culture, 

should be discussed openly to increase 

acceptance and understanding 

 

50 

LE  

(lack of experience) 

The respondent has had little or no interaction 

with African American or minority students 

 

33 

CS 

(Cultural difference in 

speech) 

 

African Americans may have a cultural 

difference in their method of speech (Ebonics) 

33 

CC 

(Cultural difference in 

clothing) 

 

African American students may prefer different 

clothing or hair styles 

25 

PV African American parents may not value 25 
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(Parental values) education or emphasize learning at home  

 

RtI 

(Response to Intervention) 

Response to Intervention (RtI) or other research-

based interventions should be used before 

labeling a child with a special need 

 

25 

ND 
(No difference) 

Students should be treated identically without 
regard to culture or background 

8 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

This study set out to answer five research questions: 

1. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the student‟s race? 

2. Does the perception of a student‟s behavior vary with the description of the 

student‟s cultural characteristics? 

3. Is there an interaction between race and culture where low SES African American 

students may be more negatively perceived than African American students from 

middle class homes or low SES European American students? 

4. Do teachers feel there is a problem with over representation of minority students 

in Special Education?    

5. What justifications do teachers have for the over representation of minority 

students in special education?  

This chapter will discuss the results of this study in terms of those questions, as well as 

the limitations of the study.  Recommendations for future research will complete the 

chapter. 

Effects of Race and Culture 

 The first three research questions address the effects of the student‟s race and 

culture on the teachers‟ ratings of their behavior.  Although the teachers rated African 
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American students higher on average than they did European American students on 

aggression, the difference was slight and not statistically significant.  Likewise, although 

the African American students received higher ratings on average than the European 

American student on conduct problems, the difference was not statistically significant.  

Although the African American student from the working class background was rated 

higher on measures of both aggression and conduct than the European American student, 

he was rated lower on both measures than the African American student from the middle 

class background.  Again, the difference was not statistically significant.  Because of this, 

there is no evidence from this study to suggest that there is a racial or cultural bias on the 

part of teachers that influences the ratings students receive for poor behavior.  Due to lack 

of completed responses for the fourth survey set, possible interaction effect of race and 

culture was not addressed by this study. 

Teacher Attitudes and Beliefs 

 Less than half of participants were previously aware that African American 

student are over represented in special education with the EBD label.  When asked about 

cultural difference African American students may display, several mentioned 

nonstandard grammar (Ebonics) or differences in the value the family places on 

education.  None mentioned the cultural characteristics described by Webb-Johnson 

(2002), such as movement, verve, or oral tradition.  However, these results may be due to 

the limited contact with African American students that these teachers have had, as many 

respondents indicated they had no or limited experience with African American students.  

The majority of teachers recognized that the needs of an individual student may be 

unique, and that programming and interventions for the student should be individualized 
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and take any cultural differences into account.  However, these ideas were espoused by 

more experienced teachers, which may indicate less experienced teachers take such ideas 

less seriously.  Half of the teachers mentioned that when cultural differences become 

apparent in the classroom, it is appropriate for the class, teacher, student, and parent to be 

open and honest in their discussion of those differences so that cultural understanding can 

be achieved.  The teachers indicated they felt that teacher bias was not likely to be a 

major factor in identifying African American students with EBD, and indicated that 

factors such as parental involvement were more significant in whether a child is 

identified with an emotional or behavioral disorder.  This echoes previous research which 

also showed that teachers view parents as a strong influence over children‟s success 

(Achilles, McLaughlin, & Croninger, 2007).  It is interesting to note that the teachers in 

this study seemed to feel that the items over which they had less control had less 

significance in the identification of children with EBD; this may indicate a lack of sense 

of control over the factors that most influence their student‟s behavior.  Overall, although 

many of the teachers who responded to the survey indicated they lacked personal 

experience with African American students or culture, they seemed open and willing to 

accommodate cultural differences that may appear in the classroom. 

Study Limitations  

 This study was severely limited by a low response rate.  It is possible that a 

difference between the survey conditions may have become significant had a sufficient 

number of respondents participated.  In addition, an analysis of interaction between race 

and culture was not possible due to lack of completion of the fourth survey condition.  

Analysis of whether teacher race, gender, or geographic characteristics affected teacher 
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ratings was not possible due to the fact that respondents were almost all female, 

European, and from rural school districts.  It is also possible that teachers with more 

experience with African American students would complete the survey differently than 

teachers with less experience with African American students. 

Recommendations 

 This study should be repeated with a larger pool of subjects in order to determine 

if the results of this study are due to a lack of data points, or if there is truly not a 

difference between the teacher ratings of student behavior in the different conditions.  If 

possible, the subject pool should also include a larger number of teachers who are male, 

African American, and from urban school districts.  As African American students are 

not the only students who are over or under represented in special education, future study 

should also address whether or not teacher bias affects Hispanic students, students of 

Asian descent, or students of European descent.  Due to the lack of control teachers 

seemed to feel over the factors which influenced identification of an emotional or 

behavioral disorder, it is recommended that teacher training programs increase behavior 

management trainings to assist teachers in successfully addressing troublesome behavior.  

Due to the lack of knowledge of African American culture espoused by the teachers in 

this study, it is further recommended that school districts with a moderate or large 

population of African American students, or districts where African American students 

are over represented with EBD, begin or continue teacher training aimed at increasing 

knowledge, understanding, and acceptance of minority cultures.  
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Introduction 

This study attempts to collect information about factors that influence a teacher's perception of students' 
behaviors.  Teacher referrals, observations, and assessments play a large role in the identification of 
students with emotional and behavioral disorders, and so their perception of a student's behavior may have 
a large impact on the future of the student's educational career and placement.   
  
Procedures 
  
You will be shown one of four versions of a photograph and short description of a fictional student.  Please 
read the vignette carefully; you will be asked to complete a short questionnaire about the person in the 
photograph. The questionnaire consists of a behavior rating scale with 21 items, followed by a few 
demographic questions about yourself and your school.  Finally, you will be asked your opinion about factors 
that contribute to the identification of students in special education.  The majority of the questions are 
multiple choice, but you will have the opportunity to answer open ended questions at the end of the 
survey.  Overall, the survey is expected to take approximately 20 minutes or less. Questions are designed to 
help identify what factors influence a teacher's perception of a student's behavior, which impacts 
their referral and identification in special education for emotional or behavioral disturbances. This 
questionnaire will be conducted with an online Qualtrics-created survey. 
  
Risks/Discomforts 
    
Risks are minimal for involvement in this study. However, you may feel emotionally uneasy when asked to 
make judgments based on the photograph and description provided or questions about your personal 
beliefs. Although we do not expect any harm to come upon any participants due to electronic malfunction of 
the computer, it is possible though extremely rare and uncommon. 
  
Benefits 
    
There are no direct benefits for participants. However, it is hoped that through your participation, 
researchers will learn more about which factors influence teachers' perceptions of student behavior. 
  
Confidentiality 
    
All data obtained from participants will be kept confidential and will only be reported in an aggregate format 
(by reporting only combined results and never reporting individual ones).   All questionnaires will be kept 
private, and no one other than then primary investigator and assistant researchers listed below will have 
access to them. The data collected will be stored in the HIPPA-compliant, Qualtrics-secure database until it 
has been deleted by the primary investigator. 
  
Compensation 
    
There is no direct compensation. 
  
Participation 
  
Participation in this research study is completely voluntary. You have the right to withdraw at any time or 
refuse to participate entirely without jeopardy to your employment status, wage or standing with a university. 
If you desire to withdraw at this time, please mark "No" at the end of this page, click "Next," and close your 
internet browser.  If you choose to withdraw after the survey has been started, close your browser and notify 
the principal investigator at this email: carroll.kath@uwlax.edu.   
  
Questions about the Research 
    
If you have questions regarding this study, you may contact Kathryn Carroll, at 715-781-0017, 
carroll.kath@uwlax.edu. 
  
Questions about your Rights as Research Participants 
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If you have questions you do not feel comfortable asking the researcher, you may contact Dr. Carol Angell, 
608-785-8135, cangell@uwlax.edu, or contact the University of Wisconsin - La Crosse's Institutional Review 
Board  at irb@uwlax.edu.  Questions regarding the protection of human subjects may be addressed to 
irb@uwlax.edu. 
I have read, understood, and printed a copy of, the above consent form and desire of my own free 
will to participate in this study.  

 Yes 

 No 
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Survey AM 

Q5 

 
Imagine you are a 6th grade teacher.  You have 30 students in your homeroom class.  Read the 

following vignette of one of your students and answer the questions that follow as honestly as 

possible. 

Q23 

 
Tyler, age 13 

 
Q24 

 
In your 6th grade class, you are experiencing difficulty with a 13 year-old boy named Tyler. He 

comes from a two-parent, middle-income home and has two siblings. Academically, he is performing 

below grade level in both reading and math. The biggest challenge you experience with him is his 

behavior. Despite having a few friends, he has trouble making and keeping new friends. In class, he 

can be disruptive, because he speaks out of turn, does not appear to pay attention during 

instructional time, and distracts other students while they attempt to work quietly during 

independent work time. Tyler also challenges your authority by engaging in oppositional and defiant 

behaviors, including interrupting to ask authority-challenging questions and arguing with you when 

he is told “no.”  Tyler sometimes swears during these arguments, despite reminders to keep his 
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remarks appropriate for school.  When attempting to explain something to him one on one, he will 

make eye contact with you and will nod and say, “uh-huh” when asked if he is listening. However, he 

is not always able to answer questions about what you have just shared with him. Outside of the 

classroom, he sometimes acts aggressively toward his peers on the playground. He is often involved in 

confrontations with peers, because teasing sometimes escalates when his feelings are hurt or when he 

is discovered to have „borrowed‟ items from other students without permission.  Recently, you called 

his mother at home to speak to her about Tyler‟s behavior.  However, when you mentioned the 

problems Tyler is having and you would like to refer him for a behavior evaluation for special 

education, she responded with, “Tyler doesn‟t have a disability!  He listens at home and does what I 

tell him. He behaves. He doesn‟t have any problems. He‟s fine.”   

Q6 

 
Bases on what you read, please rate the student's behavior on the following scale.  If a behavior was 

not specifically addressed by the description you read, rate them based on what you suspect from the 

information that was available.  

   

Never Sometimes Often Always 

Uses foul language 
      

Annoys others on purpose 
      

Cheats in school 
  

    

Loses temper too easily 
  

    

Gets into trouble 
  

    

Defies teachers 
  

    

    

Smokes or chews tobacco at 

school   
    

Bullies others 
      

Disobeys 
      

Calls other adolescents names 
      

Sneaks around 
      

Teases others 
      

    

Has to stay after school for 

punishment       

Seeks revenge on others 
  

    

Deceives others 
  

    



 

 

59 

 

   
Never Sometimes Often Always 

Hits other adolescents 
  

    

Uses others‟ things without 

permission       

Threatens to hurt others 
  

    

    

Breaks the rules 
  

    

Argues when denied own way 
  

    

Lies 
      

Q8 

 
Please tell us a little about yourself and your school.  This information is important when analyzing 

the results of the survey, so please be sure to answer each question completely and honestly.  All 

responses are anonymous. 

Q9 

 
Which race/ethnicity do you typically identify yourself? 

 African American 

 Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

 Hispanic 

 Native American 

 Other (please identify) 

 
Q10 

 
Is your school located in an urban, suburban, or rural area? 

 urban 

 suburban 

 rural 

Q26 

 
What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

Q27 
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How many total years have you been teaching? 

 
Q28 

 
What grade level do you teach? 

 K-5 (Elementary) 

 6-8 (Middle School) 

 9-12 (High School) 

Q29 

 
How many years have you been teaching at this grade level? 

 
Q18 

 
About what percentage of students in your school's special education program is African American? 

 0-10 

 10-25 

 25-50 

 50-75 

 75-100 

 × I don't know 

Q19 

 
Do you think that African American students are over represented in your school‟s special education 

program?   

 Yes 

 No 

Q14 

 
Are you aware that while African American students make up 16% of the total student population 

nationwide, they make up 32% of the special education population diagnosed with cognitive 

disabilities (mental retardation) and 22% of the population in programs for students with serious 

emotional and behavioral problems? 

 Yes, I was aware. 

 No, but it doesn't surprise me. 

 No, I never thought about it. 

 No, and it surprises me. 
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Q15 

 
What factors do you think are most significant in the identification of African American students as 

having an emotional or behavioral disorder?  Drag and drop items until they are listed in order of 

importance, with 1 being most important. 

 1Lack of family support of academics or discipline 

 2Lack of student interest in school 

 3Teacher bias against African American students 

 4Inadequate preparation or discipline in previous school years 

 5African American students are more likely to live in poverty 

 6African American culture has different values than the values typically espoused by classroom teachers 

Q16 

 
Describe the cultural characteristics African American students display within a classroom. 

 
Q25 

 
How would you address different cultural characteristics in the classroom? 

 
Q19 

 
What do you feel would be an effective way for schools to address the problem of over representation 

of minority students identified with emotional and behavioral disorders? 

 
Q20 

 
Thank you for completing the survey.  The answers you gave will help the researchers learn more 

about the effects of race and culture on a teacher's perception of student behavior.  As a reminder, 

your results will be kept confidential and viewed only by the researcher; results will only be reported 

in aggregate form.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the researcher at 

carroll.kath@uwlax.edu.   
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Survey EM 

Q1 

 
Imagine you are a 6th grade teacher.  You have 30 students in your homeroom class.  Read the following 

vignette of one of your students and answer the questions that follow as honestly as possible. 

Q23 

 
Tyler, age 13 

 

Q24 

 
In your 6th grade class, you are experiencing difficulty with a 13 year-old boy named Tyler. He comes from a 

two-parent, middle-income home and has two siblings. Academically, he is performing below grade level in both 

reading and math. The biggest challenge you experience with him is his behavior. Despite having a few friends, 

he has trouble making and keeping new friends. In class, he can be disruptive, because he speaks out of turn, 

does not appear to pay attention during instructional time, and distracts other students while they attempt to 

work quietly during independent work time. Tyler also challenges your authority by engaging in oppositional 

and defiant behaviors, including interrupting to ask authority-challenging questions and arguing with you when 

he is told “no.”  Tyler sometimes swears during these arguments, despite reminders to keep his remarks 

appropriate for school.  When attempting to explain something to him one on one, he will make eye contact with 

you and will nod and say, “uh-huh” when asked if he is listening. However, he is not always able to answer 

questions about what you have just shared with him. Outside of the classroom, he sometimes acts aggressively 

toward his peers on the playground. He is often involved in confrontations with peers, because teasing 

sometimes escalates when his feelings are hurt or when he is discovered to have „borrowed‟ items from other 

students without permission.  Recently, you called his mother at home to speak to her about Tyler‟s 

behavior.  However, when you mentioned the problems Tyler is having and you would like to refer him for a 

behavior evaluation for special education, she responded with, “Tyler doesn‟t have a disability!  He listens at 

home and does what I tell him. He behaves. He doesn‟t have any problems. He‟s fine.”   

Q6 

 
Bases on what you read, please rate the student's behavior on the following scale.  If a behavior was not 

specifically addressed by the description you read, rate them based on what you suspect from the information 

that was available.  

   
Never Sometimes Often Always 

Uses foul language 
  

    

Annoys others on purpose 
  

    

Cheats in school 
  

    

Loses temper too easily 
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Never Sometimes Often Always 

Gets into trouble 
  

    

Defies teachers 
  

    

    

Smokes or chews tobacco at 
school   

    

Bullies others 
  

    

Disobeys 
  

    

Calls other adolescents names 
  

    

Sneaks around 
  

    

Teases others 
  

    

    

Has to stay after school for 
punishment   

    

Seeks revenge on others 
  

    

Deceives others 
  

    

Hits other adolescents 
  

    

Uses others‟ things without 
permission   

    

Threatens to hurt others 
  

    

    

Breaks the rules 
  

    

Argues when denied own way 
  

    

Lies 
  

    

Q8 

 
Please tell us a little about yourself and your school.  This information is important when analyzing the results of 

the survey, so please be sure to answer each question completely and honestly.  All responses are anonymous. 

Q9 

 
Which race/ethnicity do you typically identify yourself? 
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 African American 

 Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

 Hispanic 

 Native American 

 Other (please identify) 

 
Q10 

 
Is your school located in an urban, suburban, or rural area? 

 urban 

 suburban 

 rural 

Q26 

 
What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

Q27 

 
How many total years have you been teaching? 

 

Q28 

 
What grade level do you teach? 

 K-5 (Elementary) 

 6-8 (Middle School) 

 9-12 (High School) 

Q29 

 
How many years have you been teaching at this grade level? 

 

Q18 

 
About what percentage of students in your school's special education program is African American? 

 0-10 

 10-25 

 25-50 
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 50-75 

 75-100 

 × I don't know 

Q19 

 
Do you think that African American students are over represented in your school‟s special education program?   

 Yes 

 No 

Q14 

 
Are you aware that while African American students make up 16% of the total student population nationwide, 

they make up 32% of the special education population diagnosed with cognitive disabilities (mental retardation) 

and 22% of the population in programs for students with serious emotional and behavioral problems? 

 Yes, I was aware. 

 No, but it doesn't surprise me. 

 No, I never thought about it. 

 No, and it surprises me. 

Q15 

 
What factors do you think are most significant in the identification of African American students as having an 

emotional or behavioral disorder?  Drag and drop items until they are listed in order of importance, with 1 

being most important. 

 1Lack of family support of academics or discipline 

 2Lack of student interest in school 

 3Teacher bias against African American students 

 4Inadequate preparation or discipline in previous school years 

 5African American students are more likely to live in poverty 

 6African American culture has different values than the values typically espoused by classroom teachers 

Q16 

 
Describe the cultural characteristics African American students display within a classroom. 

 

Q25 

 
How would you address different cultural characteristics in the classroom? 
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Q19 

 
What do you feel would be an effective way for schools to address the problem of over representation of 

minority students identified with emotional and behavioral disorders? 

 

Q20 

 
Thank you for completing the survey.  The answers you gave will help the researchers learn more 

about the effects of race and culture on a teacher's perception of student behavior.  As a reminder, 

your results will be kept confidential and viewed only by the researcher; results will only be reported 

in aggregate form.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the researcher at 

carroll.kath@uwlax.edu.   
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Survey AL 

Q1 

 
Imagine you are a 6th grade teacher.  You have 30 students in your homeroom class.  Read the 
following vignette of one of your students and answer the questions that follow as honestly as 
possible. 

Q23 

 
Tyler, age 13 

 

Q24 

 
In your 6th grade class, you are experiencing difficulty with a 13 year-old boy named Tyler. He 
comes from a troubled home environment. His mother is a single parent who works two jobs and is 
raising three children. Academically, he is performing below grade level in both reading and math. 
The biggest challenge you are experience with him is his behavior. Despite having a few friends, he 
has trouble making and keeping new friends. In class, he can be disruptive, because he speaks out 
of turn, fidgets and drums on his desk rather than paying attention during instructional time, and 
distracts other students while they attempt to work quietly during independent work time. Tyler also 
challenges your authority by engaging in oppositional and defiant behaviors, including interrupting 
to ask authority-challenging questions and arguing with you when he is told “no.”  Tyler sometimes 
swears during these arguments despite reminders to keep his remarks appropriate for 
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school.  When attempting to explain something to him one on one, he seldom makes eye contact 
with you but will answer, “uh-huh” when asked if he is listening.  However, he is not always able to 
answer questions about what you have just shared with him. Outside of the classroom, Tyler 
sometimes acts aggressively toward his peers on the playground. He is often involved in 
confrontations with peers, because teasing sometimes escalates when his feelings become hurt or it 
is discovered that he has „borrowed‟ items from other students without permission. After several 
phone calls home recently, you were finally able to speak with his mother.  However, when you 
mentioned the problems Tyler is having and that you would like to refer him for a behavior 
evaluation for special education, she responded, “Tyler ain‟t got no disability!  He listen at home and 
do what I tell him. He behave. He no have problem. He fine.”  

Q6 

 
Bases on what you read, please rate the student's behavior on the following scale.  If a behavior was 
not specifically addressed by the description you read, rate them based on what you suspect from 
the information that was available.  

   
Never Sometimes Often Always 

Uses foul language 
  

    

Annoys others on purpose 
  

    

Cheats in school 
  

    

Loses temper too easily 
  

    

Gets into trouble 
  

    

Defies teachers 
  

    

    

Smokes or chews tobacco at 
school   

    

Bullies others 
  

    

Disobeys 
  

    

Calls other adolescents names 
  

    

Sneaks around 
  

    

Teases others 
  

    

    

Has to stay after school for 
punishment   

    

Seeks revenge on others 
  

    

Deceives others 
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Never Sometimes Often Always 

Hits other adolescents 
  

    

Uses others‟ things without 
permission   

    

Threatens to hurt others 
  

    

    

Breaks the rules 
  

    

Argues when denied own way 
  

    

Lies 
  

    

Q8 

 
Please tell us a little about yourself and your school.  This information is important when analyzing 
the results of the survey, so please be sure to answer each question completely and honestly.  All 
responses are anonymous. 

Q9 

 
Which race/ethnicity do you typically identify yourself? 

 African American 

 Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

 Hispanic 

 Native American 

 Other (please identify) 

 
Q10 

 
Is your school located in an urban, suburban, or rural area? 

 urban 

 suburban 

 rural 

Q26 

 
What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

Q27 
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How many total years have you been teaching? 

 

Q28 

 
What grade level do you teach? 

 K-5 (Elementary) 

 6-8 (Middle School) 

 9-12 (High School) 

Q29 

 
How many years have you been teaching at this grade level? 

 

Q18 

 
About what percentage of students in your school's special education program is African American? 

 0-10 

 10-25 

 25-50 

 50-75 

 75-100 

 × I don't know 

Q19 

 
Do you think that African American students are over represented in your school‟s special education 
program?   

 Yes 

 No 

Q14 

 
Are you aware that while African American students make up 16% of the total student population 
nationwide, they make up 32% of the special education population diagnosed with cognitive 
disabilities (mental retardation) and 22% of the population in programs for students with serious 
emotional and behavioral problems? 

 Yes, I was aware. 

 No, but it doesn't surprise me. 

 No, I never thought about it. 

 No, and it surprises me. 

Q15 
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What factors do you think are most significant in the identification of African American students as 
having an emotional or behavioral disorder?  Drag and drop items until they are listed in order of 
importance, with 1 being most important. 

 1Lack of family support of academics or discipline 

 2Lack of student interest in school 

 3Teacher bias against African American students 

 4Inadequate preparation or discipline in previous school years 

 5African American students are more likely to live in poverty 

 6African American culture has different values than the values typically espoused by classroom teachers 

Q16 

 
Describe the cultural characteristics African American students display within a classroom. 

 

Q25 

 
How would you address different cultural characteristics in the classroom? 

 

Q19 

 
What do you feel would be an effective way for schools to address the problem of over 
representation of minority students identified with emotional and behavioral disorders? 

 

Q20 

 
Thank you for completing the survey.  The answers you gave will help the researchers learn more 
about the effects of race and culture on a teacher's perception of student behavior.  As a reminder, 
your results will be kept confidential and viewed only by the researcher; results will only be reported 
in aggregate form.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the researcher at 
carroll.kath@uwlax.edu.   
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Survey EL 

Q1 

 
Imagine you are a 6th grade teacher.  You have 30 students in your homeroom class.  Read the following 

vignette of one of your students and answer the questions that follow as honestly as possible. 

Q23 

 
Tyler, age 13 

 

Q24 

 
In your 6th grade class, you are experiencing difficulty with a 13 year-old boy named Tyler. He comes from a 

troubled home environment. His mother is a single parent who works two jobs and is raising three children. 

Academically, he is performing below grade level in both reading and math. The biggest challenge you are 

experience with him is his behavior. Despite having a few friends, he has trouble making and keeping new 

friends. In class, he can be disruptive, because he speaks out of turn, fidgets and drums on his desk rather than 

paying attention during instructional time, and distracts other students while they attempt to work quietly 

during independent work time. Tyler also challenges your authority by engaging in oppositional and defiant 

behaviors, including interrupting to ask authority-challenging questions and arguing with you when he is told 

“no.”  Tyler sometimes swears during these arguments despite reminders to keep his remarks appropriate for 

school.  When attempting to explain something to him one on one, he seldom makes eye contact with you but will 

answer, “uh-huh” when asked if he is listening.  However, he is not always able to answer questions about what 

you have just shared with him. Outside of the classroom, Tyler sometimes acts aggressively toward his peers on 

the playground. He is often involved in confrontations with peers, because teasing sometimes escalates when his 

feelings become hurt or it is discovered that he has „borrowed‟ items from other students without permission. 

After several phone calls home recently, you were finally able to speak with his mother.  However, when you 

mentioned the problems Tyler is having and that you would like to refer him for a behavior evaluation for 

special education, she responded, “Tyler ain‟t got no disability!  He listen at home and do what I tell him. He 

behave. He no have problem. He fine.”  

Q6 

 
Bases on what you read, please rate the student's behavior on the following scale.  If a behavior was not 

specifically addressed by the description you read, rate them based on what you suspect from the information 

that was available.  

   

Never Sometimes Often Always 

Uses foul language 
  

    

Annoys others on purpose 
  

    

Cheats in school 
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Never Sometimes Often Always 

Loses temper too easily 
  

    

Gets into trouble 
  

    

Defies teachers 
  

    

    

Smokes or chews tobacco at 
school   

    

Bullies others 
  

    

Disobeys 
  

    

Calls other adolescents names 
  

    

Sneaks around 
  

    

Teases others 
  

    

    

Has to stay after school for 
punishment   

    

Seeks revenge on others 
  

    

Deceives others 
  

    

Hits other adolescents 
  

    

Uses others‟ things without 
permission   

    

Threatens to hurt others 
  

    

    

Breaks the rules 
  

    

Argues when denied own way 
  

    

Lies 
  

    

Q8 

 
Please tell us a little about yourself and your school.  This information is important when analyzing the results of 

the survey, so please be sure to answer each question completely and honestly.  All responses are anonymous. 

Q9 
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Which race/ethnicity do you typically identify yourself? 

 African American 

 Caucasian (non-Hispanic) 

 Hispanic 

 Native American 

 Other (please identify) 

 
Q10 

 
Is your school located in an urban, suburban, or rural area? 

 urban 

 suburban 

 rural 

Q26 

 
What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

Q27 

 
How many total years have you been teaching? 

 

Q28 

 
What grade level do you teach? 

 K-5 (Elementary) 

 6-8 (Middle School) 

 9-12 (High School) 

Q29 

 
How many years have you been teaching at this grade level? 

 

Q18 

 
About what percentage of students in your school's special education program is African American? 

 0-10 

 10-25 
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 25-50 

 50-75 

 75-100 

 × I don't know 

Q19 

 
Do you think that African American students are over represented in your school‟s special education program?   

 Yes 

 No 

Q14 

 
Are you aware that while African American students make up 16% of the total student population nationwide, 

they make up 32% of the special education population diagnosed with cognitive disabilities (mental retardation) 

and 22% of the population in programs for students with serious emotional and behavioral problems? 

 Yes, I was aware. 

 No, but it doesn't surprise me. 

 No, I never thought about it. 

 No, and it surprises me. 

Q15 

 
What factors do you think are most significant in the identification of African American students as having an 

emotional or behavioral disorder?  Drag and drop items until they are listed in order of importance, with 1 

being most important. 

 1Lack of family support of academics or discipline 

 2Lack of student interest in school 

 3Teacher bias against African American students 

 4Inadequate preparation or discipline in previous school years 

 5African American students are more likely to live in poverty 

 6African American culture has different values than the values typically espoused by classroom teachers 

Q16 

 
Describe the cultural characteristics African American students display within a classroom. 

 

Q25 
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How would you address different cultural characteristics in the classroom? 

 

Q19 

 
What do you feel would be an effective way for schools to address the problem of over representation of 

minority students identified with emotional and behavioral disorders? 

 

Q20 

 
Thank you for completing the survey.  The answers you gave will help the researchers learn more 

about the effects of race and culture on a teacher's perception of student behavior.  As a reminder, 

your results will be kept confidential and viewed only by the researcher; results will only be reported 

in aggregate form.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the researcher at 

carroll.kath@uwlax.edu.   

 

 


