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ABSTRACT

ALMA CHRISTIENNE MUNDY
TRANSITIONING FROM ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TO MIDDLE SCHOOL:
THE ECOLOGY OF BLACK MALES’ BEHAVIOR 
Under the Direction of DR. BARBARA J. RASCOE, Ph.D.

The purpose of this mixed method study is to explain the ecology Black males 

experience as they transition from elementary school to middle school in terms of 

behavior. The Black male graduation rate is well below 50% nationally (Orfield, Losen, 

Wald, & Swanson, 2004; Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2010). Graduating 

from high school is the minimal requirement in order to proceed with further education 

and have financially stable and socially acceptable life outcomes (Aron, 2006). The 

possible potential of dropping out of high school begins with the transition from 

elementary school to middle school and may include factors such as receiving an 

unsatisfactory behavior mark or failing math in sixth grade (Balfanz, 2009). The ecology 

of Black male behavior relative to the transition from elementary school to middle school 

focused on the five subsystems in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model: Microsystem, 

Mesosystem, Exosystem, Macrosystem, and Chronosystem.

Using analysis of variance (ANOVA), it was determined that there was a 

significant difference in the number of behavior referrals Black males received compared 

to White males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Black 

males on average received more discipline referrals than White males. Five themes



emerged as eight participants responded to interview questions: changes in personal 

worldviews, changes relative to reactions to peer influence, changes relative to 

interactions with teachers, changes relative to surrounding school environment, and 

changes in the interplay of home/school environment.

Recognizing how ecological variables affect secondary education, post-secondary 

education, and career paths, which, in turn affects lifestyle decisions, ultimately impact 

society relative to enhancing educational initiatives and improving the overall economy. 

This research shared the stories of Black males and advocated for improving practices 

during this critical education transition. It is imperative that Black males, especially 

Black males experiencing major behavior conflicts in school, have skillful professionals 

who are able to discern their cognitive and behavioral needs



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Background

It is more difficult for Black males to attain a job than for White males (The 

Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006) mainly because the unemployment gap is 

historical and not restricted to current times. The disparities are generational with an 

average unemployment rate for Blacks twice that of Whites (Darity, 2003). The causes 

for the disproportionality in employment vary. Some economist and sociologists attribute 

differences to a gap in skills while others assert that it is due to the types of jobs attained 

(Desilver, 2013). William A. Darity, Jr., a public policy and economic expert, claimed 

that in many occurrences Blacks are the first to be released during declines and the last to 

be hired in a progressing economy (Kroll, 2011). When legitimate and satisfactory 

income is not attained, some individuals may turn to criminal behavior to meet basic 

needs.

Lack of a high school education has been linked to incarceration for Black males. 

Statistics show that many Black males will not even finish high school (Donnor & 

Shockley, 2010). Of the Black males in their early thirties who dropped out of high 

school, 52% had a prison record (Western, Schiraldi, & Ziedenberg, 2003). Only 47% of 

Black males graduated from high school in the United States in the 2007-2008 school

1



year (Jackson, 2010). So what is happening to the remaining 53% of Black males?

Could it be that Black males are more likely to enter prison from K-12 schools than post

secondary institutions? “Given current trends, one of every three (32%) Black males 

bom today can expect to go to prison in his lifetime” (Mauer & King, 2004, p. 2). States 

with the highest Black male high school enrollment are listed in Table 1, which also 

displays that, in each state, the Black male graduation rate is below the White male 

graduation rate. It also shows that in each state the graduation rate is less than 60% for 

Black males.

2
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Table 1

Comparison o f Black and White Male High School Graduation Rate among the Ten 

States with the Largest Black Male Enrollment

2009-2010 Graduation Rate

State Black
Enrollment Black White, non- 

Latino
Black/White

Gap
Texas 330,000 53% 75% 22%

Georgia 315,000 49% 65% 17%

Florida 311,000 47% 62% 15%

New York 267,000 37% 78% 42%

North Carolina 232,000 58% 71% 13%

California 217,000 56% 83% 26%

Illinois 202,000 47% 81% 34%

Michigan 169,000 54% 80% 25%

Maryland 164,000 57% 81% 24%

Virginia 162,000 54% 77% 23%

Adapted from mackUoysKeport.org, by 1 tie Schott foundation tor Public bducation, 'Hill, Retrieved from

http://blackboysreport.org/national-table-data. Copyright 2012 by The Schott Foundation.

When considering states with the highest Black male enrollment, Table 1 shows 

that not one state graduates even 59% o f their Black males while White males’ 

graduation rate is between 62% and 83%. With the exception of Arizona, Oklahoma, and 

Minnesota, the states shown in Table 2 are inclusive of states with the lowest enrollment

http://blackboysreport.org/national-table-data
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of Black males. The inference is that states with the lowest percentage of enrolled Black 

males also have the highest graduation rates for Black males.

Table 2

Graduation Rate and Gap in Graduation Rate among the Ten States with the Greatest 

Black Male Graduation Rate

2009-2010 Graduation Rate

State Black
Enrollment Black White, non- 

Latino
Black/White

Gap
Maine 2,870 97% 86% -11%

Arizona 33,422 84% 82% -2%

Vermont 886 82% 81% -2%

Utah 4,551 76% 84% 7%

Idaho 1,657 73% 79% 6%

Oregon 7,956 72% 77% 5%

Alaska 2,548 71% 70% -1%

Minnesota 41,911 65% 89% 24%

South Dakota 1,637 65% 81% 16%

Oklahoma 36,816 64% 76% 12%

Adapted from BlackUoysRepori.org, by The Schott Foundation tor Public bducation, 2U12, Retrieved from 

http://biackboysreport.org/national-table-data. Copyright 2012 by The Schott Foundation.

http://biackboysreport.org/national-table-data
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This reality exhibits the need for attaining understanding followed by meaningful 

changes in the educational system. In essence, the tables (Table 1 and Table 2) show that 

if a Black male attends a high school in a state with a large population of Black males, his 

chances of graduation declines. However, if attending a high school in a state with a low 

population of Black males, his graduation opportunity increases. These statistics are not 

due to Black males’ academic incapability, but may be attributable to ecological factors 

that includes higher concentration of Black males living in poverty and attending Title I 

schools (Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 2003).

Certain ecological conditions in schools may serve to perpetuate failure in school: 

“Insufficient access to well-planned and high quality preschool education for 

disadvantaged three- and four-year-olds, lack of educationally sound living and learning 

environments, and lack of parent and community engagement in the reform process” 

(Jackson, 2010, p. 7). Black children, compared to White children, are more likely to live 

in conditions that inhibit educational success (Lewis, Simon, Ussell, Horwitz, &

Casserly, 2010). John Dewey (1897) asserted that children come to school with given 

materials as a starting point for a teacher to build upon. The questions to ask are: (a) To 

what extent do teachers spend more time building and providing resources to Black males 

versus building and providing resources to White males? (b) To what extent are the 

ecological relationships different for Black males and White males?

Problem Statement

To structure the problem relative to behavior, I begin where disciplinary problems 

for most Black males begin to exacerbate. I begin in middle school. There is limited
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empirical evidence examining the ecology of the middle school transition experience 

(Sparks, 2011). The transition from elementary school to middle school is important 

because predictors of dropping out of high school can be recognized as early as the end of 

the sixth grade. The four strongest predictors in school for not graduating from high 

school determined by the end of sixth grade are (a) poor attendance, (b) poor behavior,

(c) failing math, and (d) failing English (Balfanz & Herzog, 2005). Poor attendance, poor 

behavior, failing math, and failing English may also predict the behavior of Black males 

in the middle school environment. This study will specifically look at Black males as 

they transition from elementary to middle school to give voice to Black males and 

determine ecological factors affecting this transition. It will focus on the behavior of 

Black Males during this transition.

Georgia has the second highest enrollment count of Black males in K-12 schools. 

Texas has the highest enrollment o f Black males. Yet, Georgia is ranked below national 

graduation average for Black males. During the 2007-2008 school year, there were 

316,342 black males enrolled in high school in the state of Georgia (Texas had the 

highest enrollment for that year -  341,219). While the graduation rate in Georgia for the 

2007-2008 academic year for Black males was 43%, the national graduation average for 

Black males was 47% (Jackson, 2010). As an educator who works in a school district in 

Georgia with a predominantly Black population, I need to understand the ecological 

dynamics of Black males’ experiences and behaviors as they transition from elementary 

school to middle school. This study will analyze data and provide explanations that may 

serve to decrease behaviors that negatively influence academic performance, which, in
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turn, affect high school graduation. Repercussions of behavior tend to determine many 

opportunities for student placement in high school, college, and careers — 

notwithstanding ethnic affiliation and K-12 school ecological relationships.

Research Questions

1. Is there a significant difference in behavior between Black males and White males 

as measured by discipline referrals as students transition from elementary school 

to middle school?

2. How does the change in ecological environmental factors affect/influence the 

behavior of Black males as they change from elementary school to middle school?

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this sequential explanatory mixed method study is to explain the 

experiences of Black males as they transition from elementary school to middle school in 

terms of behavior. This study is sequential in that the researcher will first collect, 

compare, and analyze quantitative discipline referral data from elementary school and 

middle school. Secondly, the researcher will collect qualitative data by interviewing a 

subset of the Black males who received and did not receive discipline referrals in middle 

school. The researcher will also compare the types of referrals received by Black males 

and White males.

Rationale

Some Black males may experience a difficult social experience because o f the gap 

between their culture and the culture of the school. Ogbu (1987) expressed a concern that 

the cultural gap frequently results in a hidden message— Black students’ experience, prior
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knowledge, and ideas are not important enough to include in the curriculum and the 

culture of the school. This idea that Blacks experience difficulty in school is not a new 

phenomenon. Systematic investigations began as early as the mid-1960s (Ogbu, 1987). 

What has morphed over time is the reason for such disparities. Initially, there was a 

claim that disproportionate failure among Black students was not due to being culturally 

deprived in the classroom setting, but rather due to due to genetics (Jensen, 1969). The 

current discourse involves the importance of socially, mediated ecological experiences, 

which may infer the need for being sensitive to the ecological environmental needs of 

Black males. The lack of this sensitivity may serve as an indicator for Black males not 

completing high school. Indicators for not completing high school can be detected 

through behavior marks in middle school. A final “unsatisfactory” mark in at least one 

course during 6th grade was noted as an indicator for dropping out of high school (Neild, 

Balfanz, & Herzog, 2007).

This topic selection is rooted in my vision for my personal and professional 

contributions to society. Reflections upon the ecology o f the poor school experiences o f 

previous generations in my family provides a lens through which I better understand 

Black males’ discontent due to their seemingly being mistreated and/or neglected. My 

reflections help me to understand ecological school dynamics that may have led to their 

school retentions and/or not graduating from high school. Looking forward, I am raising 

two Black males and they attend school in a system that has significantly higher dropout 

rates for Black males compared to neighboring school districts (The Governor's Office of 

Student Achievement, n.d.).



9

Further, the disproportionate number of Black males incarcerated is related to 

poor opportunities in school (Lewis, Caserly, Simon, Uzzell, & Palacios, 2012). Of the 

Black males in their early thirties (ages 30-34) with prison records, 52% of them dropped 

out of high school. Black males are disproportionately represented in the prison system. 

While young Black males make up approximately 14% of the population of young men 

in America, they make up over 40% of the prison system (The Henry J. Kaiser Family 

Foundation, 2006). Therefore, considering the correlation of academic performance and 

behavior in middle school, it is important to study the ecological dynamics of Black 

males transitioning from fifth grade to sixth grade—the first year o f their transition from 

elementary school.

Significance

The research will benefit educators and administrators who serve K-12 Black 

male students. Recognizing how ecological variables may impact schooling 

opportunities, post-secondary options, and job choices, which, in turn influences lifestyle 

patterns, may ultimately enhance society as it relates to improving educational initiatives 

and the overall economy. We live in the United States of America where our Declaration 

of Independence states, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created 

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit o f Happiness” (The Declaration of Independence,

1776). Most importantly, talented and capable (inclusive of special needs students) Black 

males may benefit from the findings and implications of this study. They will benefit 

because this study will (a) give voice to Black males as they transition from elementary
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to middle school and (b) enlighten educators as to how to further advance opportunities to 

enhance schooling for Black males.

Delimitations

This study is delimited to generalizations for populations and the ecological 

dynamics that are specific to Black males. Therefore, it does not include Black females, 

White males, White females that are in elementary and middle school environments. 

However, in order to position the importance of focusing on Black for the qualitative 

portion of this study, I will include a comparison/ analysis o f the referrals from both 

Black males and White males. This study is not generalizable to high school students. 

Additionally, this study will not address Black males academic performance per se in 

elementary and middle school because the literature is replete with data that describes 

achievement dynamics for Black males (Bell, 2010; Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & 

Bridgest, 2003; Noguera, 2003; Prager, 2011; Swanson, Cunningham, & Spencer, 2003; 

White, 2009). This study will focus mainly on the ecology of discipline and how Black 

male relationships in elementary and middle school may affect their behavior, which 

may, in turn, influence whether or not these students are placed in in-school suspension, 

out-of-school suspension, and/or expelled from school. These factors are crucial to our 

understanding Black males’ grade retention and the dropout rates for Black males 

(Bradley & Renzulli, 2011).

1 will examine the differences between Black males and White males using 

behavior referrals during fifth grade and sixth grade from the school system’s database.

A one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) will be conducted to explore differences



at this transition point. However, due to an assumption violation, analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) will be used to explore differences. A study examining achievement during 

this transition reveals that for Blacks, the transition has a much more negative effect on 

them than for other groups (Gutman & Midgley, 2000).

Pettit and Western (2004) report that incarceration is more likely for a Black male 

than for a White male. And for Black males, with low educational attainment, the 

chances of incarceration increase considerably. Prior to adulthood, experiences in school 

lend itself to why such social hardships might occur. Black males are more likely to 

experience suspension from school than any other group, more likely to be placed in 

special education courses, and least likely to experience rigorous courses (Noguera, 

2003). Considering that the degree of marginalization for Black males is different from 

Black females and other ethnic minority groups (Howard, 2008), this study will delimit 

its scope to Black males.

Definition of Terms

Behavior is the actions by which a person adjusts to their environment (Gerrig & 

Zimbardo, 2002).

Ecology is the branch of sociology that addresses the relationships and connections 

between people and their surroundings (Lawrence, n.d.).

An ecological model is designed to explain the interrelationships of people in a specific 

environment and how changes in the environment may affect how people adapt and 

operate in relation to each other (Bubolz & Sontag, 1993).
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The microsystem is the adolescent’s regular experiences in which there is direct contact 

such as school or family (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).

The mesosystem is the link between microsystems. The adolescent’s family 

communicating with the school is an example within this system (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

The exosystem is made up two or more settings. One of the settings directly influences 

the adolescent while the other indirectly affects the adolescent (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

The macrosystem considers the patterns consistent in the first three systems 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994).

The chronosystem considers the adolescent’s chronological growth, surrounding 

environment’s changes, and historical time (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this study is to explain the ecology Black males experience as they 

transition from elementary school to middle school in terms o f behavior. Black males’ 

behaviors begin with and are, to some extent, viewed as a stemming from how they are 

viewed by others. For example, descriptive words recently used by an anonymous juror 

in a high profile court case to describe a witness include “uneducated,” “poor 

communication skills” and therefore not a “credible witness” (Juror, 2013). Regardless 

o f truthfulness to the statements, the witness was not seen as credible because of weak 

secondary discourse skills—a form of communication beyond one’s primary oral mode 

by which one has an ability to communicate in a manner recognized by social 

institutions, like businesses, governments, and schools as acceptable (Gee, 1989). 

Unfortunately, this high profile case depicts the view many individuals have toward 

Black males in the United States.

Stereotyped as lazy, uneducable, dangerous and inferior (Hare & Castenell, 1985; 

White, 2009), the Black male population in the United States (U.S.) is in a crisis. Black 

males in most states have the lowest high school graduation rate when compared to other 

race/ethnic gender groups (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2012). The Black 

male graduation rate is well below 50% nationally (Orfield, Losen, Wald, & Swanson, 

2004; The Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2010). Not surprisingly, there is a 

correlation between a low high school graduation rate and a concerning paucity
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of college participation (Steele, 1992; Noguera, 2003). Unfortunately, there are other 

societal issues that plague this segment o f the population. Black males are the leaders in 

homicide, have the highest suicidal rate (Noguera, 2003), and are disproportionally 

represented in the nation’s penal system (The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006). 

Additionally, the report by The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation stated:

The percentage of young African American men in prison is nearly three times 

that of Hispanic men and nearly seven times that o f White men. While African 

American men represent 14% o f the population of young men in the U.S., they 

represent over 40% of the prison population” (p. 1).

Societal issues, such as living in poor and segregated neighborhoods, tend to be 

exacerbated for Black males lacking college level education and even more so for those 

that are both low-skilled and lacking high school diplomas (Pettit & Western, 2004). 

Given the inverse relationship between formal education and incarceration, the answer 

for many Black males may reside in initiatives that begin with Black males graduating 

from high school.

Graduating from high school is the minimal requirement in order to proceed with 

further education and have financially stable and socially acceptable life outcomes (Aron, 

2006). However, waiting until high school to address the low graduation rate is far too 

late since the dropout rate is the greatest in the ninth grade. Furthermore, research 

(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010; Balfanz, 2009; Balfanz, Bridgeland, Moore, & 

Fox, 2010) supports the decision to drop out of high school happens long before entering 

high school. The possible potential of dropping out of high school begins with the
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transition from elementary school to middle school and may include factors such as 

receiving an unsatisfactory behavior mark or failing math in sixth grade (Balfanz, 2009).

The transition to middle school may be problematic in that middle school 

experience does not adequately meet the psychological and social needs of early 

adolescents (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). If needs are not met at this critical stage, 

individuals are not likely to perform and achieve at proper levels (Eccles, Lord, & 

Midgley, 1991). Underachievement and/or nonachievement can have life-altering results 

(Gutman & Midgley, 2000). Considering these factors—poor life outcomes, low 

graduation rates and its early detection in middle school, and early adolescent transition 

difficulty—this study looks at the transition to middle school for Black males with a 

specific focus on behavior.

Theoretical Framework 

A theoretical framework is a way to present ideas, concepts, problems, and/or 

phenomena and the interconnection among the ideas, concepts, problems, and/or 

phenomena (Creswell, 2003). A theoretical framework provides structure, perspective, 

and scaffolding so that phenomena can be explained logically and grounded in relevant 

and current research (Merriam, 2001). The ontological, epistemological, axiological, and 

rhetorical suppositions are addressed using Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory.

Urie Bronfenbrenner was a well-known Russian-American psychologist most 

notable for co-founding the Head Start Program and his views on ecological psychology 

(Harkonen, 2007). Bronfenbrenner proposed that adolescents interactions with others 

and environments play a vital role in their human development. Bronfenbrenner’s 

Theory of Ecological Development (a) explained relationships between and among
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family, societal, economical, and political structures and (b) positioned how ecological 

interactions relative to five environmental systems impact an adolescent’s development 

(Lang, 2005).

Ontological assumptions address how reality is viewed. Reality within this 

framework is viewed based on a constructivism paradigm. The reality o f Black male 

students is constructed based on the milieu of their school environment experiences 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994; Lincoln & Guba, 2000). This study will examine middle school, 

Black males’ reality in relation to how their interactions with people, symbols, and 

objects in the middle school setting are structured (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). This study 

will describe the nature of the realities of Black males.

The epistemological views address the origins, methods, and limits o f human 

knowledge (Creswell, 2013). Within this framework, the knowledge of Black males is 

discerned not only through their natural development, but also is limited through 

experiences in their middle school environment classroom experiences (Bronfenbrenner, 

1986). The complexities of these dynamics are considered an integral part o f the Black 

male’s development and are critical pieces to understanding their development 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The realities o f Black males are impacted not only by 

the natural occurring human development with time, but also are influenced relative to 

how their environment experiences changes within their life course and across historical 

time (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).

Axiological suppositions involve values and judgments (Creswell, 2013). The 

axiological assumptions in this study will help researchers understand that Black male 

students vary biologically, psychologically, and emotionally; therefore, responses to
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dissimilar and similar environments are not always the same or different 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1995). Regular and enduring interactions that the developing Black 

males have with objects, people, and symbols within his or her environment has a 

tremendous impact on the development of the person (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Therefore, 

the goal in this framework is to capture as many different perspectives as possible so that 

variations among the Black male participants are taken into account.

The rhetorical assumptions in this study include qualitative and quantitative terms 

because of the mixed method approach. The researcher will assume a separation from 

the quantitative data and use member checking to ensure separation from the qualitative 

data. According to Creswell (2013), qualitative writing assumes personal and literary 

perspectives and voices. Quantitative studies approach research by eliminating bias and 

error through statistical analysis. This study will use both approaches in a 

complementary manner (Firestone, 1987). As a researcher, I will tell Black male stories 

relative to the ecology of their behavior, which is influenced by (a) their middle school 

transition and (b) their student-teacher relationships. As an educator, I seek to find 

explanations that will serve to enhance Black male behavior and academic persistence.

As an advocate for Black males, this research will position policy changes that will 

address implications that may serve to smooth their transition from elementary school to 

middle school.

Ecology o f Black Males’ Behavior 

The ecology of Black male behavior relative to the transition from elementary 

school to middle school will focus on the five subsystems in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Model. This model recognizes biological and environmental influences and the complex
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interactions among the many structures that help and hinder adolescents’ development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The discussion of Black males in school and its subsequent life 

implications require a model that recognizes “an interplay among many factors that cut 

across student-, teacher-, administrative-, policy-, institutional-, and community-level 

factors” (Iselin, 2010, p. 7). Moving from the innermost structure to the outside, the five 

environmental systems are microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and 

chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Table 3 depicts how Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Model may be used to explain the ecology o f Black male students’ behavior as their 

behaviors are actions and reactions that stem from the interactions and relationships 

between and among individuals and institutions within the subsystems of the model.
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Table 3

Interactions in the Various Environmental Subsystems Per Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Model

Subsystems Environment Examples of Interactions

Microsystem Immediate environment Family, school, 

neighborhood

Mesosystem Two or more settings that Between home and school;

involve the adolescent’s or between family and

immediate environment neighborhood

Exosystem Two or more settings where Between parents’ workplace

at least one of the settings 

does not directly involve 

the adolescent

and adolescent’s school

Macrosystem All-encompassing Life-styles, prospects, life

subsystem from the micro-, 

meso-, and exosystems

options, & vulnerabilities

Chronosystem Changes over time Family structure changes,

including life course, 

environment, and history

socioeconomic changes

Adapted from information in Bronfenbrenner, 1994
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Microsystem of Black Males in Middle School

The microsystem is the layer closest to Black males. It represents their face-to- 

face interactions that they have with persons, objects, and symbols within their immediate 

environment. These enduring forms of interaction operate to sustain development, but 

Black males’ effectiveness depends on their experiences in the microsystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1994). For early adolescent Black males, the microsystem includes 

family, school, and peer group. Family dynamics, such as parental educational level and 

guardianship, are highly influential on youth’s schooling experience (Bronfenbrenner,

1994). Black males are more likely to be raised by a single parent with a low educational 

level (Noguera, 2003), making it clear that this layer closest to the adolescent needs to be 

examined in relation to behavior in school. Black males may be more apt to seek 

acceptance and guidance from a peer group as opposed to parental or authority figures. 

This emphasis on valuing peer-based relationships over authority-based relationships 

plays into the school environment and affects both how Black males behave in school and 

how school authorities perceive their behaviors. The behaviors of Black males— self

described as “culturally expressive communication”—may be frequently perceived by 

teachers as aggressive (Lewis, Simon, Ussell, Horwitz, & Casserly, 2010, p. 10). Middle 

school teachers’ perception of Black males may impact how Black males are treated and 

disenfranchised (Lewis, Simon, Ussell, Horwitz, & Casserly, 2010). Thus, begins the 

mismatch middle school personnel, objects, and symbols.

Mismatch middle. Middle school adolescents, and especially middle school 

Black males, at this age need stable, close relationships. But, in the middle school 

setting, there tends to be less emotional support from teachers (Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff,
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Augustine, & Constant, 2004). The combination o f seemingly volatile natural events— 

biological, physiological, puberty and social changes—mixed with insufficient nurturing 

events (i.e. middle school dynamics), can severely facilitate school disengagement 

(Gutman & Midgley, 2000). The nature and nurture tango are instrumental to the Black 

male adolescents’ development. For example, Black males, as early adolescents, desire 

more autonomy, but the nature of middle school is to be more stringent and controlling 

which contrast with needs of these learners (Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, & 

Constant, 2004). Additionally, Black male pupils at this age are more self-conscious and 

teaching practices often have a tendency to focus on relative ability, which creates a 

competitive climate (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). The attention on academic achievement 

as Black male students move from elementary to middle school may be massive 

(Pearlman, 2012; Midgley, Anderman, & Hicks, 1995; Schumacher, 1998); however, the 

same cannot be said about behavior during this matriculation (Sparks, 2011). For Black 

males who simply cannot compete in this climate, school may become uninteresting, 

irrelevant, and discouraging. Unsurprisingly, as school disengagement increases, so does 

misbehavior and suspensions (Losen, 2011). While studies (Gutman & Eccles, 2007; 

Eccles, et al., 1993) show an overall negative effect for all children as they transition to 

middle school, the effect is more detrimental for Black males than for any other segment 

of the population (Wong, Eccles, & Sameroff, 2003) and hence, at this juncture, it 

appears that the behavior is more of the focus than academics (Bailey, n.d.; Shirley & 

Cornell, 2012).

Behavior and middle school transition. Suspension rates rise sharply in middle 

school when compared to elementary school and in some cases high schools (Arcia,
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2007; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Theriot & Dupper, 2010). The reasoning for why this 

disruption occurs posits that perhaps it is a natural occurring event for learners at this 

time or, perhaps, it is a poor developmental—environmental fit (Arcia, 2007; Eccles & 

Midgley, 1990).

Not only do Black males’ grades plummet much more dramatically than their 

counterparts during transition from elementary school to middle school (Seidman, Allen, 

Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994), but the overwhelming evidence supports the fact that 

Black males experience an alarming higher suspension rate than any other ethnic/racial 

gender groups (Arcia, 2007; Iselin, 2010; Losen, 2011; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Steele,

1992; White, 2009). Nearly three times as many Black males than White males, and 

twice as many as compared to Hispanic males, experience suspension during the school 

year (Losen, 2011; Losen & Skiba, 2010). Even though Black males are recorded as 

punished more frequently than their counterparts, there is no evidence showing that Black 

males exhibit more disruptive behavior in school than their nonblack peers (Losen & 

Skiba, 2010). In fact, even when controlling for socioeconomic status, researchers, 

(Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002) found that Black males were still more 

severely punished and had higher suspension rates than their counter parts.

So why are Black males disciplined more severely and suspended at much higher 

rates than other racial-gender groups? Although several explanations have been explored 

(e.g. cultural differences, differential treatment, zero tolerance policies, ineffective 

discipline practices) (Anderson, Howard, & Graham, 2009), Skiba, Michael, Nardo, and 

Peterson stated (2002) “few studies have systematically explored possible explanations or 

reasons for disciplinary disproportionality” (p. 318). However, issues relative to
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disciplinary dynamics begin with student-teacher interactions in school (Hughes, Wu, 

Kwok, Villarea, & Johnson, 2012).

A key factor in student success in school is the face-to-face relationships he or she 

has with their teachers. The acquisition of knowledge, gaining skills, and ability 

development are greatly influenced by student-teacher relationships (Steele, 1992). Part 

of being a highly skilled teacher is not only having pedagogical content knowledge, but 

also having the ability to connect with their learners (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Unfortunately, Black students are twice as likely to be assigned a teacher who not only 

lacks pedagogical content knowledge, but also (a) do not seem to have the ability to 

connect to Blacks in a meaningful way and (b) have lower expectations for Black male 

students (White, 2009). Because high expectations for Black students are lower as 

compared to their peer counterparts, they often are paired with instructors who also 

perform at subpar levels (Ladd, 2012). This continual matching only perpetuates a 

degree of mediocrity in both teaching and learning and does not elevate the low achieving 

Black learner. Further, the ethnicity and socioeconomic status of students directly 

impacts treatment during the educational process (Noguera, 2003). Black students are 

more likely to be in a household in which their parents’ economic status and job 

opportunity are lower than other ethnic groups (Hare & Castenell, 1985; The Henry J. 

Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006). Cultural incongruence also plays a factor. Hare and 

Castenell (1985) suggested that there is greater student achievement when characteristics 

and attitudes are shared between student and teacher, which may explain the persistent 

phenomenon of Black male adolescents as they perform well below White male 

adolescents. While 17% of the school population is Black students, only 6% of the
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teacher population is Black (White, 2009). Table 4 below displays national teacher and 

student percentages per race (White, Black, and Hispanic).

Table 4

National Teacher and Student Racial Percentages

Race Teacher Percentage a Student Percentage*b

White 84 60

Black 7 17

Hispanic 6 17

Other

»a »b

4 6

ra  *o
(Feistritzer, 201!) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2004)

Therefore, Black students, especially Black males, are at a disadvantage before 

even entering schools. This societal deficit creates a significant factor before Black 

males even have a chance to prove themselves otherwise (Howard, Flennaugh, & Terry, 

2012).

In addition to the student-teacher relationship in the microsystem, another factor 

that greatly influences Black male students’ behavior is the relationship families have 

with schools. According to Bronfenbrenner’s model, this relationship (i.e. family-school) 

in the ecological model represents connections between the structures of the adolescent’s 

microsystem, known as the mesosystem (Berk, 2000). Wang and Huguley (2012) 

conducted a study of 630 Black adolescents and found that racial discrimination was 

more detrimental for Black males than for Black females. However, there was evidence
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that parental awareness o f the patterns of discrimination in school and society and 

adolescents’ understanding the patterns had a positive impact on educational outcomes 

for Black adolescent students (Wang & Huguley, 2012).

Mesosystem

The mesosystem comprises connections between the adolescent’s settings such as 

the teacher and parent or church and neighborhood (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Although it 

is known that environmental and cultural factors influence human behavior, it is not 

known how those influences affect the way Black males perceive schooling and how 

those perceptions influence behavior (Noguera, 2003). So how do the relationships 

between family and school influences Black males’ behavior in schools?

Family and school relationships. Teachers who make parental involvement a 

priority positively have the opportunity to alter parents’ feelings, attitudes, and behavior 

toward their child’s education (Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Teachers who regularly 

practice involving parents in school-related activities are also more likely to view parent 

involvement as essential to students’ success, but those teachers who do not solicit 

parental involvement regularly are more likely to view parents’ ability to help in a 

stereotypical manner (Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Basically, many of these teachers 

assume Black males’ parents who are single parents, have little or no education, and/or 

have a low socioeconomic status, will not be involved in Black males’ educational 

achievement. This teacher assumption may be damaging to Black males’ development. 

Research by Epstein and Dauber (1991) indicates that parents of all educational 

backgrounds, marital status, and socioeconomic status have been shown to be involved in 

their adolescent’s education though there is variation in the nature and the quality o f this
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involvement. Regardless of any of these statuses, most parents need help with how to be 

productive participants in their adolescent’s education (Epstein & Dauber, 1991).

Parental involvement with schools is critical at every stage, but especially during 

early adolescence. As mentioned earlier, adolescent developmental transformations 

relative to school are critical to determining future life outcomes. As Black males begin 

the transformation from adolescent to adulthood, it is important to place the proper 

support systems in place to ensure successful exciting and thrilling experiences. Parental 

involvement in school plays a critical role and can have tremendous influence on Black 

males’ school success. Teachers are critical to this development because part of growing 

into adulthood involves seeking independence from parents (Eccles & Harold, 1993). 

Thus, parent-teacher communication for Black male success as a student is an important 

bridge to build.

The level of parental involvement affects student academic success (Jeynes,

2007). The ability to be involved and the aspect o f support given may be determined 

based on parents’ level o f education, available time, and knowledge of ways to help. 

Therefore, examining Black males home support may be critical in knowing how much 

provision is provided. Statistically, Black male students are more likely to come from 

households with social disadvantages (Jones-Webb & Wall, 2008). The amalgamation of 

historical treatment from slavery to segregation, and continued lack of economic 

opportunity (Hare & Castenell, 1985), combined with institutionalized practices 

displayed in the overrepresentation in special needs courses and underrepresentation in 

honors and advanced courses (Noguera, 2003; Steele, 1992; White, 2009) perpetuates the 

problems of Black males—notwithstanding school suspensions and dropping out
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(Anderson, Howard, & Graham, 2009). Teacher practices on involving parents may 

make a critical shift in the trajectory on Black males’ academic success and thus foster 

positive life outcomes as well.

The degree of parental involvement is not only heavily contingent upon teachers’ 

invitation, but also upon student characteristics such as grade level (Deslandes &

Bertrand, 2005). Thus, the difference between elementary parental practices and middle 

school parental practices is worth examining. Parental involvement at any level increases 

chances of student success, but as Black males matriculate through school, parent 

involvement declines (Eccles & Harold, 1993). During the elementary years Black 

males’ parents are more likely to be involved in homework (Green, Walker, Hoover- 

Dempsey, & Sandler, 2007) and other school related activities.

Decreased parental involvement during middle school years may be attributed to a 

number of factors that involve parental views and feelings. Parents may sense this is a 

time that their Black male children are seeking autonomy and many Black males students 

may be resistant to parental involvement in their developing lives on many levels (Eccles 

& Harold, 1993). Parents may also fall victim to stereotypical beliefs that if they, as 

parents, were less involved in their children’s academics, their children would develop 

more responsibility (Eccles & Harold, 1993). Although there is an element of truth to 

this pattern of thinking, early adolescents still need parental support to excel in 

educational undertakings. Additionally, as children move into middle school, academic 

concepts are more specialized and many parents feel ill-equipped to help their child in 

educational endeavors (Eccles & Harold, 1993). As adolescents negotiate their need for 

independence and search for identity and parents seek balance as they relinquish control,
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teacher-student relationships tend to become more conflictual and the problems that 

ensue may lead to disciplinary problems in school (Montemayor, 1983). Relative to the 

mesosystem of Black males, teachers are instrumental in making the connection for 

students and parents to work together. Teachers and parents need to work together so 

that scaffolds are set appropriately for students in order to ease them into autonomy.

Students experience greater engagement (Marks, 2000) and success in school 

(Comer & Haynes, 1991) when they have the benefit o f strong mesosystem relationships. 

Green, Walker, Hoover-Dempsey, and Sandler (2007) said:

Despite the number of studies that have found the continued positive influence of 

developmentally appropriate parental involvement on children’s academic 

achievement, few studies have documented age-related changes in parental 

involvement from early elementary through middle school grades or the impact of 

child age or grade level on parents’ motivation for involvement, (p. 535) 

Adolescents who do not receive adequate support may be more likely to perform below 

the expected academic level as well as display behaviors that lead to isolation 

consequences, which include in-school suspension and out-of-school suspension. The 

level of parental involvement has been associated with problem behaviors especially 

during middle school (Fosco, Stormshak, Dishion, & Winter, 2012).

Exosystem

The exosystem comprises linkages and processes between settings similar to the 

mesosystem—which also is made up o f linkages and processes (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

The difference is that within the mesosystem, linkages, and processes are within the 

adolescent’s immediate setting. The exosystem surrounds the mesosystem, but its
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linkages and processes involve settings that affect adolescents, but do not directly involve 

the adolescent. Examples within the exosystem are parent’s workplace, family social 

groups, or health services in the community (Boemmel & Briscoe, 2001; Bronfenbrenner, 

1994). This exosystem setting has the possibility of affecting residence, provisions, and 

other regular patterns in the child’s life. Unfortunately, Black children have a one in 

three chance of living in a neighborhood that is poverty-stricken (Noguera, 2003), which 

frequently may entail risk factors that invariably, influence adolescents’ development and 

school experience.

Black students’ school experiences and parents’ working conditions. Examining 

Black males students’ school experiences very closely is critical considering that the 

child may be experiencing one of the most rapid changes in life second only to infancy 

developments (Eccles & Harold, 1993; Swanson, Cunningham, & Spencer, 2003). Early 

adolescence is a time of great vulnerability due to Black males’ greater self- 

consciousness, desire for autonomy, need for emotional support, and other developments 

(Gutman & Midgley, 2000). As a result, both constructive and destructive outcomes may 

occur. Prior to this time period, Black males as elementary students may be aware of 

differences; but in early adolescence, they connect those differences on a higher cognitive 

level after being treated differently (Noguera, 2003). As Black males develop their self

perceptions, they tend to think more abstractly and become more cognizant o f whom they 

are as a person (Ormrod, 2012).

So how does Black parents’ work place affect the adolescent? If a parent has an 

inflexible work schedule and the child gets sick at school and requires their parents’ 

immediate responsiveness, the parent may not be able to get to the adolescent
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immediately. This may require a family member, neighbor, or social member to assist in 

taking care of the child. The hassle, worry, burden, and uneasiness placed on the parent 

and child can have a ripple effect on performance at work and school. Combining Black 

males’ emotional stress with the vulnerability many Black males experience early in their 

developments may begin a multiplicative effect, which, in turn, may affect their behavior 

at school (Payne, 2005).

The work conditions o f the parents of Black males are frequently very different 

compared to other segments of the populations. In general, many Black parents may 

work in low paying jobs and live below the poverty level, which sets the stage for their 

adolescent being exposed to at-risk factors including underplacement in gifted classes, 

over-placement in remedial courses, and institutional discrimination (Bailey, n.d.). 

Demographic and economic supports are critical factors to prevent at-risk trajectories. 

How adolescents negotiate their way through this period influences overall life outcomes 

(Gutman & Midgley, 2000). About 66% of Black young children live in low-income 

families (Aratani, Wight, & Cooper, 2011) causing many Black male adolescents to 

experience consistent and persistent stressors during this stage in life. Black males are 

more likely than other race/gender groups to have no father in the home and be raised by 

a mother with low education, which may lead to poor healthcare and little opportunity to 

experience academic learning outside of formal education (Fantuzzo, LeBoeuf, Heather, 

& Chen, 2012). This combination puts this segment o f the population more at-risk than 

any other group (except in some cases American Indian) (Bailey, n.d.; Aratani, Wight, & 

Cooper, 2011). Being more at risk means that Black males are more likely to experience
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poor social outcomes such unemployment, incarceration, and health problems (The 

Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006).

One of many adverse consequences of a low-income living standard is delinquent 

behavior (Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002). The misconduct may be the 

result of the ripple effect of the financial hardship and inconvenient work environment 

experienced by the parent. In addition to the rigid work schedule expectations, many low 

SES Black parents may experience persistent and chronic struggles to meet financial 

obligations (Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002). As a result, parents’ 

decline in their capacity to provide emotional support and consistent directions relative to 

acceptable behavior is critically needed during this phase o f the adolescent’s life (Mistry, 

Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002).

The struggle within the parent-adolescent dynamic to provide sufficient support 

may negatively impact behavior in school. Incompatibility with peers and teachers as 

well as resistance to instruction and working self-sufficiently may cause unsuccessful 

social school experiences (Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002). Teachers 

may not be properly equipped with addressing these behaviors. It is important for 

teachers to fully understand the caveats of Black male students during early adolescence 

and react appropriately (Bailey, n.d.). Many times, the result of job instability, low 

income, and daily stressors to make ends meet financially may inhibit parents’ time and 

ability to effectively instruct and reinforce proper etiquette and behavior for their 

adolescent (Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 2002). Subsequently, other adults 

in the adolescent’s life, such as educators, either purposefully or inadvertently may 

become responsible for proper guidance and direction relative to behavior that is socially
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acceptable in the school setting. Effective teachers minimize incidences o f behavior that 

is socially unacceptable and increase pupil academic performance (Losen, 2011). 

However, Black males are twice as likely to have ineffective teachers (White, 2009). 

Ineffective or ill-equipped teachers who misunderstand or miscue Black students’ 

behavior, cultural dissonance, and cultural cacophony may exacerbate the problems faced 

by Black males in this critical stage of their development (Swanson, Cunningham, & 

Spencer, 2003; White, 2009). In addition, students in elementary schools tend to 

experience smaller settings with comfortable peer and teacher relationships, while the 

middle schoolers’ experience is more competitive in nature and has a tendency to be less 

nurturing. This need for nurture is especially necessary for poor, Black adolescents who 

may not have positive individuals to emulate (Gutman & Midgley, 2000).

Social challenges in school and economic challenges from home correlate with 

early adolescent Black males and set the stage for fewer out-of-class learning experiences 

(Bailey, n.d.). The lack of special fieldtrips during breaks, summer programs between 

grade levels, and access to positive social environments within their community put many 

Black males at a disadvantage (Bailey, n.d.). The lack of positive learning experiences 

combined with negative influences, such as damaging societal stereotypes (Bailey, n.d.), 

consequences of persistent economic hardship (Mistry, Vandewater, Huston, & McLoyd, 

2002), and living in highly concentrated crime-filled communities (Wilson, 2011) may 

cause a variety of student behaviors, such as outbursts, inability to focus, and maladaptive 

social encounters. Ineffective and subjective reactions by teachers may cause Black 

males to be suspended more frequently than any other race/ethnic—or gender group 

(Arcia, 2007; Losen, 2011; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Steele, 1992; White, 2009). Many
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student behaviors or classroom disturbances termed as disrespectful, may be subjective 

relative to how these behaviors are interpreted (Iselin, 2010; Losen & Skiba, 2010)— 

meaning, for one teacher, the unacceptable behavior might be temporally ignored, 

corrected, or redirected without a major distraction to the instruction. While for another 

teacher, the unacceptable behavior may result in an immediate referral, which may lead 

to suspension.

Given that school suspension is proffered to help deter negative behavior, there is 

no evidence that supports suspension as a means to change negative behavior (Losen & 

Skiba, 2010). In fact, the opposite is true. Students who are suspended are more likely to 

be suspended again (Kinsler, 2005). Students suspended from school are no longer 

receiving their formal education, which may result in lower academic achievement 

(American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2006). Additionally, 

students may prefer the increase of unsupervised time, which may result in adolescent 

delinquency (Advancement Project, 2005). The emotional state of the suspended 

adolescent may be negatively affected resulting in the adolescent feeling unwanted and 

alienated (DeRidder, 1991). The Virginia Youth Violence Project (n.d.) found that using 

suspension as a punitive measure is dangerous in that high suspension rates are linked 

with high dropout rates. The hierarchical multiple regression resulted in a statistically 

significant high correlation (r=.50). Therefore, suspension simply relieves the teachers 

and administrators of their problem, but does not curtail, redirect, or improve behavior of 

the student (Virginia Youth Violence Project, n.d.).

Relative to the parents’ workplace of Black male students, there are emotional, 

financial, and behavioral implications for the adolescent. Upon returning home from
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school, many Black male adolescents with unstable home conditions, due to the parent’s 

working conditions, may not be able to complete homework assignments. Homework 

may provide opportunities for adolescents to learn the content addressed in class, check 

understanding of material from school, and prepare questions to ask for the purpose of 

clearing up misunderstandings (Wormeli, 2011). When this opportunity is not fulfilled, 

the complete learning experience may be inhibited. The caveat may be that teachers who 

are unaware of these family dynamics may view persistent homework incompletions as a 

form of misbehavior.

Macrosystem

The outermost layer in Bronfenbrenner’s model is the macrosystem, which 

envelops the microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystem. The macrosystem consists of 

things that influence and sometimes support the adolescent within the environment such 

as cultures, norms, and laws (Berk, 2000) and represents themes and characteristics found 

in the micro-, meso-, and exosystems within a given culture or subculture. The ranges of 

factors that play a role, as well as cover a spectrum, include: intellectual knowledge, 

beliefs and customs, life-style, and potential exposure to both opportunities for 

development and hazards. The macrosystem (a) serves like a map identifying these 

factors for a specific group and (b) is important for understanding the minutia o f a bigger 

picture (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).

The macrosystem or bigger picture consists of thematic patterns such as, “belief 

systems, bodies of knowledge, material resources, customs, lifestyles, opportunity 

structures, and hazards” (Bronfenbrenner, 1994, p. 40), in all the other systems. The 

macrosystem layer acknowledges more complex labels beyond class and culture such as
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more specific societal and psychological features that affect the practices and 

circumstances taking place in the microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Institutionalized 

perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about Black males have victimized this population 

(Howard, Flennaugh, & Terry, 2012) causing not just blatant racism, but also causing so- 

called good people to view Black males in a negative fashion (Steele, 1992). This 

perception may ultimately affect how Black males are treated in school (Steele, 1992). 

Ladson-Billings (2001, p. xiv) argued,

Students of color may become alienated from the schooling process because 

schooling often asks children to be something or someone other than who they 

really a re .. .  It asks them to dismiss their community and cultural knowledge. It 

erases things that the students hold dear.

The separation from what is near and dear may undermine academic achievement and 

social respect.

Black males in the macrosystem. Society, as a macrosystem, maintains a 

stigmatization regarding Black males, creating a bleak perspective, which affects Black 

males’ thoughts, attitudes, and actions regarding the Black males. Howard, Flennaugh, 

and Terry (2012) call this phenomena social imagery. Social imagery is the manner in 

which perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about a certain group shapes members of the 

group understanding of themselves (Howard, Flennaugh, & Terry, 2012). Unfortunately, 

Black males have been given a mark o f disgrace in the macrosystem (Steele, 1992). 

Negative perceptions and viewpoints o f Black males may affect their behaviors and 

attitudes (Noguera, 2003). These tacit views and opinions have a tendency to influence 

how people feel about themselves and can be detrimental if those self-perceptions are
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negative. In fact, the negative stereotypes and perceptions (e.g. lazy, uneducable, 

dangerous, and inferior) of Black males (Hare & Castenell, 1985; White, 2009), in some 

cases, cause them to be complicit in their own failures or an agent in their own failures 

(Noguera, 2003) when they embrace oppositional behavior and choose not to achieve 

well academically (White, 2009).

The unhealthy blend of stigmatization (Steele, 1992), ineffective teachers (White, 

2009), and unfair treatment in school and in society (Losen & Skiba, 2010; The Henry J. 

Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006), undoubtedly, may result in oppositional behavior, 

disengagement, and negative attitude toward achievement (White, 2009). Kardiner and 

Ovesey summarize this idea by postulating, “As a people in a predominantly white 

culture, blacks are incapable o f rejecting the negative image of themselves that are held 

by whites” (as cited in Hare & Castenell, 1985, p. 203). This “social domination, 

economic exploitation, and political disenfranchisement” (Howard, Flennaugh, & Terry, 

2012, p. 85) has been an impetus for a plethora o f  adverse outcomes for Black males. 

While responsible reporting and research are needed, it is worthwhile to reflect how 

research affects the stigmatization to ensure it does not subconsciously perpetuate 

thought patterns that promote the underachievement of Black males (Steele C ., 2010).

Opportunity structure. Opportunity structure refers to recurring or pattern like, 

auspicious circumstances that (a) are conducive to success and (b) present, in a suitable 

time, for favorable outcomes and advantageous situations. Prior to entering school,

Black adolescents are more likely to be exposed to conditions that make favorable life 

outcomes difficult. Exposure to poverty, single-parent households, parental unstable 

jobs, family income, and lack of proper nutrition create conditions that may limit
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opportunity and form obstacles to success. These disadvantageous circumstances are 

difficult to separate and are known to have generational influences (Braveman, Sadegh- 

Nobari, & Egerter, 2008). Black children are more likely to have exposure to these 

conditions than any other sector of the population (Hughes, et al., 2007; Shapiro, 

Meschede, & Osoro, 2013; The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006; Hare & 

Castenell, 1985).

Advantages in school may be minimal and even detrimental. Black students are 

more likely to be labeled special needs and less likely to be recommended for rigorous or 

advanced courses (Noguera, 2003; Steele, 1992; White, 2009)—that tends to have a 

tremendous impact on the trajectory of future schooling. Advanced courses, especially in 

math, are gateways into post-secondary schooling (Martin, Gholson, & Leonard, 2010). 

Instead, Black males are likely to be disciplined more severely than any other race/ethnic 

group (Howard, 2013). Frequently, not only does the punishment not fit the crime, but 

the punishment perpetuates misconduct (Delpit, 2006; Ogbu & Simons, 1988). The 

consequences, which may biased, frequently do not yield a desired result and may serve 

to exhibit ineffective school policies that proliferate racial disparities within school 

relative to discipline policies and procedures (Skiba, et al., 2003). As a result, many 

Black males resign (Steele, 1992) and give in to views that are uncomplimentary. They 

submit to self-fulfilling prophesies with oppositional responses to academic achievement 

(Steele, 1992) and they appear to not want help out of their condition (Noguera, 2003; 

White, 2009). These elements amalgamate resulting in a variety of unwanted hazards 

that are experienced more severely in Black males than any other group in America.
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Hazards. The most unwanted, undesirable, and unhealthy experiences occur 

frequently among young Black males. Not only are the adverse conditions common 

within this population, but they are destructive hazards and occur at unusually high and 

disparagingly rates. Health, educational opportunities, and job opportunities have all 

been poor for young Black males. There is not just a gap, but an abyss; not just a 

difference, but a striking disparity in life outcomes, opportunities, and success rates (The 

Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006). Hazardous lifestyle decisions are often 

launched in elementary school with teachers more interested in maintaining order rather 

than supporting robust learning experiences for Black males (Ladson-Billings, 2011). 

Unfortunately, by the time little Black boys get to second and third grade, they are no 

longer viewed as cute. They are wiped of their childhood and viewed as disobedient men 

who need to be corrected and reprimanded by the teacher in the room (Ladson-Billings,

2011). In such cases, Black males experience reprimands that lead to removal from the 

learning environment regularly, which tends to parallel incarceration in adulthood 

(Milner, Pabon, Woodson, & McGee, 2013).

Opportunity for a healthy lifestyle is also impacted by health insurance. Having 

health insurance increases a person’s chances of making decisions that positively impact 

their health, such as seeking care when feeling ill and getting necessary prescriptions for 

a better health (The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006). While health insurance is 

relatively low for all young men in the U.S., nearly 4 out of 10 Black young men are 

without health insurance. Acknowledging these challenges when reviewing data for 

Black males is essential when considering how to successfully educate this population of 

students. Perhaps, as a society and a macrosystem, more should be done to help
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educators be aware of and address the trials more common to this group to more 

effectively curtail behavior that affects their persistence in school.

Customs and life styles. The behaviors, customs, and lifestyle are difficult to 

understand for a person looking in the microsystem, mesosystem, or the exosystem from 

the outside. An outsider might reason that the individual should just get a job, not 

commit the crime, be respectful when spoken to, take notes in class, go home to study the 

notes to pass the test, or go to college to obtain a well-paying job. The problem with this 

line of reasoning is that there are underlying assumptions. First, there is an assumption 

that family lifestyle and opportunity are not factors for success. Secondly, there is an 

assumption that structure and education are supported in the home. There are several 

situations to ponder before thinking through the aforementioned suppositions. Teachers 

and administrators in the mesosystem must also be informed about the conditions in the 

microsystem, the exosystem, and the macrosystem that hinder the success o f Black male 

students.

Historically, Blacks experienced slavery, segregation, and Jim Crow Laws 

(Cohen, Celestine-Michener, Holmes, Merseth, & Ralph, 2007). Being exonerated from 

those conditions was not an event, but a process. Although we are approximately 150 

years removed from U.S. African slavery and decades removed from segregation, the 

impact of those unfair and dehumanizing decisions are still seen in families generations 

removed (Braveman, Sadegh-Nobari, & Egerter, 2008; Hughes, et al., 2007).

Opportunity should not be underestimated because it plays a crucial role in customs, 

roles, and behaviors (Kozol, 1991).
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Still, some Black males are perceived as defiant and mentally deficient (Blake & 

Darling, 1994). Their experience in American society, as underclass, may serve to cause 

them to be uninformed, confused, and in some cases, self-destructive (Noguera, 2003; 

White, 2009). In fact, many Black male adolescents are not valued as students and have 

little opportunity for success under current conditions that rarely include culturally 

responsive curriculum (Task Force on the Edcuation of Maryland's African-American 

Males, 2007; Tosolt, 2010).

Public schools in the United States o f America are designed with White American 

norms and hence, in many instances, do not meet the needs o f  students who have 

different behavior and cultural expectations (Tosolt, 2010). Those who are perceived as 

having power and control tend to have a tremendous impact on student performance, 

student achievement, and student success (Cummins, 2001). Research shows that the 

teacher-student relationship and teacher perceptions of student behavior influence student 

behavior and performance (Baker, 1999; Jerome, Hamre, & Pianta, 2009; Neal, McCray, 

Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003). Behavior expectations and reactions are formed 

within culture and norms (Tosolt, 2010). Black males’ behaviors, in many cases, have 

been misinterpreted as aggressive, mentally incapable, and inappropriate (Neal, McCray, 

Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003). As a result, Black males respond in protective ways 

that are counter to accepted means of behavior. To bring about positive change, one must 

study the catalysts for the Black male students’ actions and behaviors, not simply the 

reaction.

The benefit of teachers connecting with their students culturally should not be 

underestimated. Understanding culture and respecting the norms of the values within the
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various cultures of students may have an incredible and positive influence on how 

students perform in school (Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, & Bridgest, 2003).

Conversely, a lack of connection with students culturally may manifest in a number of 

ways. When teachers misunderstand behaviors and norms of cultures dissimilar from 

theirs, not only are the manners and actions miscalculated, but students’ responses may 

go unacknowledged or neglected. As teachers present activities, conduct tasks, and share 

ideas, any perceived bias by students from a different culture may cause students to view 

said teaching strategies as offensive. Compounding the issues of misinterpretation and 

neglect of the cultural norms of students are teachers’ requests and mandates that these 

students change and relinquish their norms and identities (Neal, McCray, Webb-Johnson, 

& Bridgest, 2003). Identifying with culture brings a sense of security (Boykin, 1983) and 

power (Delpit, 1995) and when the culture o f Black males is ignored, unacknowledged, 

or dismissed, the power and self-perceptions of Black male students are tremendously 

impacted (Fordham, 1988). Even more astounding, punishment and special needs 

misdiagnosis frequently exacerbates this lack of cultural connection (Lewis, Simon, 

Ussell, Horwitz, & Casserly, 2010).

Chronosystem

The final system focuses on time. It is not a layer that builds around the other, but 

rather a dimension that permeates the other four systems. The chronosystem involves 

variation or stability in the characteristics of adolescents and historical environmental 

elements (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) that influence their environment. This system considers 

how the developing child’s maturity level influences his or her view on external 

occurrences. For example, several studies have been conducted to ascertain an
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understanding of how children respond to an elementary setting versus a middle school 

setting to get an understanding of changes in academic motivation, self-perception, 

perceived social context, and protective factors (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). Although 

these studies consider variation or stability among the aforementioned characteristics 

within the environment and individual, none considered the behavior characteristics of 

the child. The qualitative portion of the current study will investigate the aspect of 

maturity level and environmental features over time with respect to behavior. Using a 

theoretical framework to fully understand Black male youth is powerful to understanding 

the “mechanisms of experiences” and is a significant overall absence in the research of 

Black male youth (Swanson, Cunningham, & Spencer, 2003, p. 610).

Chronosystem and the middle school. The middle school, comprising of grade 

levels fifth or sixth through eighth, began in the 1970s as a reaction to inadequacies of 

junior high schools (Gloer, 2007; Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, & Constant, 2004). 

The junior high school, an effort theorized by Charles Eliot in the late 19th century 

(Lounsbury, 1960; Middle Schools-The Emergence of Middle Schools, Growth and 

Maturation of the Middle School Movement, n.d.), failed to be responsive to 

developmental needs of its attendees (Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, & Constant, 

2004). In essence, the problem was that junior high schools appeared to mimic high 

school. This was ironic considering the purpose of developing the junior school was that 

these schools were to be a differentiated experience, separate from high school that 

served to augment success at the secondary level.

Considering the needs of early adolescents -  rapid biological changes, sudden 

interpersonal shifts, and sharp cognitive transitions (Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, &



43

Feinman, 1994; Sparks, 2011; Simmons, Burgeson, Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987), middle 

school developers attempted to not just build on the foundation of early childhood and 

prepare for the program of secondary schooling, but they also were concerned with the 

“here-and-now problems and interests o f its students” (Alexander & George, 1981, p. 2). 

The mission was to depart from content focus to provide more academic exploration, 

cease departmentalization, facilitate integration, and minimize rigid scheduling with more 

flexible arrangements (Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, & Constant, 2004).

The idealized vision of this middle school concept created transition turmoil. The 

desire to meet the needs of early adolescents by designing a new grade configuration with 

new perspectives for middle level schools conflicted with the natural development of 

early adolescents. Although the paucity of empirical evidence exists (Sparks, 2011), 

there is evidence showing that transitions at this age may have been detrimental to middle 

school student performance (Gordon, Peterson, Gdula, & Klingbeil, 2011; Simmons, 

Burgeson, Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987). Across time, elementary school students tend 

to remain in one classroom for most of the day; while in middle school, students move 

from class to class. The middle school classroom reconfiguration such creates an 

awareness of the larger school environment (Midgley, Anderman, & Hicks, 1995). As a 

result, many middle school students may come to realize the academic focus was 

different in elementary school (Midgley, Anderman, & Hicks, 1995). Over the years, 

researchers have linked negative outcomes such as declining grades, decreased 

motivation, and worsened behavior to this transition (Gutman & Midgley, 2000). 

Examining the middle school experience is important because it is predictive o f future 

schooling outcomes as well as future life outcomes (Gutman & Midgley, 2000).
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Over time, individuals going through early adolescence experience a sharp 

change, different from other transitional periods, and the transition into middle school 

only exacerbates tendencies that can go awry. This is a time when children are more 

likely to experiment with at-risk behaviors such as alcohol consumption, drug use, and 

sexual behavior (Eccles & Midgley, 1990; National Middle School Association and the 

National Association of Elementary School Principals (NMSA & NAESP), 2002; 

Juvonen, Le, Kaganoff, Augustine, & Constant, 2004). As children leave the small 

school setting with close teacher relationships and move into larger and more complex 

settings with greater independence and higher expectations, existing problems may be 

intensified.

Black males and the chronosystem. The chronosystem -  the fifth and final system 

of Bronfenbrenner's Ecological systems theory -  considers the influence o f time. Time in 

terms of events and vicissitudes in the course of one’s life and time in terms of 

sociohistorical circumstances shape this system. For example, the transition during early 

adolescence from elementary to middle school is unsettling and difficult for any student, 

but it is especially detrimental for students unable to negotiate the transition effectively 

(Seidman, Allen, Aber, Mitchell, & Feinman, 1994). As an example o f sociohistorical 

circumstances, consider the endemic racism in the macrosystem. Although racism is not 

portrayed as it once was -  slavery, segregation, separate but equal laws -  the 

pervasiveness is still, as Richard Delgado states, “deeply ingrained legally, culturally, and 

even psychologically” (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 52). Consider the residual 

impact on Black male students in United States’ schooling.
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Sociohistorical environmental factors such as being poor and jobless are not 

simply manifestations of an individual’s incompetency and limitations. Past and current 

societal factors are major influences on a person’s ability to obtain, maintain, and develop 

professionally, economically, and socially. Historically, U. S. legislators have been 

known to arrange laws so that it is profitable for the dominant race and difficult for the 

subordinate race (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Wilson, 2011). For example, the 

housing market after World War I was set up in such a way that disguised racial 

discrimination vis-a-vis geographic discrimination (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 

Wilson, 2011). This geographic discrimination may have impacted Black American 

economic opportunity and carries generational implications (Braveman, Sadegh-Nobari, 

& Egerter, 2008; Hughes, et al., 2007) that impact Black male students’ behavior.

School-aged Black males are most likely enrolled in a large urban school district 

(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), where students have a 50-50 chance of graduating from 

high school. This is a stark contrast to White-male counterparts whose rate of graduating 

from high school is seventy-eight percent (The Schott Foundation for Public Education,

2012). Black males that have dropped out of high school have a greater chance of 

incarceration than non-Black male high school dropouts (Harlow, 2003; Dillon, 2009; 

Criminal Justice USA, 2011). Dropping out of high school may also conflate a host of 

undesirable life outcomes (The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation, 2006).

Looking back across time, Black males’ transition in middle school was 

orchestrated in elementary school where many of them were diagnosed at alarming and 

disparate rates as needing special education services (Steele, 1992; Noguera, 2003;

White, 2009; Porter, 1997). The practice of how to diagnose students for such services is
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frequently based on unempirical standards (Mincy, Martin, Noguera, Zilanawala, & 

Fergus, 2010). Many times, whether or not Black male students were placed in a special 

education program was related to behavior. Many of these male students were labeled 

with a behavior disorder or an emotional disorder (Porter, 1997)—the implication was 

that these children could not behave properly; consequently, many of them were exposed 

to a watered down curriculum (Mincy, Martin, Noguera, Zilanawala, & Fergus, 2010). 

The process of assigning students to special education programs appears to have been 

biased against Black males and has been misused to the detriment o f Black males in 

America’s school system (Harry & Anderson, 1994).

In a country in which they were once objectified as property (Ladson-Billings & 

Tate, 1995), Black males are still victims of social imagery (Howard, Flennaugh, &

Terry, 2012) and portrayed unfairly as a mark of disgrace (Steele, 1992). The 

experiences of Black males in the United States have changed relative to the contexts of 

time and settings, but many negative outcomes remain.

Summary

Using Bronfenbrenner’s model of five environmental systems provides a 

comprehensive approach to effectively study the transition of Black students from 

elementary school to middle school. Examining the microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem of Black male students position a research 

study that will analyze factors and address the paucity of research relative to this 

phenomenon. Implications of this research may positively influence attitudes and 

disciplinary policies relative to how Black male students transition from elementary to
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middle school and may help educators deter behaviors that negatively influence their 

academic persistence or graduation rates.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This section of the paper discusses an overview of the problem and purpose, 

research questions, hypotheses, setting, and subjects/participants. It also describes data 

collection procedures, data analysis, validity and reliability standards, and limitations of 

the study. The chapter concludes with a summary.

Overview of Problem and Purpose 

Less than half of the Black male population graduated from high school (Jackson, 

2010). Black males are overrepresented in special education classes while 

underrepresented in rigorous courses (Holzeman, 2010). They are punished more harshly 

and suspended more frequently than other segments of the population (Holzeman, 2010). 

Life outcomes, unsurprisingly, parallel Black males’ school experiences. The likelihood 

of job attainment is less than their Whited counterparts (The Henry J. Kaiser Family 

Foundation, 2006). The incarceration rate for Black is greater than other groups and 

increases at a greater rate with the low educational skill (Western, Schiraldi, & 

Ziedenberg, 2003). When legitimate and satisfactory earnings are not fulfilled, many 

individuals turn to criminal behavior to meet basic needs. Lack of high school education 

has been linked to incarceration for Black males. Indicators show that many Black males 

will not even finish high school. Many Black males with no high school diploma will 

have a prison record (Donnor & Shockley, 2010; Western, Schiraldi, & Ziedenberg, 

2003). The ecological educational experiences

48
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for Black males, which influences social outcomes are important in order to cease 

disparaging patterns identified (Lewis, Simon, Ussell, Horwitz, & Casserly, 2010). The 

purpose of this mixed method study is to address the ecological concerns during the 

transition from elementary school to middle school which include the combined stressors 

of starting a new organizational structure such as school and possible living conditions of 

high and concentrated poverty (Balfanz & Herzog, 2005).

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this study were:

1. Is there a significant difference in behavior between Black males and White males 

as measured by the number o f discipline referrals as students transition from 

elementary school to middle school?

2. How does the change in ecological environmental factors affect/influence the 

behavior o f black males as they change from elementary school to middle school?

Hypothesis

It was hypothesized that there would be a significant difference in behavior 

between Black males and White males as measured by discipline referrals as students 

transition from elementary school to middle school.

Setting

The school district located in the southeastern region of the United States was 

composed of the following racial/ethnic groups Black 73%, White 21%, Hispanic 3%, 

Asian 2%, and multi-racial 1%. Seventy-seven percent received free and reduced lunch 

services (Dallemond, 2012). The school district served approximately 25,000 students in 

its 25 elementary, 7 middle, and 7 high schools. The middle school has just fewer than
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1000 students and nearly 330 students at each grade level. Its racial/ethnic percentages 

were Black 54%, White 33%, Hispanic 4%, multi-racial 4%, and Asian 5%.

Subjects

Most of the subjects in this study attended one of the five elementary schools that 

fed into the middle school. These schools varied in diversity, economic status, and 

disability population. For this study, the elementary schools were labeled alphabetically 

using A-E. Table 5 below displays the range of school demographics, which include 

ethnic diversity percentages, economic disadvantaged percentages (ED), and percentage 

of students with disabilities (SWD). Schools vary from being nearly 100% Black, about 

half Black, to less than one-third Black.

Table 5

Elementary Schools Percentage o f Students by Race

Schools Black White Hispanic Multi-
Racial

Asian ED SWD

Elementary A 93 4 1 2 0 96 16

Elementary B 70 17 7 3 4 64 11

Elementary C 53 34 7 3 2 58 17

Elementary D 46 40 4 2 7 40 19

Elementary E

GreatSchools.ore. 201 i

28 62 2 3 5 28 10

The subjects were Black and White males from one middle school in an urban school 

district in a southeastern state.
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Participants

Participants were selected using purposive sampling, an intentional selection of 

individuals that meet particular criteria (Creswell, 2012). The particular criterion for this 

study was based upon the number of referrals individuals obtained during fifth and sixth 

grade years. Participants for interviews were seventh graders since their transition year 

from elementary school was more recent than eighth-grade students. Therefore, their 

descriptive experiences may be more complete and descriptive. There were eight 

participants in the qualitative portion of this study. The initial sample (241) utilized in 

the quantitative portion of this study included 86 seventh Black male students. After 

calculating the total number o f documented office referrals occurring in fifth and sixth 

grades for each person, students were placed in one of three tiers. Tier 1 included 38 

students with 0 referrals. Tier 2 included 36 students who had between one and four 

referrals. Tier 3 included 12 students who had between 5 and 28 total referrals between 

the fifth and sixth grades. Half of the students in Tier 3 had 10 or more referrals and the 

other half had between five and eight referrals during the two-year time. Three of the 

students in Tier 2 had referrals during this two-year time, but had never been suspended. 

The eight participants for the qualitative portion o f this study described in Table 6 were 

the participants whose parents signed the consent (Appendix A) forms.
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Table 6

Participants Per Tier Level, Grade, Number o f Referrals, and Number o f Suspensions

Participants Grade Number of Referrals Number o f Suspensions

Austin 7

Tier 1 

0 0

Bert 7 0 0

Fred 7 0 0

Participants Grade

Tier 2 

Number of Referrals Number o f Suspensions

Kyle 7 1 0

Mason 7 1 0

Participants Grade

Tier 3 

Number of Referrals Number o f Suspensions

Sam 7 10 8

Ross 7 13 10

Walton 7 28 20

Tier 1 Participants

The three Tier 1 participants were Austin, Bert, and Fred. Pseudonyms were used 

in place of participants’ authentic names. Austin, oldest of four children, lives in an 

apartment complex near the school with his father, mother, and siblings. His cheerful
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spirit was evident as he described even his most challenging experiences at home with his 

siblings. He smiled as he reflected upon the responsibilities he has as big brother:

At home with my brothers and sisters when they get everything they want and I 

don’t. That just makes me really mad. But 1 got to think about it because I’m the 

oldest. And I have to deal with that kind o f stuff. That’s part o f life. So I just go 

to my room and watch TV and when they come I get mad a little bit, but I just let 

them come because they are my little brother and sister and I just let them come. 

During the interview, conducted in an office at the school he attended, Austin responded 

to each question with a smile and upbeat demeanor. At age 13, he shared a room with his 

brother while his sisters also shared a room. His daily responsibility included meeting his 

siblings at the bus stop and walking them home.

Bert, the second Tier 1 participant, was a charming and confident young man.

His interview was conducted at his home, which was prodigious in size and elaborate in 

decor. He described his room in the following manner:

I got a TV, king size bed, Xbox, and a lot of clothes, and a bathroom as well. I do 

have a computer. I have two computers— one that’s kind of messed up and the 

other one is new. I just got it for Christmas.

Bert, age 13, lived with his father, while his siblings and mother lived out o f the area. 

Poised and articulate during the interview, Bert appeared easy-going and light-hearted as 

we conversed. During one particular part o f the session, he said, “I don’t ever. I just 

don’t get stressed. I care but I don’t get to a point where I just start freaking out—getting 

all mad. I care, but not to that point.”
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The last Tier 1 participant was Fred, age 12. Fred, an only child, had a gentle and 

quiet nature. During the interview, conducted at a neutral location, Fred was responsive, 

but rarely offered additional information. He stated what was asked and rarely offered an 

example unless probed to do so. His stoic tone appeared as though he was feeling a little 

uncomfortable. Fred lived with both parents and did not think his living condition was 

different from any other student: “I really have what any other student would have. Bed 

of course, closet, drawers, TV, play station. That’s really it. Yes, ma’am [I have a 

computer]. I have my own bathroom.”

Tier 2 Participants

Kyle and Mason were the two Tier 2 participants. These names were given as 

pseudonyms in place of their actual names. Kyle’s interview was conducted in an office 

at his school. Kyle stuttered slightly, however it did not prevent him from sharing about 

his experiences. In fact, he offered several stories without any probing. In one instance, 

Kyle reminisced about a best friend named JJ. Kyle recalled,

I remember a lot about my best friend I had in fifth grade. His name was JJ—at 

least everyone calls him that. I really don’t know his real name, but I thought he 

was going to go to [my school] too. He said he was allergic to eggs and stuff. He 

said if I eat eggs, he’ll go into hives and die. He’s at private school right now.” 

Kyle, age 12, lived with his mother in a house several miles away from his school. His 

voice was the deepest of all the participants and he seemed to take pride in reaching this 

pubertal change: “I noticed that my voice got deeper. I didn’t notice it. Actually, my 

mom noticed it. I started getting taller when I reached 12.”
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Mason, age 12, was the second Tier 2 participant. Mason had an older sibling at 

the same school who had a very different reputation than Mason. His brother, one grade 

above Mason, was notorious for receiving discipline referrals regularly and removal from 

the learning environment. Mason, however, was not influenced by this example set from 

his older sibling. He reflected on an infrequent incident in which he received a negative 

consequence due to unacceptable behavior. Mason was distraught over the occurrence.

He said, “I felt disappointed in myself...I was mad at myself.” Mason’s warm spirit even 

seemed to carry the weight of disappointment as he shared about it. Mason was 

courteous and reflective during the interview session held at his school. His speech was 

not rushed, but deliberate. He appeared to be thoughtful about his responses, trying to 

draw out accurate information.

Tier 3 Participants

The three Tier 3 participants were given pseudonyms to disguise their true 

identity. The three Tier 3 participants were Ross, Sam, and Walton. Ross was of small 

stature, though his gait communicated otherwise. Ross, age 12, lived with his mother and 

several siblings. He had his own room and considered it “comfortable, neat, [and] clean.” 

With his binder in hand, Ross’ interview was conducted in an office directly after school. 

Ross appeared to be organized. His binder was full and in good shape considering it was 

the halfway point in the school year. His calm, reserved nature did not seem to stem 

from insecurity; instead, it appeared as though he was very confident and was 

comfortable with himself. He was a polite young man, frequently responding with, “Yes, 

ma’am.”
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Sam, debonair with little effort, spoke in a smooth, low tone. His simple attire 

was strikingly clean and crisply ironed. Not one strand of small afro hairstyle was out o f 

place and the hairline appeared freshly cut. His attention to appearance was apparent as 

he described his room at home. Sam explained,

I got a walk-in closet. Oh, it’s clean. My room is clean. I got two beds— one for 

him [brother] and one for me. All I got to do is open another door and there goes 

my bathroom. I got a big TV, two dressers. A shoe—you know where you put 

shoes on top of—[a shoe rack].

Sam, age 13, is one of four children, and shares his room with his older brother. He 

responded to interview questions in a conference room at his mother’s workplace. Sam is 

the only participant that was retained, which occurred in first grade.

The final Tier 3 participant was Walton, age 13. Walton was very lively and 

spirited during the interview. He often chuckled and smiled as he remarked. He 

admitted that these energetic qualities manifested as classroom disturbances. Walton 

confessed, “ . ..fight, talk back to the teacher, disrupt the class, everything.” Walton lived 

with his mother and siblings and had his own room that he “sometimes” kept clean and 

organized. Of all the participants, Walton’s academic record was the lowest. During his 

fifth grade and sixth grade years Walton only passed 2 out of 10 state exams for various 

subject areas. However, he has never been retained even though his transcript reflects 

similar findings during fifth grade and sixth grade: failing math both years along with 

several other courses.
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Data Collection

The mixed method design was a sequential process in which the quantitative data 

was collected first followed by the qualitative data collection. After the collection of 

quantitative data, the qualitative data was collected using semi-structured interviews.

This explanatory sequential process required the researcher to collect the data in two 

phases (Creswell, 2012).

Quantitative Data Collection

Permission to conduct this study was obtained from the school leadership and 

county personnel. Subsequently, after obtaining permission from the school’s leadership 

and county personnel, the researcher applied for approval from the Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) (Appendix B) requesting permission to proceed with research. Once IRB 

approval was obtained through the university, the researcher generated a report from the 

database that the school uses. Using this database, the researcher used behavior referral 

fields that included: number of days that students were either suspended or expelled. The 

ad hoc report generated a spreadsheet inclusive of the behavior referral fields entered 

minus codes for dress and electronic devices referrals for Black males and White males 

who have completed fifth and sixth grades. Examples of behaviors listed on referral 

forms included profanity, misconduct, stealing, fighting, bullying, and cutting class. 

Referrals were coded in the database by referral type, which also included a narrative o f 

what occurred, as well as how the behavior was resolved. The researcher planned to use 

analysis of covariance to explore the data.
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Qualitative Data Collection

After receiving IRB approval (Appendix B), the researcher provided informed 

consent (Appendix A) and assent forms (Appendix C) to each participant who was 

purposively selected to participate in this study. The researchers interviewed participants 

using a semi-structured interview protocol (Appendix D). A semi-structured interview 

protocol consists of open-ended questions that an interviewer uses as a guide while 

maintaining flexibility in sequence of questions and pursuit o f depth of a particular topic 

if needed with interviewees (Knox & Burkard, 2009). Interviews were conducted in 

person, recorded, and kept secured. The interviews took place after school at a time that 

was convenient to the parent and the participant. One session was scheduled for each 

interviewee considering an appropriate amount o f time and avoiding lengthy sessions.

The researcher annotated field notes during each of the participant’s interview. To keep 

participants names anonymous, the researcher used code identifiers kept separate from 

any other identifying information. A secure electronic file was maintained for each 

interviewee including background and impression information (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).

Data Analysis

In this study, variables were examined using two types of data: quantitative and 

qualitative. For the quantitative strand, the researcher used analysis of covariance 

(ANCOVA) to investigate the number o f behavior referrals. Within the qualitative 

strand, the researcher analyzed interviews by coding the data.

Quantitative Data Analysis

The quantitative data was analyzed using ANCOVA because it allows the 

researcher to compare differences between the number of fifth grade referral and the
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number of sixth grade referrals. The analysis began with an investigation o f whether the 

assumptions of this experimental design were met. These assumptions included: (a) an 

assumption of independence, (b) assumption of normality, (c) assumption o f 

homogeneity of variance, (d) a linear relationship between the dependent variable and the 

covariate, and (e) homogeneity o f regression slopes (Keith, 2006). If the assumption of 

homogeneity of regression slopes were violated, an alternative experimental design 

would have to be substituted. The researcher compared the number of behavior referral 

differences for the school year and the racial groups, both jointly and separately. If the 

ANCOVAs had significant interactions, the researcher planned to interpret the 

interactions. If the ANCOVAs did not have significant interactions, the researcher 

interpreted the main effect of race alone and school year alone. If either (or both) of 

those main effects were significant, the researcher planned to identify which group is 

statistically higher than the other.

ANCOVA also allows the process to control for difference in elementary so that 

comparisons in middle school were not affected by the differences (Salkind, 2011). The 

Coefficient of Determination (r2) would be analyzed to determine the percentage of the 

variance that could be explained. The significance level (p<.05) would be set to 

determine whether to accept or reject the null hypothesis (Keith, 2006).

Qualitative Data Analysis

In this study, the qualitative data helped to explain certain aspects o f the 

quantitative data (Creswell, 2012). The qualitative data were collected by interviewing 

the eight participants that were purposively selected to participate in this study. Narrative 

data required several elements so that the information collected using the interviews was
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accurately represented and answered the research question (Creswell, 2012). The 

researcher transcribed the interview data, listened, and read the data several times while 

writing first impression notes. Taylor-Powell and Renner (2003) suggest one way to 

focus the analysis is by time in that the analysis included careful attention to what 

participants said about two distinct periods: elementary school experiences and middle 

school experiences. Coding the data involved an inductive approach in which common 

ideas, repeated experiences, and frequent occurrences were used to determine the broad 

themes that emerge from the data (Creswell, 2012).

Validity and Reliability 

To ensure accuracy and consistency of the research, the following measures were 

used during the research process. Considering both strands o f the research, quantitative 

and qualitative, the terminology may vary, but “standards for the quality” o f the research 

is similar (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 277). For example, when considering the 

authenticity of the research, quantitative researchers may use the term validity while 

qualitative researchers may prefer credibility. Additionally, when considering 

consistency in the research process, reliability is commonly used in the quantitative 

domain while dependability is used in qualitative research (Morse, Barrett, Mayan,

Olson, & Spiers, 2002). Addressing if the research is dependable, the quantitative 

approach may prefer reliability, which is comparative to the qualitative approach using 

auditability (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Validity

Validity is evidence that the process of the study actually proceeds as intended 

(Creswell, 2012). The quantitative data were collected in a manner that preserved the
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accuracy of the data. Once the query was generated, the researcher checked for errors in 

the number of behavior referrals listed and for omission of subjects. The school system’s 

policy required schools to maintain accurate records including behavior referrals. Select 

administrators are provided a unique, private access code to enter data into the program. 

They are also trained intensely on the software that houses the data, including a 

notification of entering data in an accurate manner. The software signals users when 

components are omitted so that users do not leave required information incomplete.

The researcher checked to make sure the qualitative findings were credible by 

member checking. This process involved the researcher asking participants) about the 

truthfulness of many aspects of the findings, which may include questions about the 

impartiality or completeness (Creswell, 2012). Additionally, the researcher used peer 

review as evidence for validity. Peer review is an external person familiar with the 

research topic and is able to view the collected data with a critical eye posing questions, 

perspectives, and ideas that challenge the researcher’s processes and explanations 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000)

Reliability

Reliability is evidence of consistency. Only selected administrators in the school 

building enter behavior referral data. Upon receiving a discipline referral, administrators 

are to enter the data within a two-day period. This process assists in making sure 

referrals were entered consistently for all students. The researcher entered data from the 

school’s database into IBM SPSS software by uploading the data report. Reliability was 

ensured by checking for inconsistent data patterns. The dependability of the qualitative 

data included peer debriefing so that there was an external check of the research process
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(Creswell, 2013). Furthermore, the researcher provided detailed and copious description 

to ensure dependability of the research process and results (Creswell, 2013).

Limitations of the Study 

Limitations were present in this study. Personnel might not have correctly or 

completely entered behavioral referral data into the database where behavior referrals 

were housed. The participants were required to respond to questions that required 

information from one to two years ago. Participants may not recall precise detail from 

the past, but may remember experiences that are more current. Additionally, since all 

participants were from one middle school, the results may not be generalizable (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2011).

Summary

This chapter presented an overview of the problem and purpose of the study and 

restated the research questions and hypotheses. The setting, subjects/participants, data 

collection process, and procedures for data analysis were described in this chapter. 

Additionally, the researcher described the validity, reliability, and limitations of the 

study.



CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS

This mixed methods study was designed to describe the ecology of Black males’ 

behavior as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. The research 

questions guiding this study were:

1. Is there a significant difference in behavior between Black males and White 

males as measured by discipline referrals as students transition from 

elementary school to middle school?

2. How does the change in ecological environmental factors affect/influence the 

behavior of Black males as they change from elementary school to middle 

school?

This chapter presents an analysis o f quantitative data first followed by an analysis 

of qualitative data. The quantitative data presented were analyzed first by using analysis 

of covariance (ANCOVA), followed by using analysis of variance (ANOVA) to 

determine if there was a significant difference in the number o f behavior referrals 

between Black males and White males as they transitioned from elementary school to 

middle school. The ANOVA was ultimately used because a critical assumption of 

ANCOVA was violated requiring that substitution. Subsequently, major themes and 

subthemes that emerged from the qualitative data are presented to address the second 

research question that guided the study.

63
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Quantitative Findings

The research question that guided the quantitative component of this study was:

Is there a significant difference in behavior between Black males and White males 

as measured by discipline referrals as students transition from elementary school 

to middle school?

The subsequent research hypothesis was:

There is a no significant difference in behavior between Black males and White 

males as measured by discipline referrals as students transition from elementary 

school to middle school.

Initially, the sample included 312 (number included four students enrolled in the 

local alternative school) Black males and White males who were enrolled in the seventh 

and eighth. Three Black males (two eighth grade and one seventh grade) and one White 

male (seventh grade) were enrolled in the alternative school. Students at the alternative 

school were included because they were students who would return to the assigned 

school after completion of their assigned time at the alternative school. There were 197 

Black male students in the sample (102 were 7th grade students and 95 were 8th grade 

students). There were 115 White male students in the sample (55 were 7th grade students 

and 60 were 8th grade students). The researcher removed 71 students from the total count 

(16 Black and 12 White seventh graders were removed; 26 Black and 17 White eighth 

graders were removed), leaving 241 seventh and eighth grade males in the sample. 

Students were removed from the total count if (a) they did not complete 5th and/or 6th 

grade within the county or (b) they were enrolled in the access classes for students who 

are cognitively disabled. (See Figure 1 below.)
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Figure 1. Sampling process for subjects. This figure explains the sampling procedures 

outlining the number of subjects in each grade level and race, as well as the number of 

removals.

Subsequently, a report was generated outlining the number of behavior referrals 

subjects received in the fifth grade and the number of behavior referrals subjects received 

in the 6th grade for each of the subjects in the sample. Students in the sample used for the 

quantitative portion of this study received behavior referrals for a violation of expected 

conduct, behaviors, which included oral language, physical demeanor, and non-compliant 

actions. The sample did not include students who received behavior referrals for dress 

code violations, nor did the sample include students who received behavior referrals for 

electronic device violations.

An ANCOVA was conducted to determine if there was a significant difference in 

the number of behavior referrals between Black males and White males as they
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transitioned from elementary school to middle school. The analysis began with an 

investigation of whether the assumptions of this test were met. The assumption of 

normality was tested using Skew and Kurtosis (K-S). The results were not fractional—  

showing the assumption was not met; however, the ANCOVA is robust to the violation 

o f this assumption. The ANCOVA test could not be used, however, since the assumption 

of homogeneity of slopes was violated (Field, 2013).

Therefore, an ANOVA was conducted to evaluate the difference between the 

number of referrals that Black males and White males receive as they transitioned from 

elementary school to middle school. Although the K-S shows that the difference in the 

number of behavior referrals are non-normal, the histogram, the P-P plot, the skew, and 

the kurtosis indicate that the difference in the number of behavior referrals is normal, so 

the ANOVA, with appropriate robust tests o f equality of means, was used (Field, 2013).

The results of the ANOVA indicated that there is a significant difference in the 

number of behavior referrals between Black males and White males as they transitioned 

from elementary school to middle school, Welch’s F (1, 197.391) = 13.597, p < .001; 

Brown-Forsythe’s F (1, 197.391) = 13.597, p < .001, <o2 = 0.03 (which is a moderately 

small effect). This means that race accounts for 3% of the variance of number of 

behavior referrals. Black students had the statistically higher number o f referrals with a 

mean of 1.04 referrals and a standard deviation o f 2.95. White students had a statistically 

lower number of referrals with a mean of 0.09 referrals and a standard deviation of 0.89. 

The answer to the quantitative research question is that there was a significant difference 

in the number of behavior referrals between Black and White males as they transitioned
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from elementary school to middle school and that Black males have a significantly higher 

number of behavior referrals.

The following tests in Table 7 were conducted because the required assumption of 

homogeneity of variance was violated. Welch and Brown-Forsythe tests are the best way 

to address this violation (Field, 2013).

Table 7
Robust Tests of Equality of Means

Statistica d fl df2 Sig.
Welch 13.597 1 197.391 .000

Brown-Forsythe 13.597 1 197.391 .000

a. Asymptotically F distributed.

Qualitative Findings 

The research question that guided the qualitative portion of the study was:

How does the change in ecological environmental factors affect/influence the 

behavior of Black males as they change from elementary school to middle school? 

In this qualitative section, major emergent themes and subthemes that describe 

how changes in ecological environmental factors affected the behavior o f Black males as 

these students transitioned from elementary school to middle school are presented. The 

major themes (Table 8) that emerged from the data were (a) changes in personal 

worldviews (b) changes relative to reactions to peer influences, (c) changes relative to 

interactions with teachers, (d) changes relative to surrounding school environment, and 

(e) changes in the interplay of home/school environments.
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Table 8

Emerging Themes

Changes in Personal Worldviews 

Consequences o f Behavior 

Need to Be More Mature 

Need to Improve

Changes Relative to Reactions to Peer Influences 

Reactions that Resulted in Fewer Discipline Problems 

Reactions that Resulted in More Discipline Problems

Changes Relative to Interactions with Teachers 

Interactions that Deterred Inappropriate Behavior 

Interactions that Perpetuated Inappropriate Behavior

Changes Relative to Surrounding School Environment 

Class Configuration 

Rigor

Opportunity

Changes in the Interplay of Home/School Environments 

Communication between Parents/Teachers 

Congruence of Parents’ and Teachers’ Expectations

The subthemes for the changes in personal worldview theme were: (a) 

consequences of behavior (b) need to be more mature, and (c) need to improve. The 

subthemes for changes relative to reactions to peer influences theme were (a) reactions
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that resulted in fewer discipline problems and (b) reactions that resulted in more 

discipline problems. The subthemes for changes relative to interactions with teachers 

theme were (a) interactions that deterred inappropriate behavior and (b) interactions that 

perpetuated inappropriate behavior. The subthemes for the changes relative to 

surrounding school environment theme were (a) class configuration, (b) rigor, and (c) 

opportunity. The subthemes for the changes in the interplay o f  home/school environment 

theme were (a) communication between parents and teachers and (b) congruence of 

parents’ and teachers’ expectations.

Changes in Personal Worldviews

A person’s worldview encompasses the way they view the world. One 

environmental change for Black male participants that occurred in their transition from 

elementary school to middle school was a change in their worldview or a change in the 

way they viewed themselves. The worldview changes o f Black male participants were 

(a) some came to better understand that there were negative consequences for 

inappropriate behavior and (b) some had needs that changed relative to improving 

themselves and being more mature.

Consequences of behavior. One of the Tier 1 participants indicated that it was not 

so much a change in worldview that changed his behavior, but it was his worldview 

regarding what he did not want to experience (being suspended and punishment at home) 

that informed his behavior. Austin (Tier 1) explained,

Well if I was suspended, I would get in trouble by [sic] my parents. But at the 

same time I don’t really want to be suspended because I want to be quiet and I’ll
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see my friends and do work and I don’t want to get suspended. Then I would 

have to be on punishment and stuff like that so I try to be good all the time.

Tier 2 participants also addressed how the consequences of their behavior 

changed their worldview. As he was describing how it felt to be in ISS, Kyle (Tier 2) 

recounted, “It felt like we were in prison...I never want to go there again.” One 

participant described how he felt about his first and last suspension. Mason (Tier 2) said, 

“I felt disappointed in myself and I was mad at myself. That was my first time [school 

suspension]. Yes, I was mad at myself...right now, I still think I did a bad thing. And I 

won’t do it again.”

Tier 3 participants changed their worldview because they no longer wanted to 

experience the consequences of their inappropriate behavior. In addressing his 

suspension in sixth grade, Walton (Tier 3) exclaimed, “Yes, I went to alternative school 

in sixth grade...First and last [time in alternative school].” Another Tier 3 participant, 

Sam remarked, “Like when they tell me to do something, I would do the opposite. And I 

always kept my shirt tucked out and disobeying and breaking the rules. I stayed in ISS 

half of the time.. .No, [I did not enjoy] being bad because I got into trouble every time at 

home.” In response to how did being suspended change your behavior, Ross (Tier 3) 

replied, “After the third one [suspension], I stopped and learned that it—it’s not good to 

keep getting suspended. That’s what makes you not do your work. Instead of just 

walking out, you can do your working [sic] there.”

Need to be more mature. Some of the participants voiced that they were 

becoming more cognizant of their inappropriate behavior as they matured and hence 

exerted efforts to stop inappropriate behaviors. Two Tier 1 participants addressed their
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maturity as they transitioned from elementary to middle school. Bert (Tier 1) expressed, 

“I guess I’ve kind of grown up a little bit and gotten more mature. Yeah and sixth grade I 

was like whatever I don’t care. But this year, I’ve grown up some and matured a little 

bit.” Another Tier 1 participant talked about how his maturity affected his behavior in 

reference to talking and messing with people. Austin (Tier 1) asserted,

I do more work than I usually do. And when I do my work, I’ve been thinking 

like I need to stop talking— like really. Because the first time I said I was going 

to stop talking, I still talked the next day because I forgot and I’ve been more 

mature and stop messing with people and stuff. And people are like ‘you are 

mature.’ And I’m like ‘I know, I’m great.’

Tier 2 participants also addressed their maturity and its relationship to their 

behavior. Mason (Tier 2) recalled, “In fifth grade, I used to joke around a lot and in sixth 

grade I matured up and things aren’t like funny anymore those things are like childish.” 

Kyle (Tier 2) not only referenced how his maturity affected his behavior, he indicated 

that it affected his progress in school. Kyle asserted,

How I matured is that I . . .that I’m starting to do my work more and not get in 

trouble. It’s a sign that I’m maturing. I just became like stronger with words. I 

read more and I’m doing good progress with my IEP.

One Tier 3 participant, in addressing his maturity and how it affected his 

behavior, indicated that he stayed the same but kind of matured. Walton (Tier 3) uttered, 

I kind of stayed the same but I kind of matured too. I don't just bust out laughing 

like if I see something stupid I don't just laugh. Like if I see somebody touching 

somebody. I don't just bust out laughing. And [in] elementary school, I used to
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always do stuff like that. If the teacher say something, I just bust out laughing. 

Now I don't do that. Now I don't do it.

In describing this transition from elementary, Ross (Tier 3) indicated that in elementary 

school his behavior consisted of “talking back, staying in the bathroom too long, not 

doing my homework, sitting in the class throwing paper balls—stuff like that.” Later 

Ross (Tier 3) intimated a change in his maturity when he indicated how his behavior 

changed in the seventh grade. Ross declared, “I started to do my work. I started 

listening. But I still used to talk back to my teacher a little bit and it just went away when 

I got to seventh grade.” Sam (Tier 3) alleged that he realized that he had to stop 

inappropriate behavior in middle school and focus on his work. Sam asserted, “I learn to 

study harder and focus more on my work in middle school than [sic] I do in elementary 

school. [I thought] now, I got to stop acting the way I act.”

Need to improve. Participants articulated a vision for self-improvement. Tier 1 

participants described their need to improve relative to staying focus and paying 

attention. Austin (Tier 1) described the things he did to improve as he transitioned from 

elementary school to middle school, the roles of his teachers and his parents, and 

indicated that he did not get in as much trouble in sixth grade compared to fifth grade. 

Austin (Tier 1) declared,

[What I need to do to stay focused is] study more. That’s pretty much a good one. 

Because I sometimes I don’t study a lot. I’m too busy watching TV or playing a 

video game, but I don’t pay attention to my studying and stuff and homework. So 

I be trying to do my homework every day and studying. Well, in fifth grade, I 

used to still like play a lot with my friends and talk. I used to getting trouble
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sometimes for talking a lot but I still got my work done and everything. I think I 

changed in sixth grade because now I’m real quiet but I still talk to my friends 

like at free time and lunch and stuff like that. So I really improved myself. Well,

1 used to talk to my friends like about what we should do after school. Talk to 

each other and text and stuff and this is in fifth grade. And I really calmed that 

down in sixth grade because I was getting less good grades and from fifth grade 

because of talking and playing I told my friends that we should just do our work 

so we can pass and then we can talk during the summer like that. They said that 

was good. That was good and we all passed. We all came to different schools, 

but we still talk so it’s pretty cool. Sixth grade I didn’t have any problems. I was 

a good kid. Well first, it [the focus of the teacher] was my behavior because I was 

talking a lot. My parents told me, ‘You need stop talking and do your work a 

little bit more.’ And I had to fix that before I went on to sixth grade and do what 

I’m supposed to do. And in sixth grade, it [the focus of the teacher] was my 

achievements trying to get past my goals and stuff. And make all A’s and B’s and 

go to the seventh grade.

However, the second Tier 1 participant indicated that he improved by paying attention 

and being more engaged in class. Fred (Tier 1) claimed, “I just pay attention more in 

class. I focus on my homework more. I get better grades in middle school than in 

elementary school. More engaged [in middle school].

In reference to the need to improve, one o f the Tier 2 participants did not address 

his improvement but his retrogression relative to being competitive. Mason (Tier 2) 

reported,
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I’d say [in] fifth grade [I was more academically competitive] because I’m the 

type of person who wants like the best grade and in fifth grade we had a lot of 

smart people in our class so I would want to be with them and like have better 

grades. In sixth grade, it wasn’t how it felt in fifth grade. In fifth grade I was 

more engaged. Because I wanted to learn a lot of stuff... Well, in fifth grade I was 

like just a normal person. I did some things I would get in trouble for like talking 

and stuff. But in sixth grade, it was like I was getting in more trouble for talking 

because more people we had to switch around [sic].

Kyle (Tier 2) described his need to improve in terms of being more engaged. Kyle 

attested, “I am more engaged in middle school...I don’t act up that much.”

Only two of the Tier 3 participants addressed self-improvement. One Tier 3 

participant described his need to improve in reference to the courses in which he had 

trouble. His improvement was in the form of being more engaged. Ross (Tier 3) 

verbalized, “Well, sixth grade I was really engaged in math— math and ELT because 

those were the things I had trouble with.” However, another Tier 3 participant inferred 

that he tried to improve his grades, but he felt the teacher would not let him, so he gave 

up. Sam (Tier 3) divulged,

Well my English teacher needs to stop bothering me and then I’ll probably get 

some work done because if anybody asks a question she’ll go over it one time and 

then expects us to know it. And then when I be trying [sic] to ask questions...She 

be like, ‘shut up you don’t do your work anyway [sic]’. I just let it be that. When 

she say that [sic], I just put my work to the side and either go to sleep or just sit 

there.
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Changes Relative to Reactions to Peer Influences

Peer influence created both positive and negative experiences by serving as an 

impetus to stop negative behavior and create positive change. In some instances, 

participants’ reaction to negative peer influence also perpetuated negative behaviors, 

particularly when the student did not know how to react to the negative influence in a 

positive way. Negative peer influence and an inappropriate reaction to the negative 

influence may serve as a snowballing effect for more discipline problems. On the 

contrary, positive peer influence may have caused fewer discipline problems because 

participants realized the value in positive peer relationships.

Reactions that resulted in fewer discipline problems. Encounters with peers that 

guided participants to acceptable behavior encouraged several participants. One Tier 1, 

one Tier 2, and one Tier 3 participant addressed how their reactions to peer influences 

resulted in fewer discipline problems. Austin (Tier 1) reflected on an encounter during 

elementary school that enlightened him as to how he should make good grades and 

exhibit appropriate conduct:

In kindergarten years, I wasn't here in this place I was in Chicago. And I was 

there and there were bullies there. Like the sign would say no bullies allowed.

But there were still bullies there. They [the bullies] would like talk about me and 

stuff, but I would just ignore them and do my work because if you think about it, 

my dad told me that, don't listen to them because they probably are the ones that 

are failing because they're talking about you. But look at their grades. And I told 

one of them that and they just walked away and didn't talk to me again. So every
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bully that tries to talk about me, they need to see their grades and not talk about 

me because my grades are better than theirs.

Austin sought positive relationships in middle school as well. He spoke particularly 

about making relationships with peers who are more positive. Austin (Tier 1) adduced, “I 

try to make smart friends not bad friends. Like one of my good friends Oliver Daniels 

and we talk a lot, but not during class. We do our work, and then we only [sic] we have 

free time.”

The support from peers showed camaraderie and resistance of unwanted behavior. 

Kyle (Tier 2) expressed appreciation to his friends for the positive influence. Kyle (Tier

2) proclaimed, “But my friends were always behind me saying, ‘Stop messing with him.’ 

And I was like, ‘Thanks guys.’ ”

A Tier 3 participant, Walton, expressed an understanding about negative 

influences and how his reaction to the negative influences led to fewer discipline 

problems. Walton (Tier 3) stated, “Don't hang around the wrong people. Because when 

you get in trouble, they aren't.. .they aren’t going to be anywhere to be found. But when 

they get in trouble, you will be front and center for them.”

Reactions that resulted in more discipline problems. Some encounters with 

classmates channeled participants in a way that manifested into more behavior problems. 

For example, Bert (Tier 1) described himself as meaner toward his friends as he became 

aware of their idiosyncrasies. He reckoned,

1 guess 1 kind of gotten a little meaner [in middle school]. I've gotten to know my 

friends a little bit better so I know them and people that are annoying I recognize 

them. And then my friends I can joke around with them more. Because you've
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gone to school with them for two years now and you just know how to act with 

them.

Additionally, a Tier 2 participant articulated his decline in behavior in middle school as 

result of peer interaction. Mason (Tier 2) communicated,

Well in fifth grade, I was like just a normal person. I did some things. I would 

get in trouble for like talking and stuff. But in sixth grade, it was like I was 

getting in more trouble for talking because more people we had to switch around. 

We would talk to more people in your classes.

Two Tier 3 participants expressed peer relationships that led to suspensions.

They discussed the interactions, their reactions, and the associated negative 

consequences. Ross (Tier 3) considered some of his peer interactions as stressful, stating 

what they do as very bothersome. He remarked, “My friends—the things that they do. 

When they throw things and stuff like that.” Ross (Tier 3) indicated that his interaction 

with his peers created more discipline problems. Ross (Tier 3) alleged,

If someone keeps talking and talking, they won't let you do your work that's what 

makes me walk out the classroom. They [peers] always try to talk to me; they 

always try to use my paper. They used my [sic] all my stuff. They always try to 

get [me] in trouble. Always blame stuff on me. That's basically what got me 

suspended all the time and in ISS.

The second Tier 3 participant expressed interactions that led to suspensions was 

Sam. Sam (Tier 3) was concerned with pleasing his peers in ways that conflicted with 

school expectations and hence, resulted in more discipline problems. He confessed,
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I started trying to entertain people; like talk out loud, be bad, that's basically what 

I used to do. Like when they [teachers] tell me to do something, I would do the 

opposite. And I always kept my shirt tucked out, and disobeying, and breaking 

the classroom rules. I stayed in ISS half o f the time. I chose to be that way; to do 

that. It was my decision. Because I still had playing on my mind going into the 

classroom and playing.

Changes Relative to Interactions with Teachers

Interactions with teachers in the school setting included: (a) how teachers 

addressed discipline in the classroom, (b) how teachers engaged students, (c) overall 

teachers’ dispositions, such as mannerism and tone of voice, (d) the rigor of the 

instruction, and (e) the instructional content. This theme also addressed the level of 

help/support a teacher provided to encourage success in academics and/or behavior and 

the motivational and instruction strategies used. Many participants provided specific 

recollections of teacher interactions, including those that were supportive and those that 

were conflicting. In several instances, students felt more connected to teachers who used 

humor throughout instruction. For example, making math instruction humorous with 

singing, rapping, and an overall light-hearted approach, helped to make learning math 

fun. Many of the students inferred surprise that learning could be humorous and fun 

implying that the teachers showed tact and discernment in their ability to keep their 

students on their toes and infuse humor when not anticipated. Several students reflected 

on their appreciation for the opportunity to hear difficult content multiple times and work 

in groups. Conversely, students noticed when teachers grew frustrated and gave students 

the impression that they were not going to explain something again, and students
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developed a negative perception of teachers who used yelling as a disciplinary approach. 

Two subthemes that emerged were interactions that deterred inappropriate behavior and 

interactions that perpetuated inappropriate behavior.

Interactions that deterred inappropriate behavior. Interactions with teachers in 

which the teacher kept students on task deterred inappropriate behavior. Two Tier 1 

participants reflected on their appreciation for the opportunity to hear challenging content 

multiple times and addressed how a teacher who moved around the classroom helping 

students served more as a deterrent to inappropriate behavior than a teacher who just sat 

behind his or her desk. Bert (Tier 1) declared,

I need to not just go in to a class and take some notes onto a worksheet [and] the 

next day and have a test. That’s just not good enough for me. I need to have the 

teacher be talking about it, walking around the classroom, and helping students 

compared to just sitting there.

When describing how one of his teachers moved around the class helping students and 

talked about content, Bert (Tier 1) stated,

My fifth grade teacher was like that. She would walk around the class and help 

students. Up at the board writing stuff on the board and then we would come 

down to the carpet and then we would go back to our desk and write some notes. 

And then in sixth grade, Mrs. Delgado talked about the stuff a lot and so did Ms. 

Barnes and Mrs. Melain.

Similarly, Austin (Tier 1) reflected upon a teacher who had a special connection with his 

parents and who encouraged him to stay on task, which helped in deterring inappropriate 

behavior. Austin (Tier 1) recalled,
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Well her name is Ms. Gregory. She used to hang around me. She knew my 

parents. She's [sic] to come over to the house and tutor me. We used to talk and 

she used to help me with my math and everything. So I thought she was a real 

good teacher.

Austin (Tier 1) also noted tactics teachers used to deter off task behavior. He stated, 

“Mostly silent lunch [would be given to me]. They [teachers] never yelled at me because 

I was quiet most of the time but I used get silent lunch because I talk too much.”

Students who are more focused tend to present or have fewer discipline problems. 

Fred (Tier 1) noted a teacher who taught him how to be more focused. Fred (Tier 1) 

stated, “Mrs. Harper helped me to be more focused because I think she said she used to 

be a high school teacher so she taught a bit more like a high school teacher and that 

helped me to get focused.” Fred (Tier 1) continued his appreciation for educational 

challenges describing an event that led to an educational experience abroad. Experiences 

out of the norm and different from typical involvements not only help in deterring 

inappropriate behavior, but also show how Fred (Tier 1) had to be focused enough to get 

teachers to write letters. Fred (Tier 1) recalled,

Well last year during the summer, I went with this group called People to People 

and I traveled to Australia. My fifth grade teachers [were supportive] because I 

had to get letters from three different people. Three o f my fifth grade teachers 

wrote a letter to People to People and that's how I got in.

A teacher who makes learning fun helps to deter inappropriate behavior. 

Inappropriate behavior may also be deterred when teachers do not yell but allow 

flexibility relative to students talking and working in groups. In particular, Fred (Tier 1)
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noted a fun, intuitive teacher and acknowledged that students responded well to her not 

only due to her natural ability to entertain while learning, but also because of what she 

did not do. Fred (Tier 1) recounted,

Miss Charleson, she was a really nice teacher. She was really fun. She always 

helped us out in class. She could kind of tell if we needed help or not. She really 

never really yelled, which students really respond to more I think than yelling.

She would teach and stop over and over again no matter how long it took. She let 

us work in groups pretty much every day. If we learned something really quickly, 

she would let us talk in class as long as we didn't get too loud. Every Friday she 

would let us bring snacks to school.

Later, in describing another fun teacher, Fred maintained, “The best was probably Mrs. 

Delgado. She was a fun teacher too. She would let us work in groups and she would 

always let us do experiments and stuff to help us leam what she was teaching us.”

Austin (Tier 1) also identified a positive interaction with a teacher who deterred 

inappropriate behavior as the teacher made him pay attention and talk less. He identified 

her skills of teaching math using laughter that helped students attend to lessons:

Miss Gregory well makes people laugh so that you know they can get into the 

math. So she used to make it like funny and stuff. And we used to laugh and like 

get into the working everything. So I used to pay attention a lot and I used to talk 

a lot.

Later, Austin (Tier 1) described a teacher who helped deter inappropriate behavior by 

helping students to become more engaged into content that was presented in fun ways. 

Austin (Tier 1) articulated, “Well both [teachers] did real good to me, but I like the way
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that Ms. Gregory did it. It was funny for everybody to laugh too. It made people get into 

it.”

Students who put forth better effort tend to have fewer discipline problems 

because their effort and attention led to students being and staying on task. Ms.

Gregory’s motivational statements resonated with Austin (Tier 1) helping him to put forth 

more appropriate behavior. Austin (Tier 1) said, “Well I used to get in trouble and Ms. 

Gregory would say, ‘If you want to improve yourself and you want to be something in 

life and you have to be good and read books and do stuff.’” Ms. Gregory’s questions 

about Austin’s (Tier 1) future helped Austin to connect his current behavior to future 

possibilities. The connection deterred inappropriate behavior. Austin (Tier 1) recounted, 

She asked me what I wanted to be when I grow up. I said I wanted to be a 

professional football player. She said, ‘What else like something outside of 

sports?’ I said, ‘A writer.’ And she said, ‘You can really improve yourself that in 

language arts but you need to pass math and social studies and all your grades in 

order to go there.’ So I started thinking about that and I started doing a lot. So 

started talking to Ms. Sammons a lot and getting all A's and B's in there and 

science and everything. I was doing real good.

Austin (Tier 1) appreciated the methods of a sixth grade teacher who deterred 

inappropriate behavior identifying her as a nice, helpful teacher. Austin (Tier 1) 

proclaimed, “But the best teacher I had was Ms. Sammons. She was a nice teacher. She 

sold candy a lot. And she help me with my language arts and social studies. I thought it 

was an easy subject.”
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Austin (Tier 1) shared about the measures teachers used to deter inappropriate 

behavior when they noticed his loquacious behavior. Austin (Tier 1) reported, “Well, 

they move me away from my friends so I don't talk. And they like made me sit in the 

front which I like to sit at so I could see the board better and everything.” Austin (Tier 1) 

explained the results of these measures, deterring inappropriate behavior while 

encouraging positive ones. He vouched, “And it helps me understand it better instead o f 

like in the middle or the back talking to my friends and not paying attention. So I sit in 

the front and listen—-just do what they said.”

Both of the Tier 2 participants expressed an appreciation for the use of music 

during instruction and the teacher’s ability to put information in understandable terms. 

Both of the strategies served as a deterrent o f inappropriate behavior because students 

channeled their efforts to the given task. Mason (Tier 2) mentioned, “In fifth grade my 

teachers they both helped out. Used some type of song to help us remember and other 

strategies.” In the same way, Kyle (Tier 2) stated, “For math, I received a song track on 

multiplication. I understand multiplication a lot now.” Mason (Tier 2) articulated the 

value in his teacher’s ability to explain content using terms that he could understand:

“She [fifth grade teacher Ms. Francis] would help me with my work and explain it better 

to me. She would do some things to help me out like help me passed my test and things.” 

Likewise, Kyle (Tier 2) voiced his thoughts about what helped him. Kyle (Tier 2) 

remembered, “Ms. Thrasher [sixth grade math teacher] supported me and helped me with 

the math. She made some examples, a lot of examples, I can't think of them right now.” 

Aligning what students need for support with what teachers provide was essential 

in deterring inappropriate behavior. The alignment provided successful academic
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experiences, which deterred inappropriate behaviors. Mason (Tier 2) explicitly stated 

what he needed for support in class. He reckoned that he needed a “teacher [who] won't 

put up with the behavior and we know not to play around in there and she makes us learn 

when she makes us do our work.” Mason (Tier 2) described a specific sixth grade 

teacher interaction that he considered approachable with schoolwork and other things. 

Establishing a good rapport with students helped to deter inappropriate behavior because 

it created trust and a desire to oblige. Mason (Tier 2) discussed this teacher interaction as 

helpful in solving problems. Mason (Tier 2) remarked, “He would help us with our work 

and he would talk to us about things sometimes—how to solve our problems and stuff.

He would give us further information. You could talk to him if anything was going on.” 

Kyle (Tier 2) articulated two ways that teachers deterred him from negative 

behavior and supported achievement. He shared the corrective feedback teachers offered 

saying, “Sometimes if  I don't complete my homework, I get my grade lowered and stuff. 

If I play around and say like I'm going to hit you and stuff and I was just playing, they 

say I was disturbing him.” The second way Kyle (Tier 2) addressed how interactions 

with teachers deterred inappropriate behavior involved different grouping approaches. 

Kyle (Tier 2) referenced, “Dr. Richardson has been helpful to me. She wanted to 

improve my reading so I got in SRA. They gave me a group. It was the table I was 

sitting at. We worked well.” He shared a similar teacher interaction that deterred 

inappropriate behavior. In describing his sixth grade language arts teacher, Kyle (Tier 2) 

reminisced, “Well, Mrs. Barron helped me too. She pulled me into another room with a 

small group.”
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Walton (Tier 3) also experienced special grouping, albeit for different reason, so 

that he would not get in trouble. Referring to his fifth grade teacher’s management to 

deter inappropriate behavior, Walton (Tier 3) offered,

She would say go to another class so I would not be in nonsense and I would not 

get wrote up. And then the rest of them won't get wrote up. And I get suspended 

and they still at school but they were the main person doing it. So she would 

separate me from everybody.

Additionally, Walton (Tier 3) shared the timeout strategy from his sixth grade social 

studies teacher that deterred inappropriate behavior:

He just says ‘I'm going to send you to time-out until we switch class.’ But the 

rest of them they say if you do it one more time, you gon’ get wrote up. You gon’ 

get suspended or either you are goin’ to get ISS.

Walton (Tier 3) also mentioned receiving warnings as helpful in decreasing his behavior 

problems. He recalled,

Mrs. Broward, she used to give you three warnings and then send you to timeout. 

If you come back from timeout and you still acting up, then that's when she'll give 

you a write-up. Well she didn't write you up. She would call your mom. And 

have a conference with her. And then if you kept acting up after that, then she'll 

write you up.

He continued his recollection of warnings to deter inappropriate behaviors as he referred 

to his sixth grade social studies teacher:

He was the same way. Don't get mad at you. He would be like, ‘Don't do that 

again.’ Just say you yell out for instance. He ain't gon’ like directly try to put
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you out the classroom or try to write you up. He gon’ be like that's your first 

warning. You got two more to go and he don't say he gon’ write you up.

The same type of patience resonated with Walton (Tier 3) in his interaction with his fifth 

grade teacher, Ms. Valencia. Ms. Valencia’s patience deterred inappropriate behavior for 

Walton (Tier 3) because she did not use phrases that ignored student concerns, but 

instead acknowledged concerns. Walton (Tier 3) alleged,

She was real nice. If you asked to go to the restroom, she might say that you have 

to wait a minute. But she wouldn't just say ‘no’ just like that and then to ‘shut 

up.’ She ain't going to do all that.

Similarly, Tier 2 participants, Mason and Kyle, expressed less behavior problems 

when teachers exhibited an ability to explain concepts so that it is comprehensible, all 

Tier 3 students shared a similar reflection. Walton (Tier 3) acknowledged that Ms. 

Valencia:

[Ujsed to work with you. If you have a bad grade, you really don't know it. She's 

going to come one-on-one and help you. And at the same time, she still helping 

all the other students. But she's going to do one-on-one with you so that you can 

understand it better. And she was just nice that's all.

Students who have achievement goals minimize inappropriate behavior because their 

concerted efforts are led by the desire to reach the goals. Ross (Tier 3) articulated that 

the support he received in fifth grade helped him reach his goal to move into middle 

school:
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They [teachers] help me to get to the sixth grade. They help me from when I 

wasn’t doing too good in school. They still bring me up; they help me do my 

work. Help me go to sixth grade; they made me pass.

In describing what support was in place for his academic success that helped deter 

inappropriate behavior, Ross (Tier 3) expressed that examples were important. Ross 

mentioned, “They gave me examples.” Sam (Tier 3) recalled his fifth grade teacher, Ms. 

Welson, and explained how her methods were beneficial and played a role in his 

understanding. Developing an understanding of content deters inappropriate behavior 

because students experience success and use their energy to continue the experience.

Sam (Tier 3) recalled, “She would call someone to give her the answer. And we would 

go to the board to do it. And if we got it wrong, she would take her time to go over it.” 

He explained that his sixth grade math teacher was similar in deterring his inappropriate 

behaviors. Sam (Tier 3) recalled, “And in sixth grade, my sixth grade teacher, Mrs. 

Richberg, did the same thing.”

Ross (Tier 3) noted amusement, also expressed among Tier 1 students, as a means 

to deter inappropriate behavior. He referred to his fifth grade teacher and conveyed that 

he was motivated to attend her class. His inappropriate behavior was deterred because of 

the fun and the meaningful help he received. Ross (Tier 3) explained,

[S]he was [at] the top of the hall teacher; [we] used [to] always go into her room 

because her room was like funner. She [used] to help me more than the other 

teachers with my work. And so I used to go into her classroom—my reading 

teacher.
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Sam (Tier 3) revealed that supportive methods, which deter inappropriate 

behavior, were similar in fifth and sixth grade. He recalled that the “support from my 

teacher was about the same. They taught me the same.” Sam (Tier 3) shared feelings 

about interactions with teachers who had ‘cool’ dispositions and how these interactions 

influenced his behavior. When referring to Ms. Broward, Sam (Tier 3) remarked, “Me 

and her were real cool. She listened. She was nice. When I got trouble, I could talk to 

her about it. I enjoyed the things that I did in that class.”

Interactions that perpetuated inappropriate behavior. Participants voiced their 

interactions with teachers that propagated undesirable conduct. Interactions that students 

had with teachers that they did not like frequently led to inappropriate behavior. For Bert 

(Tier 1), his perceived irrational behavior of the teacher led him to dislike his teacher. He 

expressed his aversion saying,

In sixth grade, my most challenging relationship was definitely in math class. I 

just did not like the teacher. It was really hard for me to get along with the 

teacher because some stuff I was just like, ‘What—what are you saying?’

When students perceive the teachers’ instructional method as boring and irrelevant, they 

tend to display undesirable behaviors. Both Bert (Tier 1) and Mason (Tier 2) felt that 

profound ennui did not encourage proper behavior. Bert (Tier 1) alleged,

In sixth grade, there were a few classes where all we did the whole time is sit 

there and the teacher had like a PowerPoint put together and we'd sit there and 

write notes the whole time. And that really was boring.

Mason (Tier 2) stated, “And sixth grade, we just learned some things. Sometimes we 

would do some things to help us remember. But it wasn't like fifth grade. In sixth grade,
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we just took notes and then we have to study them at home.” Additionally, Sam’s (Tier 

3) ennui resided in his lack of interest in the content. Sam stated that his worst teacher 

relationship was in “music. I didn’t like to sing.”

Participants in Tier 2 and Tier 3 showed very little difference when they referred 

to the teacher’s classroom management style. Management styles, such as yelling, 

sarcasm, and one-for-all, were likely to perpetuate undesirable behavior. Mason (Tier 2) 

said, “In sixth grade, I was talking and she told me to stop talking but I kept talking and 

she told me to get up and she screamed at me. I was mad.” Teachers who yell at students 

tended to invoke defensive behaviors from students, which were often inappropriate and 

considered disrespectful. Ross (Tier 3) spoke about his interaction with a teacher who 

used yelling as a classroom management strategy. Ross (Tier 3) claimed, “The only time 

that Ms. Washington would do that [yell] [is] if the whole class is just being bad, out o f 

their seats and just talking loud and stuff like that. And she did that like twice.”

Sarcastic comments from teachers also ignited undesirable behavior. Walton (Tier 3) 

insisted, “Mrs. Turner [was the worst teacher relationship]. She used to always think that 

folk was picking on other people. Then she used to say smart junk like, what folk grade 

is and stuff like that.” Sam (Tier 3) referred to similar sarcasm about his English teacher: 

Well my English teacher needs to stop bothering me and then I'll probably get 

some work done. Because if anybody asks a question, she'll go over it one time 

and then expects us to know it. And then when I be trying to ask questions, she 

be like ‘shut up, you don't do your work anyway.’

Walton (Tier 3) articulated his frustration with the one-for-all management style that one 

teacher used. Walton reported, “Sometimes when the team fails, he [ISS teacher] gives
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you extra days. Or make you write like 12 pages. Some days, you will leave like writing 

16 pages...If one person messes up, he'll punish the whole class.”

Furthermore, Walton (Tier 3) shared about the problem he had with lack of 

continuity during instruction. He struggled with the lack of support. The lack of vertical 

content alignment may frustrate students and cause inappropriate classroom behavior. 

Walton (Tier 3) stated,

No, [the rest of the teachers did not provide support]. The rest o f them they were 

alright but they weren't cool like Mrs. Broward. Like in math. She had this 

little... I forgot with the letter called like you go like one you make a square in the 

middle [sic]. And then my sixth grade teacher, she said that that's not really[sic] 

this is how you're supposed to do it. And then I was like well that's how I was 

taught in the fifth grade. Well, I was like that's how I did it in fifth grade and she 

was like well that's wrong. So man I had to start learning the way that she taught. 

There were things that my fifth grade teacher used that my sixth grade teacher did 

not use.

Walton (Tier 3) shared interactions with middle school teachers in which Walton (Tier 3) 

felt that the teacher was trying to embarrass him:

Oh yeah, like they'll [the middle school teachers] try to bust you out if you got a 

bad grade in your class. You sitting here doing all that, but you gotta 30 

something in the class. They try to bust you out. That's just like in math in sixth 

grade. She'll try to bust you out. Oh, you gotta a 34. And stuff like that.

A major event, such as, quitting in the middle of the school year and being 

replaced by a substitute, often perpetuates inappropriate behavior. Ross (Tier 3) also
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shared frustrations that did not encourage proper behavior. Ross (Tier 3) reflected upon a 

time in which his original teacher left in the middle of the school year and a long-term 

substitute replaced the teacher. Ross recounted,

Well it was when Mr. Thompson was there and that’s when Mr. Bloom came in. I 

didn't get in any trouble and when he [Mr. Thompson] was there. He [Mr.

Bloom] used to get mad because everybody would get on his nerves. They won't 

be doing the work but just keep talking. He'll get mad and when you do 

something wrong, he'll take you out. Send you to [the principal].

Changes Relative to Surrounding School Environment

School environment refers to the school structure and students’ feelings relative to 

class configuration, rigor, and opportunity. Participants verbalized thoughts about the 

disciplinary structures, dress code, school wide support, class size and changes, and 

overall perceptions of the school wide community. Overall, students found the 

instructional content in middle school more rigorous, greater emphasis on getting 

homework and studying done, and more competition between students in middle school 

as compared to elementary school. The majority o f respondents noted higher 

expectations and more strict requirements in the middle school arena when thinking about 

both the classroom and school atmosphere in terms of behavior expectations and dress 

code.

Class configuration. Class configuration refers to the class size, as well as the 

arrangement of students in their classes due to students having to change classrooms. 

Participants expressed the arrangement of classes as a factor that effected behavior as 

they moved from elementary school to middle school. Bert (Tier 1) and Mason (Tier 2)
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commented on how elementary school was different from middle school as they had to 

change classes in middle school. This phenomenon affected their behavior. Bert (Tier 1) 

discussed how his behavior was different in terms of engagement. He verbalized,

In middle school [I was more engaged] because there were...there are more 

classes where the teacher is—well we are switching classes so it's actually like 

there are several teachers that are going up at the board and telling us stuff and 

giving us little stuff like memory packets I guess. So it's like better learning stuff 

this year.

Mason (Tier 2) also recollected about switching classes and the influence switching 

classes had on his behavior in terms of organization. He uttered, “In sixth grade, it was 

like I was switching and stuff. I had to get used to it and have my things organized 

because in fifth grade we really didn't have to switch.”

Bert (Tier 1) recalled the impact that the number of students in his classes had on 

his behavior in terms of participation and thinking patterns:

In fifth grade, I was getting called on a lot. Sixth grade it wasn't as much but I 

still got called on. I just really didn't care as much I guess. In fifth grade I 

actually raised my hand a lot more because I was getting called on a lot more. 

Compared to last year, it was a bigger class so I wasn’t getting called on as much. 

So I was like all forget it because they were actually smarter people in my class in 

sixth grade so a lot of times I wouldn't even get called one. You know I would 

just say forget it sometimes.
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Not only did class configuration influence the degree of his participation, but Bert (Tier 

1) also considered class configuration as it affected the extent of student recognition.

Bert (Tier 1) expressed,

In fifth grade, each student kind of got more attention because in sixth grade we 

had a little bit of a bigger class. In sixth grade, we kind of know a little bit more 

but we were doing [sic]. In fifth grade, it was a class like 22. It was a really 

small class. And so we had a lot more attention in fifth grade.

Kyle (Tier 2) considered class configuration in terms of the level of noise. Kyle’s 

(Tier 2) behavior was influenced based on the support from the teacher to monitor the 

noise level. He stated that support for him is “if there won’t be a lot of noise in there.” 

The configuration of in-school suspension reminded Kyle (Tier 2) o f extreme security. 

Extreme security influenced student conduct either repressing behavior or encouraging 

rebellious feelings. He stated, “It felt like we were in prison.”

Rigor. Rigor refers to the intensity of instruction and school-wide regiments. All 

of the Tier 1 students stated that instruction was more intense in middle school than in 

elementary school. They considered middle school more difficult and competition more 

ardent than elementary school. Academic pressure tends to invoke behavior changes. 

Austin (Tier 1) described the influence of rigor on his behavior in terms of asking 

questions, getting help, and studying. In response to which grade was more academically 

challenging, he stated,

Sixth grade. Well fifth grade because I love the fifth grade I loved studying and 

enjoyed learning but in middle school, it was kind of hard to understand and 

study. It was hard to get it [content] but when you come to school and ask
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questions it worked because it helped you to understand it better. But I think fifth 

grade was more better than sixth grade.

Fred (Tier 1) mentioned that the rigor changed his behavior in terms of being more 

focused and attending tutoring session. He articulated details about the atmosphere of 

achievement in middle school. Fred (Tier 1) articulated, “I think I have become a bit 

more focused because middle school was harder than elementary school.” He claimed 

that in “middle school” there was more of an atmosphere to want to achieve. He went on 

to explain, “In sixth grade, yes I went to tutoring in English. It [fifth and sixth grade 

support] was the same.” In response to whether middle school was more academically 

competitive, Fred replied, “I guess you can say that.”

Rigor influenced Bert’s (Tier 1) behavior in that it encouraged his boasting about grades. 

Bert (Tier 1) also articulated teachers’ commentary regarding rigor, which evoked a 

sarcastic response from Bert (Tier 1). In response to which grade was more competitive, 

he stated,

Definitely, sixth grade. I got friends that are smarter so I have to like... we would 

get our report cards or progress reports and show off what you get. Showing off 

grades I guess. It's kind of like you just keep doing and keep doing and keep 

doing. Some teachers that have said to us you're not going to have enough free 

time. I'm going to keep giving you work you're not going to have free time. I'm 

like okay thanks. That's great!

Austin (Tier 1) also made note about the rigor o f dress code expectations. He expressed 

concern about violating the expectation and, subsequently, made an effort to exhibit 

behavior that would not result in punishment. Austin (Tier 1) recounted,



95

Well it's [expectations] changed in middle school. There's a lot more work to do 

and I have to be in dress code because they do a dress code referral if you're not 

dress code you'll get a write up or something like that. And I didn't want that so 

I'm trying to do everything and I didn’t want ISS.

Austin (Tier 1) thought that middle school was more regulated and hence influenced his 

behavior. He explained that the rigorous regulations helped his behavior. Austin (Tier 1) 

uttered, “Yes more structure [in sixth]. It prevented me from being bad and just talking a 

lot. I made a lot o f really good friends that year.”

Rigorous expectations were noticeable and tended to force behavior changes 

especially when attending a new school. Kyle (Tier 2) concurred with Tier 1 participants 

that sixth grade was more rigorous. He stated, “They [sixth grade teachers] stayed strict.” 

Conversely, one Tier 2 participant considered fifth grade more rigorous. Mason (Tier 2) 

felt challenged more in fifth grade than in sixth grade. He inferred that fifth grade was 

more competitive and more rigorous than sixth grade. Mason (Tier 2) reflected,

I'd say fifth grade because I'm the type of person who wants like the best grade 

and in fifth grade we had a lot of smart people in our class so I would want to be 

with them and like have better grades. In sixth grade, it wasn't how it felt in fifth 

grade.

When describing teachers in fifth grade, Mason (Tier 2) claimed that they gave more 

attention to schoolwork than sixth grade teachers did. He mentioned that if students did 

not behave accordingly, they would experience consequences because teachers wanted 

them to pass. Mason (Tier 2) attested, “Fifth grade, they were more focused on the 

school work but we would get in trouble if we... They wanted us to pass. They were
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more worried about the work.” Mason (Tier 2) commented that sixth grade teachers gave 

equal attention to behavior and schoolwork. Mason stated, “In sixth grade, I would say 

it's about the same. They would worry about our behavior and our schoolwork. About 

the same amount but I'd say more about school work.”

Tier 3 participants described the rigor as more intense in sixth than in fifth grade. 

Rigor influences behavior because it affects emotions, cognitive abilities, and thus 

influences actions. Walton (Tier 3) agreed that it was more rigorous in sixth grade than 

in fifth grade. Walton declared, “Yes, it was more challenging in sixth grade because 

fifth grade was easy.” In Walton’s (Tier 3) initial response regarding teacher’s attention, 

he alleged that fifth and sixth grade teachers focused more on “behavior.” He later 

included that teachers gave attention to both schoolwork and conduct saying,

Some academics and some behavior. Like they [fifth grade teachers] give you a 

warning... No they gave you two warnings and they gave you a letter and then 

gave you a parent phone call. Then they gave you a conference and they making 

of your write up after that [sic].

Walton (Tier 3) also described the rigor of behavior expectation in sixth grade. He said, 

“Just three strikes and you are out. You get a write up automatically.” Although Walton 

(Tier 3) seemed to initially infer that sixth grade was more strict in terms of behavior and 

fifth grade as more graceful, he also voiced rigorous expectations in fifth and leniency in 

sixth. Walton recounted,

In fifth grade, they just kept writing people up. If you even talk, they would write 

you up so that you would get out of school. But in sixth grade, they try to work 

with you and help you and stuff like that.
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Similarly, Ross (Tier 3) stated that teachers focused more on “my behavior but I 

never got suspended [in fifth]. I had ISS a couple of times. Not suspended or timeout or 

detention or anything like that.” Ross’ (Tier 3) description of rigorous behavior 

expectation was in terms o f what students were not permitted to do. Ross remarked, “In 

middle school, just was basically like the same thing, but we couldn’t talk; can’t talk, 

can’t go outside, and stuff like that.” He included the rigor o f schoolwork and the effect 

of rigor on student behavior. Ross (Tier 3) stated, “Instead, work all day. Didn’t have 

any free time, except at the end of the day.” Ross (Tier 3) shared examples o f what made 

him feel as though it was more rigorous in middle school and detailed the consequences 

of certain behaviors. He reported that middle school teachers would “say things like 

they're going to keep calling the administration or keep saying they're going to put me in 

ISS, and put me into detention, and suspend me, and stuff like that.” Behavior, in terms 

of competition among his peers, also made Ross feel that sixth grade was more rigorous. 

He stated, “Sixth grade [was more academically competitive] because it was way harder 

than fifth grade. We didn’t do anything like that in fifth grade.” Not only did Ross (Tier 

3) perceive sixth grade as having more rigorous behavior expectations than fifth grade, 

but he also considered sixth grade as more rigorous than home. Ross (Tier 3) articulated, 

They [expectations] are different at school. It's more strict at school. Like you 

can't wear the type of things you want to wear. You really can't do anything; only 

thing you can do is just sit in your seat; do work all day; go to lunch; go to your 

locker; and go home.

Sam (Tier 3) also experienced more rigorous behavior expectation in middle 

school compared to home. He said, “Well at school I have stuff that I have to go by. I
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have to do the same thing at home but there's not as much pressure on me like at school.” 

Sam (Tier 3) did not describe any difference in terms of the academic rigor, which effects 

behavior, in fifth grade and sixth grade. He indicated, “Fifth grade, they took their time 

to go over the work and they did one-on-one time with me when I did not understand 

something. Sixth grade, it's basically the same place [sic] just got... Sixth grade, I 

caught on more quickly.” Sam (Tier 3) implied that part of the reason for not 

experiencing more rigor in sixth grade was because he comprehended information easily. 

Sam (Tier 3) professed, “They say something one time and I understood it. I took notes.

I still did some work even though I was in ISS half of the time. Sam (Tier 3) recalled one 

particular subject that was more rigorous in sixth grade than in fifth grade. He indicated, 

“Both of them [fifth and sixth grades] wasn't hard really. But sixth grade math was pretty 

hard. But I understand all the fifth grade math.” Similar to the other Tier 3 students,

Sam (Tier 3) recognized middle school behavior expectations were more rigorous than 

fifth grade behavior expectations. Sam (Tier 3) said, “Fifth grade, they were focused on 

how I was doing in class. Sixth grade, it was in the middle cause they were focused on 

my behavior and on how I was doing in class.”

Opportunity. Participants compared the opportunities available in fifth and sixth 

grades. Opportunities are behaviors that may have happened or actually occurred in 

elementary school and middle school. They expressed positive opportunities as well as 

negative opportunities. Austin (Tier 1) and Fred (Tier 1) shared perceptions about the 

behavior opportunities at the middle school level. They both felt that elementary school 

tolerated more playful behavior than middle school. Austin (Tier 1) revealed,
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There was more opportunity to be mischievous in fifth grade because more 

opportunity to not to misbehave because I used to misbehave a lot. It was like I 

was talking a lot and they were telling me to be quiet. And I used to be quiet and 

later on I will talk again. And then I had to do what I was supposed to do so I can 

pass the grade, but I still talk. But, not during the CRCT because you got to pass 

that. So, so the CRCT I didn't talk. Everybody else was talking but I didn't talk. 

And I used to be the last one finish because I tried to take my time. And I passed 

and I was happy.

Fred (Tier 1) described a similar thought about behavior opportunities when he responded 

to which setting provided more opportunity to venture outside of the norm. He replied, 

“Elementary school.”

Bert (Tier 1) and Kyle (Tier 2) referred to middle school when reflecting upon 

behavior opportunities in school. Some of the antics of others in middle school students 

amazed Bert (Tier 1). He presumed,

In the beginning of sixth grade I was kind of like wow this is different. Kind of 

sometimes I would and sometimes I wouldn't. Most o f the time by the end of the 

year I was kind of like okay yeah that's stupid. There were people doing stuff that 

I was like ‘what?’ The stuff didn't make any sense to me during sixth grade.

Kyle (Tier 2) was forthright about his comments about middle school regarding behavior 

opportunities. He surmised, “There is a lot of stuff that you can do wrong. Like don't get 

into a fight or you'll get suspended. Don’t...uh let me see. Don't do vandalism. Don't 

wear the wrong clothes. Don't break the rules and stuff.”
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The climate of the school environment influences student behavior. Walton (Tier

3) and Ross (Tier 3) expressed a positive perspective about behavior opportunities in 

elementary school. Walton (Tier 3) in particular inferred a pleasant atmosphere stating, 

They [teachers] weren't like if you were to ask them a question they wouldn't say 

put your hand down. If you ask them a question like five minutes ago and don't 

understand and then raise your hand again, they won't say like put your hand 

down. The math teacher didn't care how many questions you asked as long as 

you doing the work.

Ross’ (Tier 3) sentiment was similar when referring to his elementary experience: “They 

let me get tutoring at the end of the day.” Ross (Tier 3) described the behavior 

opportunity differences in elementary school and middle school as he addressed dress 

code and fewer rules. He opined,

We have to wear dress code shirts and pants [in sixth grade] but we really didn't 

have all those kind of rules [in fifth grade]. We could talk. We can do more 

things. We could go outside, have lunch, and sit at different tables [in fifth 

grade].

Ross (Tier 3) shared his perception when he compared fifth and sixth grade in terms of 

behaviors based on opportunity in the school. Ross (Tier 3) stated,

In fifth grade, I usually talk to them [teachers] easily because they wouldn't just 

ignore you. They would try to talk to you to help you and stuff like that. And 

sixth grade, it was basically like the same, but sometimes they'll ignore you if 

they're mad.
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Walton (Tier 3) had a different opinion when he thought about extra-curricular 

opportunities and the influence it had on behavior:

It really wasn't many opportunities in elementary school. In middle school, it was 

a little bit. I didn't want to be on the basketball team. I was going to try out for 

track, but I just didn't feel like it. Because at the time, they wouldn't let sixth 

graders play football... But I'm going to see if I can play eighth grade and try to 

get my weight up.

After sharing his perception regarding teacher attention to him, Sam (Tier 3) 

shared about the opportunities afforded him. He expressed the opportunities given to him 

to follow the behavior expectations. Sam (Tier 3) stated,

Because they're always getting on to me about something. Every time I do 

something, they're getting on to me. It [support in fifth and support in sixth) was 

about the same. They possibly did everything they can to stop making me act the 

way that I was acting. Gave me silent lunch; gave me ISS; moved my seat. 

Changes in the Interplay of Home/School Environments

Home and school interplay refers to how the home and school interacted like 

parent and teacher interaction via conferences, email, phone calls, or notes. Also, this 

interplay includes consideration of whether expectations from the two different places 

differ. Participants’ addressed conversations with family members about school topics 

like homework completion, motivational techniques used by families and teachers, and 

consequences when expectations were not met. Most reflected that they had expectation 

for school behavior and academic achievement from their parents or caregivers. Most 

also indicated some degree of communication between those at school and those at home,
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but often did not have details such as what was discussed or who exactly attended onsite 

school meetings. Many shared a consequence of having possessions taken away at home 

as a punishment for poor behavior at school more so than communication regarding high 

expectations for academic achievement from a parent or caregiver. However, there were 

poignant considerations of examples where parents encouraged students to think about 

their futures and not let their current situations affect their behavior and ultimately their 

success for the future.

Communication between parents and teachers. Participants shared about the 

communication between parents and students and its effect on their schooling experience. 

The frequent parent and teacher communication for Austin (Tier 1) was based on his 

behavior. He explained that he was talkative and thus his parent and teacher 

communicated often to dissuade this behavior. Austin (Tier 1) stated,

They used to talk about my behavior in fifth grade because I used to talk a lot and, 

sometimes, the teacher would get annoyed by it, and that [sic] she would just tell 

my parents. She calls them and say can you come to the school so they can talk. 

So they didn't really talk on the phone it was person-to-person. And they just talk 

to each other and tell me that I need to change my behavior and stop talking. And 

my parents used to say that I should sit in the front. So that helped me a lot. Then 

they would talk in the hallways and I was in the classroom and I was like staring 

and wondering am I going to get in trouble when I get home? But not really.

They [parents] just tell me I need to stop doing all the talking and do your work. 

When asked about the amount of teacher/parent communication during his sixth grade 

year, Austin (Tier 1) uttered, “None.” Fred’s (Tier 1) response was similar in that
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teacher/parent communication was frequent in fifth grade, but in sixth grade, there was 

virtually no teacher/parent communication. Fred (Tier 1) perceived the lack of 

communication between his parents and teachers in sixth grade as a sign of growing up. 

Fred (Tier 1) recalled, “In the fifth, grade it [communication] was through the conference. 

In the sixth grade, my parents didn't really communicate with my teachers. I guess they 

felt like I needed to be more independent in school.”

Fred (Tier 1) also shared about teacher/parent communication in terms of 

homework and parent involvement regarding request for tutoring. Fred (Tier 1) stated,

I spend more time on it [homework]. Homework helps me out a lot. It helps my 

grade and helps me to learn what the teachers are teaching and I can't really think 

of anything else. In fifth grade, if I was having a bit o f trouble in a subject, my 

parents would ask my teachers if I could do tutoring or something. And it was the 

same in sixth grade.

Bert’s (Tier 1) description teacher/parent communication was somewhat different 

in terms of the frequency. Communication between parents and teachers in fifth was less 

than the communication between parents and teachers in sixth grade. Bert (Tier 1) said, 

In fifth grade, it [parent communication] was definitely like here and there. We 

had a day where I think it was emails every now and then and then there were 

days when you come to my school and talk to my teacher and stuff like that and 

sixth grade they [teachers] were like emailing him [dad] every day.

Bert (Tier 1) explained situations in one particular class that caused the frequent 

communication in sixth grade:
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Well, one time I did my homework and a friend didn't and he wanted my answers 

and I said no and then he threw his pencil at me. And so I kept it. So she [the 

math teacher] called my parents.

Bert (Tier 1) provided another interaction in math class that caused frequent parent/ 

teacher communication. Bert (Tier 1) recalled,

I was gone one day and then I got back the next day and we were taking a test. 

And then the [math] teacher took it away and put down something else in front of 

me. And I was like, ‘When am I going to be able to finish that?’ And she was 

like... she just looked at me and didn't really answer me. So then 1 raise my hand 

and I was like, ‘So when I'm I going to be able to finish that?’ and then she just 

looked at me and so I just smiled and looked down at my paper. And then she 

call my parents. And so I was like okay.

Bert (Tier 1) summarized the issue that caused the frequent parent/teacher 

communication during sixth grade:

Math class. Both of those [parent/teacher communication] were in math class. It 

[behavior problems] was always only ever in math class. In sixth grade, I had a 

little bit of behavior problems. My parents were called for little bit. I don't know 

what was going on with sixth grade for a little while.

Both Tier 2 participants recalled minimal parent/teacher communication in fifth 

grade and sixth grade. Mason (Tier 2) and Kyle (Tier 2) identified specific examples in 

which parents communicated specifically about confrontations at school. Mason (Tier 2) 

explained his mother’s inquiry about an altercation and elaborated on an impromptu 

parent/ teacher communication occasion. Mason (Tier 2) stated,
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She asked me why did I get into a fight. She said you never do anything like this. 

She asked me questions and things. They communicate mostly with my mom. In 

fifth grade, my teacher didn't really communicate a lot, but sometimes I had some 

things I had to go to. I was in Junior Beta club and other stuff and when they saw 

each other, they would like speak to each other. And they would talk, but I would 

not hear them. In sixth grade, it was the same but they did not communicate at all 

I don't think. They didn’t really. I just did what I had to do.

Similarly, Kyle (Tier 2) shared about the lack of communication between his parent and 

teacher. He also shared about his mother’s advice if challenged to fight at school. Kyle 

(Tier 2) reported,

No, they [the teachers] don't communicate with my [mom] a lot. She [my mom] 

said to just try to ignore them and ignore people saying that. If people keep 

saying stuff just ignore it. But if they put their hands on you, you fight back. 

Knowing that there is people around me that won't make fun of me [supports me]. 

Ross (Tier 3) and Sam (Tier 3) compared the frequency of parent/teacher 

communication in fifth grade to sixth grade. Both Tier 3 participants considered the 

communication in sixth grade as more frequent than fifth grade. Ross (Tier 3) explained 

that in fifth grade “she [mom] had to come up there twice [a]bout my work.” In sixth 

grade, Ross (Tier 3) commented about when and how teachers communicated with his 

parent. Ross (Tier 3) said, “They [teachers] contacted my mother in front o f me. Mr. 

Thompson contacted her by himself. They [teachers] talk to her about the bad things and 

the good things that I do and the grades that I had.” When describing the grade (fifth or 

sixth) in which there was more frequent communication between his parent and teachers,
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Ross (Tier 3) said, “[T]hey talk to her like that in the sixth grade.” Likewise, Sam’s (Tier 

3) comparison of fifth grade parent/teacher communication to sixth grade parent/ teacher 

communication revealed repeated communicative occurrences in the sixth grade. Sam 

(Tier 3) said, “In fifth, grade they would email her. But not like I didn't get in trouble 

like that in fifth grade. In sixth grade, they would call her.. .But in sixth grade they 

would call her like two times a week.” Sam (Tier 3) elaborated on why they were 

calling. Sam (Tier 3) said, “Yes [they called about my behavior], about what I was 

always doing.”

Walton (Tier 3) recalled a specific communication experience with his sixth grade 

teachers, the principal, and his mother. Walton’s (Tier 3) description of the conference 

attendees was in reference to his conduct in school. Walton (Tier 3) stated,

Like they [front office staff] would call for me. Ms. Broward met my mother 

when [the principal] came up here. And she met my mom but the rest o f them.. .1 

guess the rest of them did not want to. Because Mr. Robinson was gone. I think 

Mrs. Turner was tardy I don't know. No, Mrs. Richberg was still here. Yes Ms. 

Richberg was still here. And Mr. Robinson was gone. That's when Dr. Stevens 

came. And he didn't have nothing to say. I think, yes Mrs. Simpson was gone 

because she was about to have her baby. So it just left Mrs. Broward and Mrs. 

Richberg.

Walton (Tier 3) recalled a communication experience that involved a home visit from one 

of his sixth grade teachers:
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And Mrs. Richberg had came to my house one time. And then she was having a 

meeting with my mom. Well, she wasn't having a meeting. She was showing my 

mom what I had to do.. .in my math binder and stuff like that.

Congruence of parents’ and teachers’ expectations. Several participants 

expressed alignment between home and school expectations. The congruence was both 

explicit and implicit. Austin (Tier 1) and Bert (Tier 1) reflected upon their father’s 

influence on school. They shared the congruence in terms of specific stories about what 

their dads said and did regarding educational expectations. Austin (Tier 1) discussed the 

congruence between his father and teachers’ expectation about homework and grades.

The advice of Austin’s father also reflected parent and teacher congruence. Austin (Tier 

3) articulated,

[My parents and teachers worked] [r]eal good [together] because my parents 

would tell them to like give me more homework to help me bring up my grade. 

Like no one else is doing it and my dad told me a little trick to help me to get my 

grades to be better so he started doing that and my grades... I got to hundred and 

everything like on my report card and I passed the class and it was easy to me.

And I'm like thank you. My father, he tells me like how to do my work because 

like when he was a kid it was rough back then because no one had money and 

stuff like that. My dad was in Chicago. It was just poor and bad people. And he 

used to get bullied a lot, but he was a bad kid. He still did his work so he would 

get good grades. And he told me you don't want to be like me, like a bad child. 

Almost got raised in the streets because of jail and you don't want to be like me.

So you need to do your work because one day you'll be something in life. He
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asked me what I wanted to be when I grow up and I told him a writer because I 

got my own story in my book bag. It's about zombies. It's called zombie hunters. 

My dad read it and he said this was great. See that's what you're supposed to do. 

Do your work and you'll be something in life.

Bert (Tier 1) reflected about his father as well. Congruence between Bert’s father and 

teacher expectation is revealed as Bert (Tier 1) shared what his father illustrated about the 

use of school knowledge:

Definitely my parents. They help me and explain to me what I'm doing. Like I 

was just talking to my dad about something. I was like we’re learning this in 

school and we're never going to use it. And he was talking today and was like 

well that's the kind of thing that's like your call into a radio show or something 

and they'll ask you that question and you need to know it. So he asked me what is 

mostly what a shark is made of? And I said I don't know. And he said cartilage.

I guess he called into a radio show or something like that and that's what they 

asked him. So that's one of those types o f things where we're never going to use 

this...

Austin (Tier 1) and Bert (Tier 1) also expressed how their home life was affected 

based on what occurs at school. The congruence was revealed in terms of the 

consequences at home based on events at school. Austin (Tier 1) purported,

Well if I was suspended, I would get in trouble by my parents. But at the same 

time I don’t really want to be suspended because I want to be quiet and I'll see my 

friends and do work and I don't want to get suspended. Then I would have to be 

on punishment and stuff like that so I try to be good all the time. Then they
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[parent and teachers] would talk in the hallways and I was in the classroom and I 

was like staring and wondering am I going to get in trouble when I get home?

But not really. They just tell me I need to stop doing all the talking and do your 

work.

Bert (Tier 1) articulated a similar perception of congruence; however, it included a 

different perspective. Experiences at home based on school occurrences were explained 

as privileges, not punishment:

So I'm doing it from school and from home cause at home I get extra like 

privileges when I have my grades up in school. So as long as I'm making straight 

A's, then I'm able to do stuff at home. Last year for a little while, it was about a 

month when I got my phone and Xbox taken away. I would just come home, do 

chores, and just like watch TV, do homework, and be bored all day.

Fred (Tier 1) expressed his perception of the congruence of his parents and 

teachers. He offered his opinion about the similarity of his teachers and parents 

expectations. Fred (Tier 1) communicated, “Well in fifth grade, my parents expected me 

to do well in school. And our teachers expected us to do well in school too.” Fred 

continued his thoughts about the congruence of his parents and teachers in terms of 

initiating homework assignments. He stated, “My parents expected me to start on 

homework right when I got home. That was the same with my teachers. Same thing [in 

middle school].”

Mason (Tier 2) described the congruence between his teachers and parents as 

helpful. Mason (Tier 2) professed,



110

[In] fifth grade, I felt like it was kind of a relationship to help me do well because 

my mom would come home and tell me what Mrs. Francis said. And that I 

needed help in a few things. And then I would go to school, and work on those 

things.

Mason (Tier 2) noticed congruence of expectation at home and school. He stated, “At 

school I have to do my work and try hard; at home I have to do like chores, study, like 

clean up my room, work.”

Two Tier 3 participants shared about various family members’ discussion about 

school. In addition to parents, the participants discussed grandparents and a cousin’s 

insight of why education is paramount. Walton (Tier 3) explained congruence in terms of 

help his mother offered with academic concepts. Support from home with academic 

concepts tends to influence positive behavior at school. Walton (Tier 3) stated,

With my mom she like... if you don’t understand, she's going to help you 

understand because some of the things she is doing right now- she's in medical 

school- is some of the things that she is learning right now. She can help us 

because she has it in her little book. And she then explains it. Then we know it. 

That way we just know it. The teacher be like how we get to know it that fast. 

Then we be like our mom helped us.

Walton (Tier 3) continued with his recollection o f educational congruence as his father 

spoke specifically about behavior in school:

He just said that I should go and [not] cut up in school. Because when I get into 

high school, I ain't going to be able to do it. Then, I ain't going to learn nothing.
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Then I'm going to be a dropout and stuff like that. She [my mom] says the same 

thing.

Walton (Tier 3) recalled his grandparents’ perspective. The congruence he shared 

involved tactics his grandmother would use to influence Walton’s behavior and 

academics at school. Walton (Tier 3) recalled,

My grandmom, like for Christmas, she tells my mom she ain't going to buy 

nothing, but she buys us whatever we want. She said that if we don't stop acting 

up, she ain't going to buy us nothing. We ain't going to get nothing for Christmas 

and stuff like that... Valentine's Day and stuff like that. And Valentine's Day...it’s 

five of us, so she make like a big basket. She'll tell us to come up to the house 

and then she'll be like happy Valentine's Day. And then she’ll have a card. And 

sometimes it'll have like $10 in there. And then, she'll tell granddad to go upstairs 

and then he'll come downstairs and it’ll be like big bags of candy.

Sam (Tier3) voiced the congruence o f home and school expectations. His thoughts 

included homework and activities after completing school assignments and conduct at 

school. Sam (Tier 3) said, “She picks me up. She expects me to see how she's doing at 

home. She expects me to do my homework, and be good, work out, and go to do sports.” 

Similar to Walton (Tier 3), Sam (Tier 3) discussed a grandparent’s congruence with 

school expectations. He asserted, “My grandma, my mom. Like ‘you ain't going to grow 

up and be nobody if you don't have an education.’ ” Sam’s cousin offered likewise,

“‘You got to have a high school diploma and a college degree half of the time to get a 

job.’ She would tell me that I need to do right in school.”
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Walton (Tier 3) and Sam (Tier 3) reflected on the impact school behavior had on 

privileges or punishment at home. The reflection reveals the congruence between events 

at school and consequences at home. Walton (Tier 3) talked about his mother’s 

discipline on him due to school behavior. He said, “Then sometimes I get whippings. If 

she feeling bad, I get whippings. But if like on a daily basis, she just like punch me in 

my arm and stuff like that.” Sam (Tier 3) listed consequences at home when he got in 

trouble at school. He asserted, “[Bjecause I got in trouble every time at home. Get my 

phone took up, get my game took up and that’s it. I would be on punishment.” Sam 

(Tier 3) also shared about the privileges he received if his conduct was acceptable:

When I do good in school and I come home, I get rewarded. I get money and 

stuff from my grandma and my mom. When I do that [not do well in school], I 

get my phone took. I get on punishment. But she make sure that I get my 

homework done

Summary

The major purpose of this sequential explanatory mixed method study was to 

explain the experiences o f Black males as they transition from elementary school to 

middle school in terms of behavior. The research questions informing this study were:

1. Is there a significant difference in behavior between Black males and White 

males as measured by discipline referrals as students transition from elementary 

school to middle school?

2. How does the change in ecological environmental factors affect/influence the 

behavior of Black males as they change from elementary school to middle school?
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In this chapter, the quantitative data were inspected first. Findings showed that 

there was a significant difference in the number of behavior referrals between Black 

males and White males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. 

Additionally, the data showed significantly higher number behavior referrals for Black 

males than White males.

This chapter also presented qualitative data. Five themes emerged from the 

qualitative data that described how the change in ecological environmental factors 

affect/influence the behavior of Black males as they change from elementary school to 

middle school. The five identified themes were (a) changes in personal worldviews, (b) 

changes relative to reactions to peer influences, (c) changes relative to interactions with 

teachers, (d) changes relative to surrounding school environment, and (e) changes in the 

interplay of home/school environments.

Changes in personal worldviews considered the participants’ thoughts and ideas 

about behavior as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Subthemes 

that described changes in personal worldview were identified. These factors included 

consequences of behavior, a need to be mature, and a need to improve. Participants 

recognized the effect of consequences, described reason they needed to mature, and 

opined thoughts of why improving was beneficial.

Changes relative to reactions to peer influences accounted for responses 

participants demonstrated in the presence of and contact with classmates. Subthemes that 

characterized changes relative to reactions to peer influences were determined. The 

subthemes were reactions that resulted in fewer discipline problems and reaction that
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resulted in more discipline problems. Encounters with peers either encouraged proper 

behavior or caused precipitated conduct.

Changes relative to interactions with teachers explained aspects o f participants’ 

contact and communication with teachers and resulting behaviors. Two subthemes that 

illustrated changes relative interaction with teachers recognized interactions that deterred 

inappropriate behavior and interaction that perpetuated inappropriate behavior. Behavior 

was influenced based on teachers’ disposition, classroom management style, ability to 

engage students, and instructional methods.

Changes relative to surrounding school environment regarded the school as a 

whole, the overall structure of rules and expectations. Class configuration, rigor, and 

opportunity were subthemes that arose within changes relative to surrounding school 

environment. Participants identified similarities and differences as the transitioned from 

elementary school to middle school.

Changes in the interplay of home/school environments considered the role of the 

interplay of the two environments on participants’ behavior during fifth grade and during 

sixth grade. Two subthemes that depicted changes in the interplay of home/school 

environments were identified. The subthemes were communication between 

parent/teachers and congruence of parents’ and teachers’ expectations. Frequency of the 

communication was explained, as well as, the content of the discussion. Congruence 

represented the agreement between teachers and parents.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter recapitulates the relevant findings from the quantitative and 

qualitative analysis o f the data collected. In addition, conclusions based on the research 

questions are provided. Implications and suggestions to address the issue examined in 

the study are also presented. Furthermore, implications for future research studies are 

offered.

Summary of Literature

The purpose of this study was to explain the ecology Black males experience as

they move from elementary school to middle school in terms of behavior. This particular

transition is critical because the educational shift has an influence on the trajectory on the

outcomes of life. Life outcomes, such as, completion of high school can be negatively

impacted by the transition to middle school (Neild, Balfanz, & Herzog, 2007). Lack of

educational attainment tends to reap little economic opportunity and, subsequently, is

often tied to criminal behaviors (Henry, Knight, & Thomberry, 2012). Lack of a high

school diploma, trifling financial options, and possible delinquent behaviors are just a

few of the many troubling events that inundate Black males in America’s society.

Plagued by past events and subjected to current perceptions, the problems for

Black males are multifaceted. Though no longer in existence, historical influences of

slavery, segregation, and Jim Crow Laws have a detrimental influence, impact, and

impression on Black males in current society (Braveman, Sadegh-Nobari, & Egerter,
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2008). Current conditions such as the influence of media, impact o f minimal economic 

opportunity, and the impression on negative perceptions in society have detrimentally 

affected life outcomes for Black males (Howard T. C., 2013).

Therefore, this research considered the educational transition from elementary 

school to middle school o f Black males to explain their experiences. The goal was to 

understand their experience so that educators at various levels can adjust practices for the 

betterment of Black males. The research questions guiding this study were:

1. Is there a significant difference in behavior between Black males and White 

males as measured by discipline referrals as students transition from elementary 

school to middle school?

2. How does the change in ecological environmental factors affect/influence the 

behavior of Black males as they changes from elementary school to middle 

school?

For the purpose o f this study, Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Theory of Ecological 

Development was used. This theory considered the impact o f five environmental systems 

-  microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem, and chronosystem -  on the 

development of Black males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle 

school. The model identifies biological and environmental effects and the complex 

interaction among the many structures that help and/or hinder the development of 

adolescents (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The microsystem represents the sustained patterns 

and interactions within the adolescent’s immediate environment, such as, family or peer 

groups. The mesosystem is characterized by the interactions of two or more settings that 

involve the adolescent, such as, the interaction between family and neighborhood. The
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exosystem describes the interactions of two or more settings, as well; however, at least 

one setting indirectly involves the adolescent, such as the interaction between the parent’s 

workplace and home. The macrosystem represents the common themes among the 

micro-, meso-, and exosystems. This system subsumes ideas of class, culture, social 

thinking patterns, and societal formations. The last system, the chronosystem, recognizes 

time. It represents not only the changing growth o f the adolescent, but also the historical 

influence on the adolescent’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).

Summary of Findings 

This research first considered quantitative data collecting the number of referrals 

for Black males in the fifth and sixth grade and the number o f referrals for White males 

in the fifth and sixth grade. In Research Question 1, this study examined if there was a 

significant difference in behavior referrals that Black males and White males received as 

they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. The sample used behavior 

referral data from fifth and sixth grades and included 241 Black males and White males. 

An ANOVA was conducted. The independent variable involved two groups: Black 

males and White males. The dependent variable was the number of referrals. There was 

a statistically significant difference in the number of behavior referrals between Black 

males and White males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school.

The number of behavior referrals for Black males was statically higher than the number 

of behavior referrals for White males.

The population of participants was a purposive sample with participant selection 

based upon meeting the criteria of one of three Tiers. The following Tiers were 

established when participants met the following conditions during the fifth and sixth
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grade years: Tier 1 students received no referrals; Tier 2 students received a moderate 

amount of referrals, but were never suspended; Tier 3 students received the most referrals 

and received suspension as a consequence.

The changes in ecological environmental factors and their affect/influence on the 

behavior of Black males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school 

were addressed in Research Question 2. Participants’ worldviews were changed because 

of consequences of behavior, need to mature, and need to improve. Participants’ 

reflection regarding the consequences o f inappropriate behavior triggered a new outlook 

on expected conduct. A desire to exhibit maturation affected participants’ behavior, as 

well as, a compelling feeling to improve oneself. The reaction to peers produced a 

change among participants. The influence of peers either resulted in fewer discipline 

problems or more discipline problems. For some participants, negative influences 

resulted in fewer discipline problems because the experience taught lessons o f what not 

to do and with whom not to intermingle. In other cases, peers instigated situations 

creating problems and caused participants to be involved in more trouble. Interactions 

with teachers affected Black males behavior during this transition as well. Some 

interactions deterred inappropriate behavior, while other interactions perpetuated 

inappropriate behaviors. Participants shared about proactive strategies from teachers in 

which the teacher would remove them from negative encounters with peers. Interactions 

with teachers also included additional support and situations in which options for positive 

conduct was encouraged. Participants shared about interactions with teachers that 

perpetuated inappropriate behaviors, such as yelling and sarcasm.
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The last two themes that emerged relative to ecological environmental factors that 

affected/ influenced the behavior of Black males as they transitioned from elementary 

school to middle school were changes relative to surrounding school environment: 

arrangements of classes, rigor, and opportunity and changes in the interplay of 

home/school environments. The home/school interplay addressed the communication of 

parents and teachers, as well as, the congruence o f parents’ and teachers’ expectations.

Discussion

Changes in Personal Worldviews

The nature of reality explained relationships between and among family, societal, 

economical, and political structures and positioned how ecological interactions impacted 

an adolescent’s development. The participants’ worldviews (how they viewed the world) 

subthemes that emerged from the data included consequences of behavior, need to be 

more mature, and need to improve. In terms of how reality was viewed by the 

participants, there were differences among the three Tiers.

Tier 1. Tier 1 students obtained no discipline referrals during fifth grade and sixth 

grade school years. These students often exhibited behaviors in accordance with 

communicated expectations. Their behaviors were essentially directed toward improving 

their performance as they embraced focusing on homework more.

Tier 1 participants frequently viewed reality from a perspective of what might 

happen if certain behaviors were exhibited. For Tier 1 students, the thought of 

suspension or a referral was enough to encourage acceptable school behavior. There was 

a realization and desire to be successful, pay attention, and stay focused. The foreseen 

negative consequences served as strong motivation to fulfill school expectations.
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Tier 1 participants’ views of reality were also articulated in how they valued 

education based on experiences moving into sixth grade. On many occasions, Tier 1 

students verbalized behavior changes they exhibited as they matured from fifth grade to 

sixth grade. Participants in Tier 1 conveyed deliberate, mature behavior choices as they 

transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Students in Tier 1 exhibited an 

ability to control their behaviors based on their environment highlighting their 

maturation.

Tier 2. Relative to the nature o f their reality, Tier 2 participants described 

changes after minimal negative consequences. For Tier 2 participants, silent lunch and/or 

changes in classroom seating were enough to alter their thinking and behaviors patterns 

to the extent that their behavior became more aligned to school expectations. Both 

participants in Tier 2 expressed extreme disappointment and remorse for previous 

inappropriate behavior. Tier 2 participants’ expressive words conveyed ownership and 

reflection upon not only the consequence, but also the behavior that caused the 

consequence. They embraced the inappropriate behavior as a fault on their behalf and 

communicated a passionate desire to no longer ascribe to a worldview that positioned 

others as the cause of their behavior.

Tier 2 participants’ worldviews were described in terms of maturity. Given their 

maturity, participants expressed more control over tendencies such as laughing and 

participation in academics. Participants indicated that their changing worldviews made 

them more responsive to the communicated expectations in the school setting as they 

transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Their behaviors and worldviews 

reflected greater sophistication and were not as childlike. Tier 2 participants explained
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their need to improve in terms of engagement. They recognized their academic 

deficiencies and; subsequently, tended to make relevant behavior changes.

Tier 3. Tier 3 participants considered reorienting thought patterns, but not 

necessarily behavior patterns that were aligned with school expectations only after 

multiple warning, multiple referrals, and multiple suspensions. Similar to Tier 2, 

participants in Tier 3 expressed remorse for prior inappropriate behavior. However, the 

timing of the remorse was different. Remorse for Tier 3 participants occurred after 

extreme consequences. Ross, a Tier 3 participant, spoke candidly about his remorse after 

his third suspension. He openly expressed that it was time for a change after several 

office referrals and suspensions. Walton shared his remorse after he was enrolled in 

alternative school due to inappropriate behaviors in the normal school setting. It was 

only after recurring consequences that Tier 3 students expressed remorse, which Tier 2 

participants expressed after experiencing minimal consequences for inappropriate 

behaviors.

Maturity was considered a need, but not reflective in actions of Tier 3 

participants. The desire to play, laugh excessively, and entertain peers tremendously 

affected the behavior of Tier 3 participants. Restraint was not evident as Tier 3 

participants shared their experiences o f transitioning from elementary school to middle 

school in many settings. However, there were times in which Tier 3 participants 

exhibited a desired level of self-restraint. In such cases, there were particular teachers 

who facilitated a learning environment that evoked acceptable behaviors from Tier 3 

participants.
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Yelling, doing the opposite of expectations, and throwing paper balls were 

indicative of Tier 3 participants’ lack of improvement during this transition phase except 

during interactions with particular teachers. A desire to improve was articulated, but Tier 

3 participants frequently did not change their behavior in many cases. Openly admitting 

to inappropriate behaviors in fifth grade and sixth grade, Tier 3 participants made little 

attempts to improve their behavior.

Tiers 1, 2, and 3. Although participants from all three tiers may have changed 

their worldviews due to consequences for inappropriate behavior, the time in which their 

worldviews changed differed among the tiers. For Tier 1, the mere understanding of the 

consequences sufficiently motivated Tier 1 participants to align their behavior with 

communicated expectations. Unlike Tier 1 participants, Tier 2 participants actually 

experienced consequences—albeit minimal—due to inappropriate behaviors, such as 

silent lunch or a new seating arrangement. After experiencing minimal consequences due 

to inappropriate behavior, Tier 2 participants changed their personal worldview.

Different from the other two tiers, Tier 3 participants not only suffered consequences due 

to their inappropriate behaviors, but they also underwent reoccurring consequences 

because of their inappropriate behavior. It was only after suffering multiple 

consequences, that Tier 3 participants conveyed a change in their personal worldview. 

Changes Relative to Reactions to Peer Influences

Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 students shared about their reactions toward peers as 

they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Reactions to peer influence 

influenced how participants behaved. In some instances, reactions resulted in fewer 

discipline problems, while other reactions resulted in more discipline problems.
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Tier 1. Fewer discipline problems ensued for Tier 1 because many reactions to 

peers involved schoolwork. Therefore, behaviors among peers were in accordance with 

the communicated expectations. Tier 1 participants made an effort to attain friends who 

oriented their behavior in a manner that reduced behavior problems. Tier 1 participants 

challenged friends to do schoolwork in order to have a successful experience. Tier 1 

peers, frequently communicated positive challenges and the result was fewer behavior 

problems for Tier 1 participants because their energy and actions were amenable to the 

school setting.

In the cases in which there was a potential for more behavior problems, Tier 1 

participants recognized personal responsibility. Bert acknowledged he was meaner and 

Austin realized he was more talkative. Being unpleasant due to viewing peers’ qualities 

as repulsive or exploring new friendships in a new setting caused more discipline 

problems, but did not lead to discipline referrals for these participants. Taking ownership 

of their reactions to their peers may have led to fewer discipline problems with peers, 

which ultimately reduced discipline referrals.

Tier 2. Kyle and Mason expressed the value in positive relationships with peers 

during this transition from elementary school to middle school. They shared about the 

importance of obtaining smart friends and maintaining an environment void o f conflict 

and teasing. There was an effort to react by ignoring potential conflicts with peers if the 

conflict was minor. Conversely, if the event had a potential to involve physical conflict, 

then reactions to peers potentially led to more behavior problems. The desire to retaliate 

in extreme cases created a greater chance of more discipline problems and ultimately 

obtaining more discipline referrals.
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Tier 3. Tier 3 participants developed philosophical views about the importance of 

not engaging in friendships that were unsupportive, inconsiderate, or selfish. Tier 3 

participants’ rationale for this reaction stemmed from experiences with classmates 

escaping trouble while the participants suffered consequences. Though Tier 3 

participants articulated the lesson, it was still difficult for them to control their reactions 

to peers, which led to more discipline problems. Tier 3 participants described their peers 

taking personal items without permission and their subsequent inappropriate reactions. 

These reactions only incurred more discipline problems hindering Tier 3 participants 

from ascribing to their own philosophy in peer relationships.

Tiers 1,2, and 3. All of the participants realized their reactions that resulted in 

fewer discipline problems and reactions that resulted in more discipline problems. Tier 1 

students considered being entertained by outrageous behaviors and perhaps even thought 

it might be fun to be the entertainment, but quickly realized that it was not beneficial to 

react to peers in ways that result in more behavior problems. Tier 2 participants 

acknowledged a more talkative and social nature in middle school compared to 

elementary school recognized the consequences o f those decisions. Tier 3 students 

admitted blatant disobedience and inclinations to entertain peers above complying with 

teachers’ expectations.

Changes Relative to Interactions with Teachers

The interactions between participants and teachers included: (a) how teachers 

addressed discipline in the classroom, (b) how teachers engaged students, (c) overall 

teachers’ disposition, (d) the rigor of the instruction, and (e) the instructional content.

The degree of teacher support to affect/influence behavior also represented the meaning
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of this theme. Each tier described a different perspective of their interactions with 

teachers that either deterred or perpetuated inappropriate behaviors.

Tier 1. Teachers who recognized the whole child, considering their emotional, 

social, and cognitive needs, were able to deter inappropriate behavior o f Tier 1 students. 

Teachers’ comments resonated with Tier 1 students because it not only considered the 

future implications, but it also considered the present. Thus, interactions that involved 

scolding or admonishment were embraced and not considered rude or abrasive by Tier 1 

participants. Teachers who frequently made special arrangements to reward their class 

created interactions that deterred inappropriate behavior for Tier 1 participants. These 

events served as motivation to interact appropriately with teachers and it channeled 

behavior in an appropriate manner. Tier 1 participants expressed an appreciation for 

teachers who lead their classroom with planning, insight, and passion because the 

interaction deterred inappropriate behavior. They appreciated academic recognition and 

thrived in these positive interactions with their teachers because it deterred inappropriate 

behavior.

On the contrary, teachers who interacted with Tier 1 participants using mundane 

slide presentations and notes often perpetuated inappropriate behaviors. Inappropriate 

behaviors occurred because there was a desire for stimulation. If Tier 1 participants were 

not appropriately engaged by the educator facilitating instruction, participants were more 

likely to have interactions with their teachers that perpetuated inappropriate behavior. 

According to Bert, the notes were not useful because he did not study from his notes 

often. Tier 1 students were not about teachers who did not interact with them in
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meaningful ways that adequately enhanced the learning process. Subsequently, such 

interactions perpetuated greater opportunity to engage in inappropriate behaviors.

Tier 2. Once again, teachers who associated instruction with more than a 

cognitive perspective tended to deter inappropriate behavior. These teachers interacted 

with students based on their strengths and then appropriately challenged participants to 

align their behavior with the classroom expectations. These practices deterred 

inappropriate behavior because teachers maximized opportunities for a positive climate 

and minimized those that were negative. As Mason conveyed, he needed a teacher who 

deterred inappropriate behavior because students in the class are cognizant of teachers’ 

expectations. Practices in this manner created interactions between teachers and 

participants that deterred inappropriate behavior, which ultimately led to successful 

learning experiences for Tier 2 participants.

Teacher interactions that emphasized note taking as the main tool for learning 

tended to create boredom for Tier 2 participants. Boredom, aforementioned among Tier 

1 participants, often perpetuated inappropriate behavior because students expressed that 

content was not helpful and irrelevant. Participants in Tier 2 voiced a concern about 

interactions with teachers that were difficult. It appeared that teachers were viewed by 

Tier 2 participants as illogical classroom mangers or as ones who regularly 

communicated contradictions. Their perspectives of their teachers tended to perpetuate 

inappropriate behaviors.

Tier 3. Teachers interacting with Tier 3 participants were very effective in 

deterring in appropriate behavior when Tier 3 participants viewed their teachers as 

approachable and warm, yet firm and consistent. This type of disposition was recognized
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in teachers who identified ways to elicit the most appropriate behavior from Tier 3 

participants, while enforcing the least consequence. Tier 3 students appreciated 

interactions with teachers who used a progressive approach to discipline. Warnings, 

chances, cues, and notifications were shared examples o f the progressive approaches 

teachers used in order to deter Tier 3 participants’ inappropriate behaviors.

Unfortunately, students described several interactions in which teachers 

perpetuated inappropriate behavior. Tier 3 students recognized sarcastic, abrasive, and 

rude remarks as dispositions that caused them to exhibit strong, inappropriate behaviors. 

Additionally, interactions with teachers who misplaced reprimands, articulated inaccurate 

accusations, and ignored prior knowledge perpetuated inappropriate behaviors in Tier 3 

participants. While Tier 3 participants admitted to inappropriate behaviors that stemmed 

from their own desire, they also considered the inaccurate judgments as reason to blame 

interactions with teachers as a reason for their inappropriate behavior. In many cases,

Tier 3 participants positioned themselves as victims due to their interactions with 

teachers.

Tiers 1, 2, and 3. Tier 1 and Tier 2 participants provided a worldview that 

appreciated interactions with teachers who executed strong pedagogical content 

knowledge. Tier 1 and Tier 2 participants conveyed a hunger and need for interactions 

with teachers who managed classrooms with engaging lessons that are challenging and 

comprehensible. Each also described particular learning opportunities not necessarily 

available to everyone, but specified for him. This description presented a perspective that 

portrayed participants as social, but also focused on the main purpose of schooling -  

educational attainment. Tier 3 students valued interactions with teachers who engaged



128

them as well, but regularly included a unique and appreciative perspective regarding 

interactions with teachers who were willing to give chances, warnings, and an attentive 

ear during times of trouble. They expressed a gratitude for interactions with teachers 

who did not appear to be rude, harsh, and impatient. For these students -  who were often 

in conflict with school and teacher expectations -  interactions were meaningful if they 

were able to approach the teacher to discuss conflicts, problems, and disagreements. 

Relationship with teachers that developed as a result o f interactions that deterred 

inappropriate behavior were more important for Tier 3 participants than for Tier 1 and 

Tier 2 participants.

Changes Relative to Surrounding School Environment

School environment referred to the school structure and participants’ feelings 

relative to class configuration, rigor, and opportunity. Participants communicated 

thoughts about disciplinary structure, dress code, school wide support, class size and 

changes, and overall perception of the school wide community.

Tier 1. Classroom arrangement affected the behavior of Tier 1 students who 

experienced a decline in participation as they transitioned from elementary school to 

middle school because the number of students in the classroom (class size) increased.

The noise level was also considered an attributable factor for behavior changes in Tier 1 

participants. Tier 1 participants’ description of larger class sizes discouraging 

participation in middle school also relates to Tier 1 participants’ descriptions of more 

opportunity to explore learning and further knowledge. They described opportunity to 

venture outside of the norm as more probable in elementary school than in middle school. 

Tier 1 students not only viewed elementary school as more explorative, but they also
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highlighted their “all work no play” perspective in middle school. According to the 

participants, the teachers boasted about the level o f work and the elimination of 

enjoyment in middle school as they participated in activities school wide. At times, Tier 

1 participants shared an overall perception of the school in which learning was separate 

from enjoyment as though the two could not co-exist in class.

Tier 2. The difference in the class configuration between elementary school and 

middle school affected behaviors of Tier 2 participants as well. Described as an impact 

on order and organization, Tier 2 participants viewed the change in class configuration as 

a challenge. Changing classes required new skills, as well as new restraints. The 

changing of classes presented more opportunity to talk and the enjoyment o f new social 

opportunities. However, the new school-wide, social opportunities were not without cost. 

There was more teasing in sixth grade, which influenced behavior. The lessons 

aforementioned in “Changes Relative to Reactions to Peer Influences” reflect the 

behavioral challenges experienced by Tier 2 students because there was a change in the 

school-wide community. Additionally, Tier 2 participants viewed rigor in the class as a 

reflection of the type of students in the class. Their perception of a more rigorous school 

wide setting was being among students with behaviors that focused on academics.

Tier 3. Due to frequent in-school suspensions and extended time in alternative 

school, Tier 3 participants often expressed appreciation for disciplinary structures that 

involved several opportunities to change behaviors. They viewed chances to make-up 

work, participate in class (whether in an obnoxious manner or not), and change behavior 

and as beneficial school wide support. They viewed the school community better or 

worse based on school support identified by them as chances to improve.
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Tier 1, 2, and 3. The surrounding school environment affected behavior 

differently for each Tier. While Tier 1 students may have described class configuration, 

rigor, and opportunity in a slightly negative context as they transitioned from elementary 

school to middle school, Tier 2 participants described the discovery o f new opportunities 

in the surrounding school environment with a positive perception. Tier 3 participants 

expressed respect for a surrounding school environment that cautioned behaviors 

repeatedly.

Changes in the Interplay of Home/School Environments

Home and school interplay referred to how the home and school interacted. The 

mode of communication between parents and teachers were discussed, as well as, the 

frequency of the communications. The congruence of parents’ and teachers’ expectations 

also described aspects of this theme.

Tiers 1, 2, and 3. The home/school interplay was similar among the participants. 

For each of the tier groups, the communication between teachers and parents frequently 

declined as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Participants in 

each tier addressed the consequences and rewards that were provided based on events at 

school. Participants disclosed high occurrences o f parent and teacher communication 

based on specific events at school. They also communicated the congruence of parents’ 

and teachers’ expectations in that their parents and other family members lectured on the 

value in education; the importance of gaining knowledge—even when the knowledge 

initially appears to be irrelevant; and the role education plays for future endeavors. 

Furthermore, Tier 1 was the only tier in which participants’ fathers lived at the same
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residence. The remaining participants may have maintained a relationship with their 

father, but their father was not living in the same household.

Implications

As Black males transition from elementary school to middle school, it is 

paramount for teachers to meet the needs of a variety of realities. For some Black males, 

establishing rules and procedures and their expected and reasonable recognitions and 

consequences is sufficient. Those establishing processes provide enough boundary and 

guidelines to control behaviors so that they are aligned with teachers’ expectations, as 

well as, school-wide expectations. Other Black males need to understand the 

consequences and need to experience the consequences to serve as a reminder to align 

themselves with expected behaviors. For another group of Black males, who rely heavily 

on the establishment of good rapport with the teacher, yelling, screaming, and sarcasm 

not only display unskilled professionalism, but also exacerbate the issue trying to be 

resolved. Teachers working with students with these traits transitioning from elementary 

school to middle school need to not only have the skill to detect students who need this 

support, but also to employ effective strategies to develop a proper rapport.

Skills such as patience when students need attention from teacher are qualities of 

teachers that students in Tier 3 stated as a need. An ability to listen effectively with 

students is also critical. Tier 3 students expressed an appreciation for teachers that 

listened to their concerns. Being able to listen makes the student feel that the teacher is 

approachable, another important quality recognized as important for establishing a 

rapport. Developing these skills does not suggest favoritism nor does it suggest a formal 

individualized plan for students. Those ideas are not practical in day-to-day schooling.
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However, it does suggest the importance of effectively merging professional knowledge, 

skill, and judgment. There are students who need to develop a different rapport with 

teachers, not one in which misbehavior is tolerated, but one who upholds the established 

procedures. However, as the professional skills are executed in establishing and 

following through with procedures, interpersonal skill are also used to detect those 

students who need to. We need teachers with pedagogical content knowledge that allows 

them to present content in comprehensible manners for a variety of learners. In addition 

to professional skills, teachers need to embrace patience.

Building level administrators have a responsibility to recognize teachers who have 

requisite pedagogical content knowledge and professional skills. Their obligation 

requires creating the awareness of teachers who employ professional and interpersonal 

skills effectively in the classroom setting or those who need assistance with developing 

and employing such skills. Administrators are able to foster this development by 

providing specific feedback to teachers. The feedback sessions should not be offensive, 

but non-judgmental and filled with questions plainly stating observations without 

drawing conclusions. Such suggestions are important because the principal, in this 

regard, is an example of what the teacher needs to be for the student. Thus, the principal 

asks teachers questions that prompt thoughts of alternative ways to address students who 

need a special rapport with teachers. The principal also highlights teacher strengths 

encouraging use of specific strengths that build and establish an excellent rapport with 

students. Recognition of teachers who employ professional and interpersonal skills with 

students such as those in Tier 3 of this study is also valuable for administrators. Peer 

observations for teachers who need to develop these skills are an option for the
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administrator to use. Teachers lacking skills are able to observe teachers who are 

proficient relative to specific skills in a manner that is not threatening or demeaning.

This also removes theoretical knowledge that many times takes money and time to 

participate in, but instead provides practical skills for immediate use. Teachers with the 

requisite skills are empowered. This process not only serves to develop effective skills, 

but also serves as an example as to how to create desired behavior changes relative to 

pedagogical instruction.

The ecological environmental factors that influence/affect the behavior o f Black 

males as they transition from elementary school to middle school have implications for 

further study. The types of offenses that occur and the frequency of the occurrence 

during this transition would be helpful in addressing specific needs of Black males. A 

comparison of the offense type with other ethnic groups during this transition would be 

informative for teachers, building administrators, counselors, and other support staff. A 

major consideration would be to determine if the types are the same or different from 

other groups. This information allows educators to plan accordingly for possible 

problematic occurrences at this transition juncture for students. Along with considering 

the type of offenses, researchers may want to consider the type of consequences 

administered to students during this transition. It may prove to be beneficial to identify if 

the consequences is effective for some students or for some. Perhaps it would reveal 

other forms of consequence that are more effective than suspension.

A qualitative approach for future research may also be helpful for students and 

teachers. A study of sixth grade teacher approaches that have been identified as effective 

by their students, peers, and administrators would be an opportunity to identify various
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valid approaches. The study would consider a variety o f factors from building rapport 

with students who tend to rebel against school and teacher expectations to classroom 

management strategies. A study of this fashion would lend itself to considering strategic 

planning for students who exhibit behavior characteristic similar to Tier 3 students.

Summary

Overall, this study revealed the differences that occur for Black males when 

compared to White males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school in 

terms of behavior referrals. Black males had statistically greater behavior referrals than 

White males as they transitioned from elementary school to middle school. Each tier had 

different views of reality and different needs in order to experience success with teachers 

and in school as they entered middle school. It was evident that experiences with peers, 

teachers, school structure, and the communication between home and school influenced 

the conduct of Black males at this transition.

Participants reported that teachers who not only displayed professional skills, but 

also interpersonal acumen were more effective with students of all types and especially 

Tier 3 participants. The goal of this research was to share the stories o f Black males and 

advocate for better practices for Black male students that have transitioned from 

elementary school to middle school. It is imperative that Black males, especially those 

experiencing major behavior conflicts in school, have skillful professionals who are able 

to discern cognitive and behavioral needs.
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Microsystem

1. How have you changed from elementary to middle school?

2. What is the difference between the way your elementary teachers supported you 

and the way your middle school teachers support you? Explain using examples.

3. Do your teachers in middle school teach differently than the ones in elementary 

school? Explain.

4. Do you feel your teachers now focus more on your behavior compared to 

focusing on how well you achieve in your classes? Explain.

5. Is middle school more academically competitive than elementary school? 

Explain.

6. Are you more or less engaged in middle school than you were in elementary 

school? Explain.

7. How has your behavior in your classes changed now that you are in middle 

school?

8. If you have ever been suspended from school, when, how many times, and why? 

Do you feel these suspensions relative to your behavior were fair? Explain.

9. How did being suspended change your behavior?

10. What do you need from your teachers in order for you to behave well in the 

classroom?

11. What do you think you need to do or focus on to help you to behave in a more 

acceptable manner in the classroom?

12. Describe the relationships you had with your elementary teachers. Compare that 

to the relationships you now have with your middle school teachers.
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Mesosystem

13. What is the difference between the way your teachers communicated with your 

parents in elementary school versus the way your teachers communicate with 

your parents now?

14. How well do you think your teachers and parents work together to help you 

behave well in school? To help you perform well academically?

Exosystem

15. What stresses you? What are some environmental stressors that you have? What 

school environmental stressors do you have? How does this stress affect your 

behavior at school?

16. Are there any other stressors outside of school that affects your behavior in 

school? Explain.

17. Describe your teacher’s response to your behavior.

18. Who affects how you feel about you and your general attitudes towards school?

19. How were the expectations at home different from the expectations in elementary 

school?

20. How are the expectations at home different from the expectations in middle 

school?

21. How were the opportunities different for you in elementary school and middle 

school?

Chronosystem

22. Can you describe how you have matured with respect to behavior since leaving 

elementary school?


