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ABSTRACT 

 

 

KAMINSIA FANNIN 

MASTERING THE ROPES OF THE CLIMB: A CASE STUDY EXPLORATION OF 

EDUCATOR PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR PREPAREDNESS TO TEACH IN 

BEHAVIORALLY INCLUSIVE CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENTS 

Under the direction of WYNNETTA SCOTT-SIMMONS, Ed.D 

 

 

This study examined general education teacher perceptions of being prepared to 

meet the needs of students with emotional and behavior disabilities in inclusive 

classrooms. Preparation with the knowledge and skills needed for addressing the various 

needs of students with behavior disabilities is coupled with the metaphorical backdrop of 

scaling a mountain. This metaphor was used to illustrate the foundational necessity for 

training of skills and knowledge for tackling the undertaking, as well as the uphill venture 

it presents. Current research has examined the effect on teacher attitudes for working with 

EBD students and its influence on student outcomes. However, few researchers have 

utilized a qualitative case study to explore the relationship of their perceptions to their 

preservice and in-service (professional learning) preparation.  

This study implemented a qualitative design through a single exploratory case 

study methodology. Semi-structured questionnaires, journal reflections, and a focus group 

was utilized to gather participant experiences and reflections. Findings indicated 10 

emerging themes associated with preparation for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. An 

overwhelming majority of the negative perceptions were associated with preservice and
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in-service preparation. Positive perceptions were in the areas of student teaching 

experiences and school-based collaboration/support teams. The positive perceptions 

found were not associated with preparation provided by either institution but gained by 

way of experiences while teaching. Recommendation for further study include expanding 

the participant pool by diversifying the geographic areas and school districts, gathering 

perceptions from special education teacher regarding the same institutions to compare to 

the perceptions of general education teachers, and gathering perceptions from students in 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms regarding their experiences with the teachers in the 

environment.  



 

xiii 

PROLOGUE 

“The way to Everest is not a Yellow Brick Road.” –Krakauer 

Climbing, in particular mountain climbing, is a multi-faceted endeavor. Systems, 

designed to improve the pace, rate, and endurance of the climber, have evolved, and 

continue to be developed. Every climber’s technique is unique to their body structure and 

mental makeup. A climber’s success also depends on their trainer’s professional 

expertise, as well as their knowledge of their protégé’s body structure, strengths and 

weaknesses, levels of motivation, capacity, and willingness to absorb new information. 

Due to the ever-evolving advances in equipment, protocols for training the body, 

strategies for honing the technique, and the ability to personalize the principles of 

movement, balance, and endurance, trainers must remain ever diligent in staying abreast 

of the trends in the field. 

Beginning as an ancient activity, mountain or rock climbing has a tangled path 

bringing it to its current state. Through the unearthing of complex burial caves embedded 

throughout imposing cliffs, archeologists have discovered that native tribes climbed cliffs 

and mountains throughout many regions. During this time, the goal of the climb was to 

achieve a position of safety rather than exploration or recreation. The change to more 

recreational rock climbing that began in the late 19th century has evolved through 

breakthroughs in new technology and tactics. Rock climbing evolved from the first 70 

years of technical climbing with metal spikes driven into rock cracks with hammers to
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more natural, less invasive methods preserving the natural resources of the climb by 

utilizing natural cracks in rocks. Next were the updates of climbing styles. Up until the 

1970s, due to feelings of cheating, free climbers preferred no rope for repetitive practice 

of difficult moves. However, after years of experimenting, climbers realized by using 

rope, the rehearsal of more difficult moves was possible by resting on the ropes in 

between each move. This allowed for greater mastery of techniques, as well as a 

heightened level of enjoyment in the climb.  

The progression of the journey of climbing a mountain has ventured through a 

path of twist and turns, trial and errors that have allowed the activity to develop over 

time. Ideas were challenged and obstacles were examined to figure out the best route and 

technique for conquering the task. Over time, the continued adaptations and 

modifications to strategies can either be seen as merely a daunting challenge or as an 

opportunity to become adept at responding, in tandem, to the demands of the climb, the 

proficiency of the climber, and the competency of the trainer all in an attempt at 

becoming adept in making the journey more fulfilling for all concerned.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION OF THE STUDY 

The evolution of the field of special education, much like the practice of mountain 

climbing, as it relates to educating students with disabilities in general education settings, 

has endured many changes to its guiding systems, techniques, and protocols. Adjustments 

of educational resources, strategies, goals, and classroom placements procedures have 

taken place over the years, each changed designed to better educate students with 

disabilities (SWD). Similar to the relationship between the climber and their trainer, the 

quality of education for students with special needs in the public education setting is 

directly linked to the education and level of preparedness of the educators tasked with 

supporting their development. The same exists for the field of special education. From 

the era of not allowing students with disabilities in schools at all during the 1800s, to 

segregating students in separate environments, the handling of students with disabilities 

has undergone dynamic swings of accepted assignment and placement.  

Public education for children is a notion granted by state governments, not the 

federal constitution. Due to this fact, states held the responsibility and power regarding 

public education. Despite compulsory education statutes issued in the mid-1800s to early 

1900s stating students should receive opportunities to attend public schools, many states 

presented legal rulings contradicting the compulsory statutes (Yell et al., 1998). For 

example, in 1893 the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled in the case of Watson v
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example, in 1893 the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled in the case of Watson v 

City of Cambridge if a child was deemed “weak in mind,” they were at risk of possible 

expulsion from public schools (Yell et al., 1998). This is one of many other similar 

statutes from states specifically authorizing exclusionary practices of SWD that continued 

as recently as 1958 and 1969 (i.e., Beattie v. Board of Education (1919), Department of 

Public Welfare v. Haas) (Yell et al., 1998). However, change began to ignite with the 

passing of Section 601 of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which stated, “No person in the 

United States shall, on the ground of race, color or nation origin, be excluded from 

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

program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.” Following this development, 

advocates of children with disabilities use the outcomes of the cases contributing to the 

Civil Rights Acts to fight for the same kind of equal education and rights (Yell et al., 

1998).  

Subsequent landmark cases followed this movement, such as Pennsylvania 

Association for Retarded Citizens (PARC) v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972) and 

Mills v Board of Education (1972), challenging the states and/or districts of exclusion of 

SWD, ranging from those with mental retardation to behavior problems, hyperactivity, 

epilepsy, and physical impairments (Yell et al., 1998). Although many school district 

representatives argued inadequate funding to provide appropriate educational materials 

and train education professionals for working with these students, by the early 1970s, 

many state laws passed, requiring the inclusion of these students in public education (Yell 
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et al., 1998). These laws led to the more recent designation to provide SWD an inclusive 

educational experience within general education environments alongside their peers.  

The transition of receiving an education alongside peers instead of in a separate 

setting steadily increased over the years. In 1991-1992, according to the U.S. Department 

of Education (Smith et al., 1997)), although 94% of SWD attended public schools, only 

one-third, about 33%, had full-time placement in the general classroom. Two-thirds were 

educated in separate settings such as resource classes, self-contained classes, separate 

schools or residential facilities, in comparison to years 1994-1995, when approximately 

44.5% of SWD spent up to 80% of their day in the general education classroom setting 

(Smith et al., 1997). 

According to the 19th annual report to Congress on the Implementation of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 5.6 million children with disabilities 

from ages 3 to 21 received special education services during the 1995-1996 school year 

(Smith et al., 1997). As the end of the 20th century approached, nearly 88% of students 

ages 6-17 years old with disabilities were placed in general education classrooms as their 

main placement. By the fall of 2015, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 

(2019) reported about 95% of 6 to 21-year-old SWD were served in regular schools, with 

3% served in separate schools for SWD. Among these students, there was an increase 

from 47% in the fall of 2000 to 64% in the fall of 2018 served in the regular classes in 

regular classes 80% or more of the time. Likewise, a decline was observed in those 

students attending regular classes 40% to79% of the time to 30% to 18% of the time. This 
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same decrease occurred in the category of students spending less than 40% of the time in 

general classes (NCES, 2019; Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), 2020).  

While on first examination, this seems a fair and reasonable step in providing all 

students with similar learning experiences, fair does not always equate to equal. It also 

does not meet the qualification for a supportive learning experience. Transitioning to an 

inclusive educational model, SWD receive instruction from teachers with different levels 

of expertise, qualifications, and proficiency. This is the case for teachers with and without 

a background in special education and the various classifications of students with 

disabilities. This is true for students of ranging disabilities including, but not limited to 

learning disabilities, cognitive/intellectual disabilities, and behavior-based disabilities. 

Legislation and Education of Students with Disabilities 

Legislation concerning students with disabilities in education has increased over 

the years. The significant 1954 court case of Brown v Board of Education, although 

focused on racial segregation in education, also lit the path of educational equality as it 

related to race, gender, or disability. Brown v Board of Education (1954) challenged 

racial discrimination, prejudice, and segregation in the educational school system of 

students by race. More directly, it challenged the doctrine set forth by the 1896 Plessy v 

Ferguson decision of “separate but equal,” allowing states to separate public services 

such as schools, as long as facilities were comparable in service and quality. The ruling in 

Brown v Board (1954) contended that in public education “separate but equal” is not 

possible due to separate education facilities being inherently unequal; therefore, it 

violated the rights the fourteenth amendment granted. However, regardless of the impact 
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of Brown v Board, many school districts chose to ignore special education incentives, 

programs, and training provided in the aftermath of the court case, continuing the 

segregation of students with disabilities from their nondisabled peers.  

More than a decade later, more integration of SWD resulted in 1973 by way of 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, which stated it is not permitted for individuals with 

disabilities to be excluded or denied gains from any constructs receiving federal financial 

assistance (Pulliam & Van Patten, 2006). Section 504 also provided education 

accommodations and modifications to those students with broader disabilities that may 

not be specified under IDEA. Through accommodations and modifications, the goal is to 

provide classrooms with increased accessibility to content for all students (Bateman & 

Bateman, 2014). Similar to the goal of inclusive classrooms, providing accommodations 

enables these students with disabilities the ability to participate in activities, events, or 

classes without intentional or unintentional discrimination. 

Even with these new mandates focusing on education desegregation and equality 

under Brown v Board and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act in place, students with 

disabilities in the United States continued to encounter inappropriate education or general 

exclusion in public schools even in the 1970s, at staggering estimates of about 8 million 

(Pulliam & Van Patten, 2006). During this same decade, more changes came forth for 

SWD in public schools with the signing of the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act, currently known as IDEA. Although the importance of the Education for All 

Handicapped Children Act is indisputable, as it provided focus on access to education for 
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SWD, unfortunately, it lacked specifications regarding the accessibility level provided or 

what constitutes a free and appropriate public education for these students. 

In 1982, the U.S. Supreme Court addressed a special education case that furthered 

the discussion of free and appropriate public education. In Board of Education of 

Hendrick Hudson Central School District v. Rowley, the Supreme Court ruled that 

beneficial services and programs meeting the students’ unique needs must be made 

available to any student who has met qualifications for special education services (Yell et 

al., 1998). However, data presented later in the following decade showed that only 30% 

of SWD spent most of their school day in a general education classroom, whereas 70% 

were in segregated settings the majority of the school day (USDOE, 2013). Addressing 

this concern, additional amendments to IDEA in 1997 added significant components for 

indicating educational programs for SWD are measurable and meaningful. One of these 

main components, bringing a focus to inclusion, were the requirements of individualized 

education plans (IEPs) to provide an explanation of the rationale for separating a SWD 

from the general education classroom (Yell et al., 1998).  

IDEA of 1997 began this change by mandating the general education setting as 

the first consideration when discussing the placement of SWD. This increase in inclusive 

classrooms now requires that all teachers, including general education teachers, 

understand the learning differences and strategies for addressing those differences when 

educating SWDs in the general education classroom. Students who previously 

experienced segregation from other students due to their placement in special education 
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classes are now in general education classes, requiring teachers to have more knowledge 

about the nature of learning differences and disabilities (Bransford et al., 2005). 

Additionally, more recent legislation, such as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

Act and IDEA 2004, addressed accountability for the academic achievement of SWD. 

These acts mandated that large percentages of SWD participate in statewide assessments 

in addition to requiring teachers of highly qualified status provide instruction for SWD 

(Pulliam & Van Patten, 2006). With these legislations in place, by 2008 the amount of 

SWD included in general education classes for most of the school day increased to 58% 

with a decrease to 21% in the amount placed in segregated settings (NCES, 2019). The 

reauthorization of the IDEA in 2004 mandated the education of SWD with nondisabled 

children in a regular education environment to the greatest extent possible. These regular 

classes may offer SWD higher levels of rigor and relevance as well as the opportunity for 

SWD to establish relationships with their peers (Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2008). 

Consequently, in an inclusive classroom, both general education and special education 

teachers share the responsibility of meeting the educational needs of these diverse 

students in their classrooms.  

Effective Inclusive Education 

With the practice of an inclusive education becoming more common, it is 

important to examine what makes it effective. One important contributor to its 

effectiveness is the teacher’s mindset. Tiwari et al. (2015) stated that teachers’ beliefs 

about inclusion are often the “key to the success of inclusive education programs” (p. 

129). According to Mullen (2001), teachers must have cognitive and fundamental 
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preparation for an inclusive classroom. In an inclusive classroom setting, general 

education teachers often assume the lead position of being the content expert of the 

curriculum. With an estimated 57% of SWD spending more than 80% of their day in 

general education classrooms, Blanton et al. (2011) explained that general education 

teachers must academically challenge, motivate, and engage the interests of all learners. 

Likewise, teachers should collaborate with other individuals applying creativity for 

achieving the goal of educating all students in such a way (Blanton et al., (2011).  

Teachers are also responsible for fostering a safe environment for learners. When 

considering the safe classroom environments, it is important to consider the emotional 

status of the classroom. Discipline management, culture, motivation, safety, support, and 

respect are all components of an emotional environment (Woolfolk, 1998). Safety in this 

context goes beyond physical safety. Thompson and Wheeler (2008) emphasized, 

“Emotions play a key role in the process of learning and must be included in the creation 

of the learning environment” (p. 38). Furthermore, students must feel as though their 

unique, individual differences are accepted and respected in a safe environment 

(Thompson & Wheeler, 2008).  

Communication also plays an essential role to facilitate a safe learning 

environment among students. Wentzel (2009) maintained quality, consistency, and 

sensitive rapport with students are essential for a safe supportive classroom environment. 

Doll et al. (2014) stated the important steps for establishing rapport include knowing the 

students and helping them know each other. Activities fostering these goals help students 

feel safe enough to take risks as they collaborate with classmates (Doll et al., 2014). 
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Another aspect of fostering a safe environment is awareness of cultural differences, 

which include awareness of diversity based on social class, race, ethnicity, and gender 

(Thompson & Wheeler, 2008). 

According to Doll et al. (2014), “Attention must be paid to cultural values and 

expectations when strengthening the quality of teacher-student interactions” (p. 23) to 

create a social context in which students value and pursue the classrooms. Students’ 

relationships with peers are important for fostering a safe environment for they are highly 

predictive of their academic achievement and social engagement in the classroom (Doll et 

al., 2014). Managing student interactions by setting norms and rules encourage 

friendships and efficient conflict resolution among the students (Doll et al., 2014). 

Hammond and Ingalls (2003) stated that since teachers are primarily responsible for 

creating the best possible learning environment, and thereby also creating the best 

foundation for implementing curriculum, their perceptions about their preparation for 

accomplishing this task is not only important, it can also impact the their actions and 

feelings toward all students, including those with disabilities.  

Integrating Students with Emotional or Behavior Disorders 

When considering all factors relating to inclusive classrooms, the integration of 

students with emotional or behavior disorders (EBD/BD) in inclusive classrooms is a 

challenge (Jull, 2008; Knitzer et al., 1990). The USDOE (2018) reported that students 

with emotional impairments are excluded from less-restrictive settings at higher rates 

than those of other special education eligibility categories. By 2016, an estimated 47.2% 

of students with emotional disturbance spent more than 80% of the day in the general 



10 

 

education environment compared to higher percentages of the other disability categories 

(USDOE, 2018). These other categories included developmental delay, other health 

impairment, specific learning disability, health impairment, orthopedic impairment, 

speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visual impairment—nine of 

the thirteen disability categories. However, with an inclusive education as the ever-

increasing goal of school districts nationwide, the number of students with EBD taught in 

inclusive classroom settings has increased. For example, in 2003, only an estimated 25% 

of students with emotional disabilities spent nearly 80% of the day in regular education 

classrooms (Snyder et al., 2004).  

Unfortunately, students with emotional and behavioral needs are often overlooked 

and under-identified for special education services because their actions are often 

mistaken for acting out behavior (Eller et al., 2015). More specifically, Eller et al. (2015) 

explained that many assume students with EBD are capable of changing their actions and 

behaviors voluntarily. Although students with and without special education eligibility 

may struggle in the school setting, teachers often find difficulty in addressing those with 

emotional and behavior needs in comparison to other disabilities. In U.S. public schools, 

learning disabilities are the most identified area in special education compared to the 6% 

to 10% of children in the United States who exhibit emotional and behavioral disorders, 

with only 1% identified for actual special education eligibility (Kauffman & Hung, 

2009). The false assumption of EBD students as able to voluntarily change their behavior 

leads to ongoing educational struggles of EBD students (Eller et al., 2015). The students 
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do not make the necessary academic accommodations needed to succeed, causing a 

continuous cycle of failure (Eller et al., 2015; Sutherland et al., 2008).  

Both the attrition rates of teachers and the employment of underqualified teachers 

further add to the cycle of negative classroom environments and school failure (Eller et 

al., 2015). In inclusive settings, students with emotional and behavioral needs require 

ongoing support from their teachers for both them and their peers to be educated 

effectively. Eller et al. (2015) discussed that students with EBD thrive on positive 

interactions with their teachers. When that type of interaction does not occur, these 

students achieve less academically and the class as a whole is affected. Furthermore, 

teachers must exhibit skills in organization to address challenging behaviors (Oliver & 

Recshly, 2010). Structure of classrooms should incorporate concise rules to ensure 

students know and understand expectations (Oliver & Reschly, 2010). With the 

placement of more students with EBD in inclusive settings, teachers without training risk 

becoming overwhelmed and frustrated (Eller et al., 2015), and the lack of preparation for 

behavior management in the classroom causes a negative classroom environment for all 

students. 

Teacher Preparation and Training 

Preparation is the cornerstone of teacher success in an inclusive classroom 

(Lamport et al., 2012) and a necessity for general teachers as well as those with a focus in 

special education for managing behavior disorders in the classroom (Oliver & Reschly, 

2010). Training received through workshops, mentorships, and academic coursework for 

colleges and universities (Alvarez, 2007) should include the development of 
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competencies, skillsets, and interventions for behavior management, differentiated 

instruction, and the ability for learning to take place in the classrooms with the least 

amount of disruptions as possible (Lamport et al., 2012).  

Research by Jull (2008) further emphasized the challenge of including students 

with emotional and behavioral disorders in inclusive classrooms without sufficient 

training of teachers. According to Jull (2008), the success of students with learning 

differences in the general education classrooms is based on the training of educators in 

the instructional strategies, proper interventions, and positive interactions needed to 

facilitate learning. Specific student learning strengths and weaknesses drive the 

instructional strategies and interventions utilized (Lamport et al., 2012).  

Training for The Climb  

Scaling mountains or rock climbing brings the keyword of technique into 

discussion. To become a great climber, it is less about powering one’s way through, but 

more about the technique used to venture to the top, step by step using specified moves 

designed to help attack specific problems. Establishing proper climbing techniques is 

extremely imperative for a successful rock climber. When the climber focuses on 

technique, steps begin to instinctively land in place, and the routes once seen as difficult 

are more easily conquered. Examining the training of teachers provides a better 

understanding of the technique acquired for success in behaviorally inclusive classrooms. 

In the United States, over 1,200 public and private higher education institutions 

offer preservice programs. Throughout these programs, there is vast diversity 

distinguishing them from each other. Morey et al. (1997) acknowledged the historical 
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struggles in teacher education programs for balancing the amount of time and credits 

allotted to liberal/general education, subject matter specialization, and pedagogy. 

Additional complications include the components of prerequisite skills, such as 

understanding “human development; human learning; intelligence and its measurement; 

human motivation; modern technology; and the social, political, economic, and 

philosophical bases” (Morey et al., 1997, p. 7). Additionally, Hemmeter et al. (2008) 

pinpointed that another issue surrounding teacher preparation is the different certification 

models for educating teachers: (a) early childhood education program, (b) early 

childhood special education certification, and (c) a blended program of both. Due to 

variations among the structural makeup of different programs, there are also differences 

in the amount of curriculum focused on addressing social deficits, emotional concerns, 

and behavior needs. Similarly varying is the implementation of related field experiences 

in the programs (Hemmeter et al., 2008). 

In four-year general education programs, two years are dedicated to general 

education coursework, leading to the latter two years focused more on subject matter 

preparation and student teaching (Morey et al., 1997). General education does not 

provide the depth of subject knowledge that would occur in a specific subject matter 

course of study (Morey et al., 1997). This leads to critiques of the program of providing 

adequate subject matter knowledge (Holmes Group, 1986). In five-year programs, 

referred to as graduate programs, students enter already possessing a bachelor’s degree in 

areas such as liberal arts, child development, or arts and sciences. For two additional 

semesters, they acquire knowledge in the area of professional education coursework and 
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student teaching. Advocates of teacher educator programs, such as Holmes Group (1986), 

favor five-year programs rather than undergraduate degrees in education.  

Throughout the United States, each state has the responsibility of establishing 

their own teacher licensure requirements, as well as ensuring the applicants have acquired 

subject knowledge and pedagogy competence (Liu, 2001). Therefore, across state lines, 

teacher licensure requirements are significantly different and under frequent revision. 

Generally, there are specified course requirements, and typically teaching candidates are 

required to gain 27 of the 36 credits required (Walsh, 2001). However, the requirements 

depend greatly on the regulations set by each state. Of the courses completed at teacher 

education institutions, most candidate coursework includes courses in child development, 

foundations of education, and classroom diversity (Finn & Kanstroom, 2002). Despite the 

licensure requirement differences between states, Liu (2001) noted the majority agree that 

teacher candidates should have the following: 

• a bachelor’s degree (in several states a master’s degree); 

• completion of an approved and accredited education program; 

• a major or minor in education; 

• a major in a subject area they plan to teach in; 

• a strong liberal arts foundation; and  

• pass a state test or another exam. 

It is important to also note that outside of the state licensure differences, there are 

also other routes to becoming a certified teacher. The traditional route focuses on 

individuals with a degree in education; however, alternative routes to address ongoing 
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teacher shortages exist in some states, specifically in the areas of math, science, special 

education, and bilingual education. Alternative programs also vary across states; 

nonetheless, the commonality is usually candidates in possession of a bachelor’s degree 

with a minimum number of credit hours in the subject area they plan to teach. 

Additionally, the candidates must participate in a teacher training program and obtain 

passing scores on state required assessments (Liu, 2001).  

Special education teacher preparation has also endured evolution over time. 

Originating as a specialized clinical preparation for residential facilities, it has now 

shifted into school buildings (Brownell et al., 2010). In the 1960s and 1970s, programs 

predominantly focused on training individuals to teach students with specific disabilities. 

However, by the 1980s a more noncategorical approach began to rise to encompass more 

of a continuum of disability categories (Brownell et al., 2010). Moving into the 1990s, 

due to the shift of educating students with disabilities in general education classrooms, 

special education teacher preparation and general education teacher preparation became 

more collaborative. Most teacher educator programs offer one class focused on students 

with disabilities in comparison to approximately 11 courses for special education teachers 

(Cameron & Cook, 2007).  

In research conducted by Flower et al. (2017), of the 74 programs examined (31 

alternative general education teacher certification programs; 18 alternative certification 

special education programs; 16 college/university general education programs; 9 

college/university special education programs), on average 87% addressed universal 

methods in some aspect. These were classes focused on universal approaches, such as: 



16 

 

“rules, routines, management of student assignments, parent communication, and positive 

climate” (Flower et al., 2017, p. 165). Generally, teacher certification programs directed 

its attention to universal methods rather than focusing on the skills and strategies needed 

to decrease inappropriate behavior (Flower et al., 2017). Close to 60% of teacher 

certification programs provided content instruction focusing on positive behavior 

strategies. On the other hand, college/university special education certification programs 

indicated the inclusion of strategies to increase appropriate behavior most often at 

82.39% (Flower et al., 2017). Overall findings in the research by Flower et al. (2017) 

suggested that special education teacher certification programs, both college/university 

and alternative certification programs in special education, often directed more focus 

towards addressing behavior and classroom management strategies through their 

educational requirements in comparison to the other programs of preparation examined. 

This research consisted of almost 80% of all alternative certification programs, slightly 

below half of the alternative special education programs available, 20.5% of the total 

population of college/university general education programs, and 15.3% of the total 

population of college/university special education programs. 

Training of teachers in strategies to support student academic, emotional, social, 

and behavioral needs in the classroom is essential to prevent frequent distractions that 

may divert from the learning of all the students (Oliver & Reschly, 2010; Lamport et al., 

2012). With the inclusion shift in schools, ensuring general education teachers are 

knowledgeable in effective strategies for working with EBD students is vital (Lehr & 

McComas, 2005). Oliver and Reschly (2010) statde that teachers lack adequate 
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preparation to implement management strategies for addressing behavior disorders. 

Furthermore, students with emotional behavior disorders (EBD) or severe emotional 

disorders (SED) display behaviors with both academic and social implications. Students 

with EBD often exhibit dual deficits of learning and behavior problems providing great 

difficulty for teachers (Sutherland et al., 2008). Additionally, the students may display a 

lack of motivation and aggressive behavior, in addition to frequent distractions, that can 

overwhelm a teacher in the classroom environment (Sutherland et al., 2008). Likewise, 

they may cause disruptions in the general education classroom that lead to separation 

from their peers in the classroom (Oliver & Reschly, 2010). Students often feed off one 

another’s behavior and when integrated in inclusive classrooms, both groups of student 

behaviors are affected (Eller et al., 2015). General education teachers need training in 

skills such as academic student engagement; tailoring relevance to students’ likes, 

dislikes, and culture; effective organization of a classroom; and using research-based 

strategies for behavior management (Lehr & McComas, 2005).  

When students with emotional and behavioral needs are educated in inclusive 

classrooms with teachers who are not trained to cope with, manage, and redirect the 

behavior, both teachers and students may become overwhelmed by what translates into a 

lack of student motivation, leading to class disruptions and aggressive reactive behaviors 

(Eller et al., 2015). Reinke et al. (2011) also found that teachers report limited training 

and confidence in responding to student behavioral needs. This frustration leads to 

academic struggles among all students in what quickly becomes a devolving or 

deteriorating learning environment. This struggle with responding to the behavior needs 
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of SWD then has the potential to lead to other education, academic, social, and behavior 

issues for students with emotional behavior disorders.  

With a task as multifaceted as educating students with behavior needs in an 

inclusive classroom, simply employing more teachers is not enough. Similar to the 

venture of scaling Everest, it is not as simple as following a preestablished trail. Training 

is essential, and similarly is the need for confidence in one’s perceived level of self-

efficacy and the resultant ability to master the task. Bandura (1997) described perceived 

self-efficacy as “one’s capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required 

to produce attainments” (p. 3) and explained that people’s beliefs influence the actions 

individuals take and how much effort they put forth. The efficacious perception, or lack 

thereof, of the individual shapes these beliefs. Vaughn et al. (2000) found that teachers’ 

perceptions of the learning and behavior characteristics of SWD may in turn influence 

classroom learning dynamics.  

The Reason for The Climb 

This study examined the perceptions that elementary general education teachers 

held of their preparedness for teaching in behaviorally inclusive classrooms. More 

specifically, it focused on their perceptions of preparedness for working with students 

with behavior challenges in inclusive classrooms. For the purposes of this research, 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms referred to general education classrooms including 

SWD in areas of behavior regulation. These are often students with a disability in the area 

of emotional behavior disorder (EBD) other disabilities with behavioral components. 

IDEA of 2004 proposed five descriptors of EBD:  
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(a) an inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors (b) an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships 

with peers and teachers (c) inappropriate types of behavior or feels under normal 

circumstances (d) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression (e) a 

tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. (Sec 10-76a) 

Kaufman (2005) defined EBD as a range of chronic problems, that include externalizing 

and internalizing behaviors, that interfere with learning. Examples of externalized 

behaviors are classroom disruptions and aggression, while internalized behaviors 

examples are anxiety and social withdrawal (Kauffman, 2005). Students with these 

characterized behavioral needs often require more classroom management skills and 

academic planning from educators to make educational gains. 

The struggle of success in school for these students manifest in different areas. 

For example, according to Horowitz et al. (2017), SWD encounter suspensions at higher 

statistical rates in comparison to students without disabilities. These suspensions, due to 

behavior concerns of SWD, result in a loss in instructional time that in turn increases 

drop-out and grade retention rates (Horowitz et al., 2017).  

Another concern is teacher attrition. Darling-Hammond (2003) and Ferguson et 

al. (2012) found that student behavior, as well as stress and poor emotion management, 

serve as preeminent reasons that teachers leave their positions as teachers. Furthermore, 

attrition rates among teachers of EBD students are two times that of other teachers (Eller 

et al., 2015). A study conducted by Ferguson et al. (2012) revealed that, of the estimated 
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half of the educators exiting the teaching profession, about 35% cite the reason as related 

to student discipline. All of these components are contributors to the quality of education 

available for students with behavior disabilities. Likewise, the training and perception of 

management skills the teachers hold are factors to consider in regard to the quality of 

education students receive.  

Schumm et al. (1994) discovered that many practicing general education teachers 

report a lack of competence in accommodating SWD in their classrooms. Cameron and 

Cook (2007) proffered one possible explanation for these reports as inadequate training in 

these areas during teacher preparation. This in turn affects how teachers feel about 

inclusive classrooms. A lack of sufficient training compromises the route to preparation 

for behaviorally inclusive classroom. Just as the path to Everest, it requires specific 

training on various topics to be prepared. 

Snyder et al. (2006) of NCES found that more than half (about 60%) of all public-

school teachers reported the need for more social and emotional training from their 

preservice program to feel equipped for the social and emotional needs of SWD. General 

educators who believe they do not have sufficient training to tackle the complex behavior 

needs of students with EBD consequently have apprehensions regarding educating these 

students (Wagner et al., 2006). However, when teachers receive training on behavior and 

emotional factors and its impact on classroom management, they feel better prepared 

(Alverez, 2007). Feelings of preparedness among teachers are essential for all students, 

especially those with disabilities, to gain success in the classroom. Across several studies 

testing the implementation of interventions for classroom behavior, research found 
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training resulted in gains relating to teachers’ knowledge of behavior, application of 

training, effectiveness in classroom management, and effectiveness with instructional 

strategies (Allen & Blackston, 2003; Alverez, 2007).  

Alverez (2007) explained that the characteristics of the person observing the 

behavior influences an individual’s response to an aggressive child is. Specifically, 

responses differ among those individuals who have received training on the aggressive 

behavior versus those who have not. This training can vary in presentation from 

specialized workshops, on-the-job mentorship, and academic coursework through a 

college or university. Nonetheless, Alverez (2007) concluded that participating in training 

focused on emotional and behavioral disorders is valuable and effective in improving 

aspects of the classroom setting (Alverez, 2007).  

The preparation of elementary general education teachers for behavior needs in 

inclusive classrooms warrants attention in light of the current educational movement of 

educating SWD in the general education classrooms with their peers. A survey 

administered by Hemmeter et al. (2006) revealed that 500 early childhood educators rated 

training in the areas to address challenging behavior as the most needed. The 

elementary/primary years of education are essential to the educational foundation of 

students with and without disabilities. Placing students with disabilities in classrooms 

with teachers and staff who understand their roles and demonstrate positivity, flexibility, 

and enthusiasm is essential in the beginning years of education (Bateman & Bateman, 

2014). Likewise, the skill level of the educators at the elementary level is vital. Roffey 

(2006) believed that the skills and good practice of educators in settings early on in 
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education were vital for avoiding social exclusion. Early in life, children learn ways to 

interpret their experiences, develop self-concept, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and develop 

general conceptualizations and meanings of the world around them (Roffey, 2006). 

According to Roffey (2006), when children have not developed the foundations of social 

and emotional competency, they are at risk of exhibiting academic and behavior 

problems in the future.  

The designation of general education teachers as equally responsible for SWD in 

inclusive classrooms highlights the importance of their input regarding preparation for 

these classrooms. Bateman and Bateman (2014) believed that in an inclusive 

environment, every member of the school staff should know required procedures and 

what is necessary for providing and implementing special education services for students 

with disabilities. Sharing responsibilities of meeting the needs of SWD in inclusive 

classrooms is often most evident in collaborative or co-taught type inclusive classrooms. 

Goor and Polhill (1991) proposed collaborative teaching as an important appropriate 

model for including special education students in general education classes. Although 

inclusive classrooms are possible with or without additional support present in the 

classroom, co-taught or collaborative classrooms is a widely used model for inclusive 

classrooms.  

The roots of the implementation of the co-teaching model is grounded in the 

legislation provisions of No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 and IDEA of 2004. 

NCLB required that SWD have highly qualified teachers and IDEA emphasized their 

right to a general education curriculum equivalent to their peers without disabilities. The 
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provisions of IDEA mandated that the education of students with disabilities occur in the 

least restrictive learning environment (LRE). Due to these mandates, the practice of 

inclusion became more widely adopted with the responsibilities of all teachers growing.  

Beginning with the referral process for special services, IDEA requires general 

education teachers to participate in the development and implementation of the IEP 

(Johnson, 2016). Because general education teachers have the most knowledge of the 

students, it is their responsibility to try different strategies to collect data and support the 

students’ learning before and during the referral process for special services. Friend 

(2008) proclaimed four specific areas for general education teachers to be experts in:  

(1) an in-depth knowledge of the curriculum and how it should be taught; (2) the 

ability to manage a large group of students through the various activities that 

occur in their classes (classroom management); (3) an understanding of typical 

learning and behavior patterns of students; and (4) a focus on the pacing of 

instruction. (p 10) 

In Fuchs’s (2010) examination on teacher’s perceived barriers of inclusion, 

general education teachers expressed concern in reference to insufficient preservice 

preparation, a need for more training in accommodating students with diverse needs in 

the general education classroom, and the need for more support from administrators and 

colleagues. On the subject of administrator support, the study’s participants unanimously 

felt they lacked the availability of adequate planning and collaboration time to address 

their classroom needs (Fuchs, 2010). Further noted were time constraints limiting 

opportunities to address the needs of the curriculum (Fuchs, 2010). The participants 
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highlighted an overall belief of lack of administrative support to successfully teach the 

diverse range of learners in their classrooms with the additional pressure of unrealistic 

expectations. They also revealed the lack of opportunities to receive district training or 

participate in workshops focused on mainstreaming (Fuchs, 2010).  

In addition to the concerns in their work environment, Fuchs’s (2010) participants 

expressed concerns regarding insufficient preservice preparations. Again, the participants 

unanimously agreed that, during their preservice program, they had only received one 

required course, which contained mostly terminology. They agreed the course was not 

beneficial, and it did not prepare them as needed (Fuchs, 2010). The participants felt the 

lack of skills in areas, such as making accommodations in the classroom, differentiating 

instruction, and working with special education support staff, negatively affected their 

ability to meet the needs of SWD in the classroom (Fuchs, 2010). Based on findings in 

Fuchs’s (2010) research, due to the teachers feeling ill-prepared to meet the demands and 

responsibilities, they did not favor inclusion.  

The lack of courses provided in preparation programs focused on skills needed for 

inclusive classrooms is an area of concern in examining the needs of inclusive teachers. 

Johnson (2016) related that new teachers often receive only surface level information 

regarding special education, inclusion, and IEPS through the completion of an 

introductory course. However, Shippen et al. (2005) found that both the length of 

preservice teacher education courses and the number of courses taken on a disability and 

inclusion were predictors of preservice teacher attitudes towards inclusion. Shippen et al. 
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(2005) found preservice teachers expressed more positivity and less anxiousness towards 

SWD after completing these courses.  

Likewise, Sharma et al. (2011) also found that the successful implementation of 

the values of inclusion significantly impacted the teaching-efficacy beliefs regarding 

inclusion of preservice teachers. Jordan et al. (2009) found that teachers’ beliefs toward 

disabilities, as well as their beliefs regarding their role in the education of these students, 

impacted their teaching in an inclusive classroom environment. Examining the 

perceptions of elementary teachers of their preservice program preparation for 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms in the current study provides a better understanding of 

how the teachers feel regarding the preparation adequacy of their programs.  

The practice of inclusion has encountered constant debate among educators 

promoting varying viewpoints across schools, districts, and states. Beliefs concerning the 

overall concept of inclusion and the extent to which students with disabilities experience 

integration in classrooms with their nondisabled peers continue to be controversial 

(Kauffman & Hallahan, 2011). Viewpoints vary concerning the topic of the level of 

inclusion needed. Kauffman and Hallahan (2011) posed the question of what constitutes 

the least restrictive environment and whether the inclusion design is partial, full, or both. 

Furthermore, once inclusion does take place, what are the empirically-based effective 

practices, methods, and strategies embedded within the environment for educating 

students with disabilities (Kauffman & Hallahan, 2011)? Kauffman and Hung (2009) 

recommended placing greater concern on what students learn rather than for where they 

learn when considering inclusion. They emphasized that the focus should be on providing 
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the most effective instruction possible for students with intellectual disabilities with the 

realization that sometimes that may not be possible in the regular classroom with students 

without disabilities (Kauffman & Hung, 2009). This view of inclusion further 

underscores the need for preparing teachers and institutions to educate students in 

inclusive classroom environments. 

Kauffman and Hallahan (2011) explained that, although exposed to effective 

evidence-based practices, most preservice general education teachers, receive little to no 

instruction in these practices for effective management of the behavior of diverse 

learners. The majority of the individuals who become new teachers of diverse students do 

not feel adequately prepared (MetLife, 2011). Jordan et al. (2009) explained that some 

teachers fear they are not trained in the specialized skills needed for effective practices to 

work with students with special needs, which leads to ineffective inclusion due to a belief 

in a lack of responsibility for those students.  

The struggle in implementing effective practices for inclusive classrooms is a 

topic of discussion surrounding both general and special education teachers. All address 

many questions toward preservice programs regarding learning effective inclusive 

practices for inclusive classrooms. Regardless of research to support divergent 

standpoints and lack of consensus surrounding the timing, degree, and type of inclusion, 

many educational school systems strive to educate students with disabilities in less 

restrictive environments with their nondisabled classified peers. 



27 

 

Overview of Theoretical Frameworks 

To examine teacher perceptions, the researcher incorporated two theoretical 

frameworks. Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy, a branch of social cognitive theory, and 

Mezirow’s transformative learning served as frameworks to inform and guide the study. 

Through their lenses, the researcher examined and reported the study results. 

Bandura: Self-Efficacy Theory 

Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy was the basis for examining the teacher 

perceptions in this research because of its focus on human agency. Self-efficacy refers to 

the belief one has in their ability to perform tasks to gain a specified outcome (Bandura, 

1977, 1986, 1997), control their own behavior, and exhibit mastery over certain tasks and 

environmental events (Bandura, 2001). Considering teachers’ perceptions as it relates to 

self-efficacy allowed for a better understanding of their attitudes and motivation based on 

the amount of training that they had received for teaching behaviorally inclusive 

classrooms. Bandura (1997) explained that self-efficacy beliefs are the beliefs an 

individual has in their ability to obtain a goal sufficiently through the personal exercise of 

control. Through the theoretical base of self-efficacy, these perceptions may in turn aid or 

hinder their ability to ability to educate students in these types of classrooms.  

Bandura (1993) posited that self-efficacy functions to influence human motivation 

and goal-directed action through four processes: cognitive, emotional, motivational, and 

selection. The cognitive processes consist of individual beliefs about their abilities to 

accomplish specific goals (Riggio, 2012). In turn, this affects how individuals construe or 

predict future events. The beliefs of individuals regarding their abilities and competencies 
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affect the goals they set for themselves as they anticipate success or failure (Bandura, 

1993). This cognitive process also connects to the first main source of influence, 

specified by Bandura of mastery experiences.  

Individual beliefs regarding efficacy is divided into four main sources of 

influence. The first of these is through mastery experiences. According to Bandura (1986, 

1994) mastery of experiences is essential for determining perceptions of self-efficacy and 

one of the most effective methods for developing self-efficacy beliefs. Bandura (1994) 

maintained that the confidence of an individual has the potential to extend with 

perseverance. These experiences of conquering obstacles through perseverance provide 

information regarding successes and failures (Pfitzner-Eden, 2016). 

Pfitzner-Eden (2016) explained that successful experiences increase self-efficacy 

beliefs, and the opposite occurs for failed experiences. For example, reluctance shown by 

those teachers with low self-efficacy for working with difficult students in regular 

education classrooms may lead to the referral of these students to special education 

classrooms instead. Consequently, they may miss opportunities to feel the success needed 

to increase their feelings of efficacy (Hagen et al., 1998). Mastery experiences are also 

connected to the cognitive process of selection. Bandura (1993) stated that self-efficacy is 

linked to behavior and performance through the individual selection of activities 

interactions and situations. When faced with the decision of engaging in specific tasks, an 

individual may use avoidances tactics for those tasks challenging capabilities and the 

opposite for those that are not (Bandura, 1989). More specifically, those individuals with 
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a greater sense of mastery and competence make selections that are more challenging 

based on the belief in their capabilities (Riggio, 20124). 

Another influence on self-efficacy is through observed modeling of others’ 

success, referred to as vicarious experiences. Vicarious experiences affects self-efficacy 

through a social comparison process. These experiences provide information through the 

modeling of others (Pfitzner-Eden, 2016). During this process, people judge their 

capabilities in comparison to the capabilities of others (Bandura, 1977, 1986; Wood & 

Bandura, 1989), consequently providing a frame of reference for social comparison 

(Pfitzner-Eden, 2016). Although vicarious experiences are less successful at fostering 

self-efficacy than mastery experiences, they motivate individuals to persevere when 

presented challenges, leading to an increase in their self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994). 

Likewise, vicarious experiences are also essential when individuals encounter a task in 

which they are unfamiliar. They are important due to performance expectations often 

originating from observing the success and failures of others (Bandura, 1994).  

The third source of influence in efficacy is social persuasion or verbal persuasion. 

Bandura (1986, 1997) explained that social persuasion is another way to increase 

people’s beliefs in their efficacy. Social persuasion manifests itself through positive 

messages from others regarding capabilities and the use of skills (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007). Both vicarious experiences and social persuasion are linked to the motivational 

process. Bandura (1991,1993) claimed the motivational process is particularly related to 

self-regulation of motivation. Bandura (1989) stated, “An individuals’ self-efficacy 

beliefs determine their level of motivation, as reflected in how much effort they will exert 
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in an endeavor and how long they will persevere” (p. 1176). The social comparison 

process through the modeling of vicarious experiences and the influence of social 

persuasion both entail the motivational process.  

Self-efficacy and emotional responses also have a significant relationship. The 

process of emotionality connects with the final source of self-efficacy, physiological, and 

affective states. These states specifically refer to sensations affiliated with fear and 

anxiety in approaching tasks (Bandura, 1997). According to Usher and Pajares (2006), 

individuals who experience feelings in these areas toward approaching tasks are likely to 

feel a lowered sense of efficacy. Emotional (affective) reactions can indirectly and 

directly shape one’s thought process (Bandura, 1989). In comparison to the other sources 

of self-efficacy, there is limited research regarding physiological states, particularly in the 

area of its reciprocal interaction with feelings of efficacy (Britner, 2014).  

Bandura’s a self-efficacy theory is a branch of his social cognitive theory (SCT). 

Initially referred to as social learning theory in its earlier stages, Bandura’s social 

cognitive theory basis is a model of reciprocal determination. SCT theorizes through 

reciprocal personal, environmental, and behavioral interactions, learning is possible 

(Bandura, 1989). Bandura (1989) rejected humanist, existentialist, and behaviorist views 

of people as free agents driven by inner forces and controlled behavior by their 

environment and instead adopted a view of external and internal determinants of 

behavior. Both determinants create a system composed of behavior, cognition, and 

environmental influences that influences behavior through rewards, punishment (internal 

determinants), thoughts, expectations, motivation, and beliefs (external determinants) 
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(Bandura, 1989). Bandura (1977) believed that through the self-regulatory processes, 

people are capable of controlling their actions and affecting their behavior. 

Although often confused, self-efficacy is a different concept from self-esteem. 

Bandura (1997) explained, “Perceived self-efficacy is concerned with judgments of 

personal capability, whereas self-esteem is concerned with judgements of self-worth” 

(p.11). According to Bandura (1997), a direct connection does not exist between how an 

individual feels about themselves and their ability level. On the contrary, one’s 

investments in one’s capabilities are more likely to take place when the activity provides 

a sense of self-worth, causing an inflated correlation between self-efficacy and self-

esteem (Bandura, 1997). However, individuals need more than high self-esteem to do 

well and “self-liking does not necessarily beget performance attainments” (Bandura, 

1997, p. 11). Focusing this research on self-efficacy rather than self-esteem is an 

important distinction in this study. The focus was not on an individual’s view of their 

self-worth but rather their view on their perception of ability based on their preparation. 

Bandura (1997) claimed that individuals need unyielding certainty in their efficacy to 

succeed. More specifically, “self-efficacy predicts the goals people set for themselves and 

their performance attainments, whereas self-esteem affects neither personal goals nor 

performance” (Bandura, 1997, p. 11). 

When discussing teacher preparedness, the thought process described by 

Bandura’s social cognitive theory sets the groundwork for its importance. According to 

Bandura (1989), people’s actions are often not objectively rational due to the 

underdevelopment and ineffective usage of their reasoning skills. Gaining sufficient 
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reasoning skills occurs through specialized attainment of knowledge. The lack of 

reasoning skills may lead to false judgements and beliefs about themselves and the world 

around them due to incomplete information (Bandura, 1989). This lack of information, 

affecting ones’ reasoning skills, is comparable to the lack of knowledge base or skills set 

on a subject a teacher may have if they have not been educated or prepared. Bandura 

(1989) further explained that through erroneous information, people may act on their 

misconceptions and therefore appear to others as unreasonable. 

Bandura (1989) characterized the thought process of individuals as aspects of 

cognitive development. More specifically, Bandura (1989) explained that cognitive 

functioning involves specialized knowledge and cognitive skills varying by different 

domains of activities. Nonetheless, the role of social factors on cognitive development 

remains relevant. He continued by specifying that prominent figures in children’s lives 

are essential sources of knowledge for them; therefore, these figures contribute to what 

children think about and how they think (Bandura, 1989).  

Teachers often serve in the role of prominent figures in a child’s life. Often 

beginning at the early age of four, children find themselves with the influence of a 

teacher in addition to their parents. Relating to the previous acknowledgment by Bandura, 

these prominent figures must themselves have the knowledge and information, especially 

if serving in the role as a contributor to a child’s cognitive development. According to 

Bandura (1989), in efforts for individuals to develop their cognitive competencies, 

“people draw on their own experiences and turn to others who are well informed on the 
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matters of concern” (p. 13). Likewise, those who are competent in specific areas adopt 

personal knowledge and reasoning strategies (Bandura, 1989).  

Although the thought process is discernibly valuable to humans, distress may also 

come as a result. Bandura (1989) stated that the thoughts of humans also bring forth 

burdens of stress and anxiety, leading to thoughts of self-doubt and self-defeat. These 

thoughts can lead to critical self-evaluation, which may be a source of distress and 

failings as well as accomplishment (Bandura, 1989). These thoughts and feelings of 

discernment lead to Bandura’s subsequent theory of self-efficacy as the theoretical 

foundation for teacher perceptions and preparedness in the current research.  

Rooted in the views of human agency with a mixture of personal, behavior and 

environmental influences (Bandura, 1986), self-efficacy refers to an individual’s personal 

feelings regarding their capabilities to “organize or execute a course of action required to 

manage prospective situations” (Bandura, 1997, p. 2). According to Bandura (1989), 

individuals’ self-efficacy beliefs affect their thought patterns, motivation, and behaviors, 

resulting in “either self-aiding or self-hindering” (p. 1175). Personal belief in levels of 

self-efficacy is important in determining if general education teachers perceive 

themselves as prepared for educating diverse students in inclusive classrooms. 

Bandura used two characteristics to distinguish self-efficacy: “(i) a person’s 

motivation to perform a target behavior on expected outcomes of the behavior and (ii) his 

or her perceived capability to perform the behavior” (Williams & Rhodes, 2014, pp. 2-3). 

According to Bandura (1999), people act on the belief of what they can do and what the 

outcomes will be. Previously proposed by Bandura (1982), people’s belief in their 



34 

 

effectiveness may affect their response to specific situations. These perceptions influence 

people’s construct of scenarios and subsequent performances (Bandura, 1989). 

Mezirow: Transformative Learning Theory 

An additional theoretical basis for this study was Mezirow’s transformative 

learning theory. Mezirow (1991, 1995, 1997) espoused that transformative learning seeks 

to change how adults have defined their worlds through their experiences. Mezirow 

(1997) explained that “frames of references are the assumptions” used to “shape and 

delimit expectations, perceptions, cognitions, and feelings” (p. 5). Taylor (1998) 

described transformative learning as a process of critical reflection attempting to explain 

how individuals’ expectations directly influence the meaning individuals derive from 

their experiences. Mezirow (1991) believed that every individual has their own view of 

the world based on theory upbringing, life experience, culture, or education.  

Rational and critical reflection on assumptions as a learning process is the focus 

of transformative learning. Reflection on one’s assumptions and beliefs are essential for 

examining teacher perceptions on their level of preparedness. Through reflection on 

education or training received by both preservice programs and professional learning, an 

examination of assumptions and beliefs as they relate to behaviorally inclusive 

classrooms took place.  

In transformative learning theory, “learning is understood as the process of using 

a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 

experience in order to guide future action” (Mezirow 1996, p. 162). Comparative to this 

study’s focus on teacher perceptions of their preparedness, Dirkx (1998) explained one’s 
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ability to set boundaries or modify perceptions or understanding are based on one’s 

perspectives or how one perceives concepts. Dirkx (1998) further stated that by proper 

implementation of transformative learning theory, reflection on experiences enables the 

construction of meaning. 

Mezirow (1990) theorized that critical self-reflection serves as the cornerstone, 

allowing one to make meaning of perspectives and transform them. Learning, according 

to Mezirow (1990), is “the process of making a new or revised interpretation of the 

meaning of an experience, which guides subsequent understanding, appreciation and 

action” (p. 1). The foundation of Mezirow’s work is based on the work of Freire, whose 

theories centered perceived critical reflection on practice. Freire (1998) believed that 

teachers should be open to change and new ideas through regular and consistent critical 

reflection to be consistent in their work. Through reflection, individuals can correct 

distortions and errors in thoughts by analyzing presupposition beliefs (Mezirow, 1990). 

Reflections are imperative in the role of a teacher as one seeks to improve or modify their 

current practices. Reflection is a critical element allowing for an in-depth view into one’s 

beliefs and an evaluation of any changes needed.  

With influences of Freire, transformative education allows freedom of learners to 

evaluate their world and develop deep understandings, resulting in changes at a personal 

and social level (Dirkx, 1998). Furthermore, Freire’s (1998) theory of education focused 

on shifting from the banking model of simply making deposits and transferring 

knowledge to students to a more liberator model aiming towards the emergence of 

consciousness. He referred to conscientization or critical consciousness, as a process 
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where individuals “develop the ability to analyze, pose questions, and take action on the 

social, political, cultural, and economic contexts that influence and shape their lives” 

(Dirkx, 1998, p. 3). 

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory has themes focusing on adult education 

and the learning process, which makes it appropriate for use when considering teachers’ 

perceptions of inclusion and their training. Mezirow based the theory of transformative 

learning on the belief that adult learners can make meaning from their experiences. It 

examines perspectives to begin a process of structuring and restructuring meaning. 

Brown (2005) explained that it “attempts to explain how our expectations, framed within 

cultural assumptions and presuppositions directly influence the meaning we derive from 

our experiences” (p. 6). Mezirow (1990) centered his theory around three themes: 

disorienting dilemma (centrality of experience), critical reflection, and rational discourse.  

Mezirow (1990) described the first theme of disorienting dilemma as the catalyst 

driving an individual to perspective transformation. It is a significant level of disruption 

or disturbance in a person. Found at an extreme level, disorienting dilemmas would 

constitute disruptions such as a death, divorce, or other significant matter. At a more 

modest level, disorienting dilemma are considerations such as professional development, 

attending a new university or new career (Mezirow, 1991). One result of the disorienting 

dilemma is that it guides the person to evaluate and reflect on the reason why the person 

is doing what they are in their lives, leading to an examination of the beliefs or 

assumptions underlying their own beliefs and actions (Mezirow, 1991). The examination 

of teacher perceptions and attitudes towards inclusive education of students with behavior 
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needs in this research employed this first theme of transformative learning theory. The 

disorienting dilemma focus here would be on university preservice programs and 

professional learning. 

The second theme of critical reflection is essential in transformative learning 

theory. Described by Mezirow (1990, 1991) in three main frames—content reflection, 

process reflection, and premise reflection—the purpose is the assessment of the validity 

of the presuppositions of one’s perspectives as well as consider them in an objective and 

rational manner. The first frame of content reflection is an examination of what happened 

and how, as well as the data available, regarding the area of concern. The second frame 

of process reflection examines the adequacy of collecting and interpreting sufficient data. 

Again, while examining teacher perceptions of behaviorally inclusive classrooms, content 

and process reflection on types of professional learning opportunities, behaviors in the 

class, and inclusive classroom setting options are beneficial.  

The third frame of premise reflection takes a step further to consider why the area 

of concern is a focus. According to Mezirow (1991), this is possibly the most crucial 

frame of critical reflection for a transformative shift to take place. Researchers such as 

Kreber (2004) also pinpointed that this frame may often need to be the starting point for 

teachers. When considering teacher attitudes and perceptions towards their training, 

understanding the value of training and its impact on the student’s education are critical. 

Without this understanding, a transformative shift in thinking would be difficult to grasp. 

As explained by Mezirow (1998) in later research, the action of premise reflection has the 

potential to affect one’s established frame of reference. 
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Statement of the Problem 

In order to educate students with behavior disabilities, teachers themselves need 

proper education on addressing the needs of these students. Over the past few decades, 

the populations of students with disabilities educated in general education have increased. 

Consequently, both general and special education teachers need adequate preparation for 

the academic and behavior needs of students in inclusive classrooms. According to 

Blanton et al. (2011), “Teacher education has a crucial role to play in ensuring classroom 

teachers are prepared for the challenges of educating SWD” (p. 5).  

Not only does teacher education play a crucial role in preparation, but it may also 

influence how teachers perceive inclusive classrooms. Fuchs (2010) stated that teachers’ 

perception of inclusive classrooms influences their feelings regarding their competence in 

managing the education of a diverse classroom environment. Properly preparing teachers 

for diverse students in inclusive classes is achievable in several ways, including 

preservice teacher preparation programs and in-service professional learning. 

Bransford et al. (2005) described preservice programs as education programs 

aimed to equip graduates with pedagogical practices for their future as teaches. Some 

individuals criticize teacher education programs and their effectiveness. For example, in 

2002, the Secretary of Education argued for refinement of teacher qualification by 

demolishing the current teacher certification system composed of student teaching and 

educational coursework and proposing a qualification system with an emphasis on verbal 

ability and content knowledge (USDOE, 2002). The Secretary of Education believed that 

teacher preparation demonstrated minimal value for improving student educational 
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outcomes. This statement applied to both traditional and alternative teacher preparation 

programs meant to fast-track teaching certification. USDOE (2002) credited the 

production of qualified teachers to research showing high verbal ability and content 

knowledge was most important. Courses and other expectations required in the programs 

are instead seen to prevent and delay talented individuals in the teaching field and are 

“burdensome requirements” (USDOE, 2002, p. 8). Through this perspective, the USDOE 

(2002) emphasized content knowledge for teacher preparation programs for both general 

and special education teachers. Furthermore, they requested changes in fast track 

programs for certification to “shorten or eliminate coursework in education philosophy or 

methods, pedagogy, practice teaching, etc.” (USDOE, 2002, p. 15).  

Through traditional programs, more extensive instruction typically focuses on 

pedagogy and practice teaching (National Association of State Directors of Teacher 

Education and Certification, 2003). According to the USDOE (2002), opposite of the 

fast-track programs, schools of education focus on pedagogy is counterproductive for 

producing highly qualified teachers. These positions proclaimed by the USDOE are in 

contradiction with the federal policy on highly qualified teacher certification. This in turn 

causes confusion among preparation programs on whether to focus their resources on 

content knowledge or pedagogy and teaching practicums (Boe et al., 2007).  

Although the overall aim of preservice programs is to equip graduates with 

pedagogical practices, whether it is preparing graduates for the challenges in current 

classrooms is questionable. Questions have emerged in the area due to the vast diversity 

among programs. The program format, structure, and required content vary due to 
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variations in credentialing and licensing regulations across the United States. Formats of 

programs vary form four-year, five-year, and graduate programs. Five-year programs are 

usually integrated with student teaching or considered graduate programs occurring after 

the completion of a bachelor’s degree (Morey et al., 1997). Most of them include 

professional education coursework and student teaching (Morey et al., 1997). However, 

according to the National Center on Teaching Quality, 39 of 50 states have minimum 

regulations regarding expected amounts of student teaching before individuals beginning 

their teaching career (Morey et al., 1997). 

The pedagogical practices taught during preservice programs should address the 

diverse needs of all students including those with disabilities. Additionally, one of the 

primary functions of preservice programs is to equip potential new teachers with the 

foundation skills and conceptual knowledge of educating individuals, along with 

providing them the tools to learn from experience through methods classes and field 

experiences (Grossman et al., 2005). Grossman et al. (2005) further stated that during 

preservice teacher education, “teachers confront the definition of the subject matter as 

they engage in curriculum design, analyze curriculum materials and design classroom 

activities” (p. 227). However, the curriculum alone cannot be the focus of preservice 

education. Addressing the social, emotional, and behavioral needs of students with 

disabilities also warrants emphasis in preservice teacher education.  

Teacher preparation programs must be comprehensively involved in providing 

teachers the strategies needed for educating the vast range of students in inclusive 

environments (Swain et al., 2012). However, there is often a lack of preparation for 
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teaching behaviorally inclusive classrooms. Allday et al. (2013) found that across their 

sample of 109 colleges and universities offering initial certification in elementary 

education, only 7% to 10% of the course work focused on SWD, with average 

coursework relating to inclusion being less than seven credit hours. Likewise, when 

considering training across school districts, there are limited hands-on training and 

practice (Burstein et al., 2004). This lack of adoption furthers the gap in skills for 

teachers in inclusive classrooms. 

The action of preservice preparation occurs before an individual enters the 

teaching profession, as opposed to the action of in-service training/professional learning 

that occurs while individuals function in the teaching profession. Amadi (2008) defined 

in-service training “as a workshop for employed professionals . . . to acquire new 

knowledge and better methods for improving skills toward more effective, efficient and 

competent rendering of services in various fields” (p. 174). Amadi (2008) more 

specifically stated the goal of professional development is to provide quality education to 

students by allowing opportunities for teachers to learn new teaching strategies and 

innovative methods for a variety of learning styles. According to this definition of in-

service training, its overall purpose is for the ongoing development of teachers’ skills in 

the classroom. However, the overall concern remains of the determined nature of the 

training and who attends the training. If the goal of in-service training is for professionals 

to acquire and improve on skills, then there should be methods in place for determining 

the skills needed and who needs it. Another consideration for in-service training is its 

ongoing availability and the ability to tailored toward the current needs of the teachers 
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and school environment. Lamport et al. (2012) believed that providing continuous 

reoccurring effective staff development proves effective for supporting educating 

students with emotional and behavioral disorders. 

Grossman et al. (2005) stated that developing successful inclusive practice is 

more than simply understanding special education policies and strategies—teachers must 

know how to develop a supportive classroom with classroom management, systematic 

inquiry of assessing student learning, and close relationships with other professionals in 

the field. Without this understanding, inclusive environments risk being ineffective and 

less adopted by educators. Many school districts and teachers fear inclusion programs 

due to the behaviors and social deficits that special needs students may bring into the 

classroom, prompting the tendency of educators to resist including students with 

disabilities in their classrooms because they feel underqualified or ill-prepared (Blanton 

et al., 2011). In the past, students with emotional and behavioral disorders were primarily 

educated in restrictive environments focused on behavior interventions and social skills 

(Landrum et al., 2004). However, a literature review by Trout et al. (2003) found that of 

the almost 82% of EBD students receiving education in regular school buildings, less 

than 26% spent less than half of their day in settings other than regular education.  

Research by Berry (2010) indicated several variables predicting the attitudes of 

general attitudes toward inclusion: school characteristics, teaching experience, and 

personal efficacy. In addition to these variables, school characteristics also play a vital 

role in teacher attitudes toward inclusion. These characteristics range from the 

educational level of the school (primary or secondary) to the socioeconomic 
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characteristics of the school. Cook (2004) found when comparing socioeconomics of 

schools, the teachers of those with higher statuses, demonstrated less acceptance of SWD 

in comparison to those without the same status.  

Conderman and Johnston-Rodriguez (2009) found that elementary teachers 

expressed feelings of inadequate preparation in skills such as implementing 

accommodations and modifications for SWD, having appropriate expectations, planning 

for SWD, individualizing instruction, and ensuring curriculum inclusion for SWD. These 

same elementary teachers expressed their highest levels of preparedness being in the 

areas of cultural sensitivity and co-planning. 

Furthermore, the secondary educators in Conderman and Johnston-Rodriguez’s 

(2009) study felt least prepared in areas such as individualizing evaluation criteria, co-

teaching, adapting course content, and promoting greater access for SWD. Additionally, 

they indicated difficulties relating to the disparities in styles and training of coworkers, as 

well as their outlooks toward students (Conderman & Johnston-Rodriguez, 2009).  

Within the realm of teaching experiences, Carroll et al. (2003) found that 

preservice and new general education teachers often display anxiousness toward teaching 

students with disabilities therefore doubting their adequacy. Zambelli and Bonni (2004) 

stated that teachers with unfavorable attitudes fear that the demand load for inclusion is 

too overwhelming for general education teachers, followed by the belief that the 

placement of students with disabilities should be in special education classrooms. 

According to Burstein et al. (2004), the implementation of organized methodical and 

comprehensive training on research-based practices can build the confidence and 
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competence level of teachers regarding inclusion if negative feelings regarding inclusion 

are present.  

Sufficient training for the implementation of behaviorally inclusive classrooms is 

important for the performance of SWD in classrooms. Furthermore, it is vital teachers 

perceive themselves as having adequate preparation for supporting SWD in inclusive 

classrooms emotionally and behaviorally. Teachers’ attitudes and perceptions towards 

their proficiency in inclusive classrooms play a major role in this success. More positive 

attitudes regarding inclusion have shown to impact teachers’ willingness to modify their 

instruction (Sharma et al., 2006). Additionally, the display of more positive attitudes by 

teachers can positively influence the attitudes of their peers towards inclusion (Swain et 

al., 2012). These research studies bring attention to the important influence of attitudes 

and perceptions of teachers on student outcomes when considering preparation for 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms.  

Purpose of the Study 

Although there is ongoing support for an increase in training opportunities for 

teachers in the area of SWD and behavior, Alverez (2007) stated that research remains 

fairly underrepresented in literature regarding the process of training relating to positive 

academic and behavior gains among teachers and their classrooms. Research establishes 

that trained teachers are more effective in meeting academic and nonacademic needs of 

students. Despite evidence of the effect training has in fostering more positivity and 

inclusion of students in inclusive classrooms, research is lacking in how this training 

impacts decision making for academic and behavior interventions.  
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In particular, missing from the body of research is the teacher’s voice in terms of 

their perceptions of their training path to preparation. This research sought to explore 

elementary teacher perceptions on teacher training and the level of their preparedness for 

adequately supporting the academic, social, and emotional development of students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom. The focus of the study focused on the 

perceptions of elementary, early education teachers. Related to the metaphor of mountain 

climbing is the question of how do teachers view their preparedness in internalizing 

knowledge of the most current special education systems; honing signature sets of 

pedagogical techniques; grasping tenets of relevant protocols; and carving out the time 

needed to internalize ever-evolving developmental principles relating to providing all 

students with sufficient support in the inclusive classroom? 

Examination of perceptions took place regarding participants’ preparedness for 

both their preservice and in-service training. The purpose of examining perceptions 

related to both preservice and in-service training was to aim at improving general 

education teacher training for the inclusion of students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities in general education classrooms. Legislative mandates such as Section 504 of 

the Rehabilitation Act and IDEA allow opportunities for SWD to receive an equal 

education in the least restrictive environment. However, many teachers often struggle 

with educating students with challenging behavior disorders in inclusive classrooms, 

potentially negatively affecting their education. According to the NCES (2019), among 

the categories of disabilities in the National Longitudinal Transition Study, students with 

emotional disabilities have the highest drop-out rate. Simpson et al. (2011) attributed 
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these statistics to the lack of preparation in both general and special education teachers to 

educate and support these students. Likewise, many teachers feel as though they lack 

adequate preparation for teaching students with these disabilities in inclusive classrooms. 

These feelings of inadequacy in turn could affect the teachers’ ability to teach and 

address specific student needs, causing academic struggles for students with and without 

disabilities. The success of implementing an inclusive education is vital for all students, 

especially those with disabilities.  

Research Question 

This study sought to answer the following research question (RQ1): How do 

general education teachers perceive their training for equipping them to work with 

students with behavior disabilities in inclusive classroom environments? 

Limitations 

There were two limitations to consider in this study. First, the number of general 

education teachers willing to follow through and complete the different data collection 

methods posed a limitation. The second limitation of this study was in relation to the 

focus group and interviews. The social desirability conflict possibly influenced 

participants to respond in a manner they deemed more socially acceptable in a desire to 

say the right thing.  

Definition of Key Terms 

The study of elementary general education teachers’ perceptions of preparedness 

for behaviorally inclusive classrooms includes the following definition of terms: 
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Behaviorally inclusive classrooms are inclusion-based classrooms that include 

students with emotional and/or behavior disorders (see the definition of inclusion).  

Child or student with a disability (SWD) is a child with mental retardation, 

hearing impairments, speech or language impairments, visual impairments, serious 

emotional disturbance, orthopedic impairments, autism, traumatic brain injury, other 

health impairments, or specific learning disabilities (IDEA, 2004, Sec. 300.8). 

Coteaching is a model of instruction where two or more educators or other 

certified staff members share responsibility for a group of students in a single classroom 

or workspace (Hanover Research, 2012).  

Emotional or behavior disorder refers to a condition when an individual exhibits 

one or more of the following characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked 

degree that adversely affects their educational performance:  

(a) an inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 

factors (b) an inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships 

with peers and teachers (c) inappropriate types of behavior or feels under normal 

circumstances (d) a general pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression (e) a 

tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with personal or 

school problems. (IDEA, 2004, Sec. 10-76a) 

Inclusion is “the practice of educating all children in the same classroom, 

including children with physical, mental, and developmental disabilities (ASCD, 2020, 

“Inclusion”, para. 1). Inclusion refers to educational programming where students with 

disabilities learn with their peers in general education classrooms (Gilhool, 1989).  
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Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law that provides 

flexibility in spending resources to ensure that students with disabilities are identified 

early, accurately, receive the support they need, ensure that students with disabilities have 

highly qualified teachers, reduce burdensome paperwork for educators and 

administrators, and strengthen parents' involvement in their children's education (Smith et 

al., 1997). 

In-service program, synonymous with professional development or professional 

learning, refers to training or workshops designed for employed professionals to acquire 

new knowledge and strategies for improving their quality of instruction (Amadi, 2008).  

Least restrictive environment (LRE) consists of educating children with or without 

disabilities together, unless the nature of the child’s disability is so severe that education 

with nondisabled peers in general education classes would not benefit the child with the 

disability (IDEA, 2004). LRE ensures all children get an education in a general classroom 

to the full extent suitable for his or her needs. 

Perceptions closely relate to attitudes but further a person’s interpretation of 

stimuli into something meaningful based on prior experience. Perkins (2005) defined 

perception as a “person’s awareness and acceptance of the stimuli” (p. 54). 

Preservice programs, synonymous with teacher preparation programs, are 

education program aimed to prepare graduates to become teachers equipped with 

pedagogical practices along with core ideas and understanding of teaching and learning 

before entering the teaching profession (Bransford et al., 2005).  
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Professional development is characterized by teachers’ planned development in 

professional growth as a teacher because of gaining increased experience and examining 

his or her teaching systematically (Glatthorn, 1995). 

Summary 

The overall purpose of the study was to examine the perceptions of elementary 

general education teachers on their preparedness for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. 

The historical context, rationale, and the purpose of this study allowed for an in-depth 

examination of current educational practices. The design of this research study was to 

elucidate the significance of exploring teacher perceptions. By examining teacher 

perceptions of their preparedness for these classrooms, we may be better able to provide 

preservice institutions insight for reform. Teacher preparedness influences both the 

students and teachers as it relates to their educational experience by influencing avenues 

such as student achievement. The focus on behaviorally inclusive classrooms in this 

research is important due to the unique challenges these students bring to the classrooms 

and the effect their educational experience has on their future. Kauffman and Hallahan 

(2011) described how students with EBD experience more academic struggles, lower 

reading and math scores, decreased rates in graduation, and low enrollments in 

postsecondary school, in comparison to other groups. In addition to experiencing issues 

surrounding education, they also encounter limited post-school outcomes. These students 

often have high rates of unemployment, poverty, and limited social connections (Bradley 

et al., 2008). Additionally, there are high rates of criminal behavior and substance abuse 
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found in students with EBD as they transition out of the education system into adulthood 

(Bradley et al., 2008). 

Although many debates surround the notion of inclusive classrooms and its 

impact, many school systems focus on its implementation. This change in mindset 

regarding educational placement emerged in response to federal mandates, such as IDEA, 

which delineated the general education classroom as the first placement considered for 

SWD when appropriate. The inclusion of students with emotional and behavioral 

disabilities in less restrictive settings prompts the need for a better understanding amongst 

teachers of the specific characteristics and academic needs of this population of students 

(Trout et al., 2003).  

In inclusive classrooms, general education teachers now share in the 

responsibility of supporting SWD educationally, emotionally, and socially in the general 

education classroom. To support these students’ needs in inclusive environments, training 

for educators is necessary. Along with training, the perceptions teachers hold regarding 

their ability to educate inclusive classrooms are also important. Fuchs’s (2010) research 

found that teachers voiced concerns regarding insufficient preservice preparation and the 

need for more training as a barrier for working in inclusive classrooms. According to 

Fuchs (2010), teachers’ beliefs regarding inclusion influence teachers’ confidence 

regarding their ability to provide a sufficient education for SWD. 

This chapter introduced the overall purpose of this study and provided a brief 

overview of the federal mandates and conceptual frameworks, along with related 

criticisms. The chapter also offered the purposes, research questions, and limitations of 
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the study. Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature on the legal background and the 

benefits of inclusion, teachers’ perceptions of inclusive classrooms, and their perceptions 

of their training for inclusive classrooms. Throughout these reviews, a targeted focus on 

students with behavioral disabilities also occurs. The research questions guided the 

literature review of aspects of teacher preparation programs, in-service professional 

development, and teacher perceptions. Ultimately improvement of teacher training 

programs may need addressing. 
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CHAPTER 2 

A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

“You do not climb a mountain like Everest by trying to race ahead on your own, or by 

competing with your comrades. You do it slowly and carefully, by unselfish teamwork.” 

-Tenzing Norgay 

Scaling one of the tallest mountains in the world is not a task for the light at heart. 

Neither is the path for acquiring skills to reach the goal. It is not a guided path well-lit 

with step-by-step directions, but rather a complex path of twist and turns, differing 

challenges, and varying experiences. There are several roadblocks along the way, 

challenging one’s thought process and intuitions for proceeding. These roadblocks often 

lead to detours that may foster great productivity or the disappointments of a dead end. 

The discovery of a dead end then only leads to one resolution—to back up, turn around, 

and try the opposite direction of the one previously chosen. This journey for training and 

discovering the most appropriate preparatory path for scaling Mt. Everest is comparable 

to the explorations, hurdles, and trial-and-error path of teacher preparation and inclusion 

classrooms in education. 

A combination of historical, political, and social factors has guided the path to the 

discussion held today of providing students with disabilities a quality education. As 

coiled as the path has been to reach the present status of teacher preparation and inclusive 

classrooms, so was the path of gathering relevant information in the literature review.
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Through many forks in the roads and detours, the researcher discovered a clear gap in 

research relating to teacher preparation, their perceptions, and inclusive classrooms. The 

gap discovered in relation to teacher preparation and perceptions is widened more when 

considering their training for not only educating students with disabilities in inclusive 

classrooms but also educating students with substantial behavior needs in inclusive 

classrooms. The literature review of this chapter offers discussions of the historical, 

political, and social paths special education has taken to reach the fulfillment of inclusive 

classrooms for students with disabilities, especially those with behavior needs. It also 

addresses the theoretical background and relevance of the theoretical frameworks to 

examine perceptions and teacher preparation/training. The review begins with a 

discussion of the purpose and types of literature reviews, followed by the search strategy 

used. 

Types and Purposes of Literature Reviews 

Literature reviews can serve different purposes for research. It is the systematic 

way of identifying, evaluating, and synthesizing recorded works from researchers, 

scholars, and practitioners in varying fields in order to obtain a better understanding 

regarding current information available on a topic (Fink, 2005). According to 

Dawidowicz (2010), the goal of literature reviews should be of establishing accuracy and 

comprehensive knowledge regarding a specific topic. By doing so, a researcher can then 

extend the understanding of the topic under investigation, contributing to the knowledge 

base (Dawidowicz, 2010). Fink (2005) divided the research review into seven tasks: 

1. Selecting research questions 
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2. Selecting bibliographic or article databases, websites and other sources 

3. Choosing search terms 

4. Applying practical screening criteria 

5. Applying methodological screening criteria (evaluation scientific quality) 

6. Doing the review 

7. Synthesizing the results (p. 7). 

Beginning a literature review by selecting the research questions is essential. 

Selecting the right research topic guides this process, followed by creating the research 

questions in order to address the gaps in information available in the body of literature 

and address a research need (Dawidowicz, 2010). The next step of selecting sources is 

also vital in the literature review process. Depending on the type of literature review, both 

local and research-based based sources can be utilized (Dawidowicz, 2010). However, for 

most of the literature reviews academic in nature, the research-based sources will be peer-

reviewed journals. Likewise, a variety of sources drawing the same conclusions and 

different perspectives about the topic should be used to reflect an unbiased picture of the 

topic (Dawidowicz, 2010). For the purposes of this literature review, an assortment of 

research-based and peer-reviewed journals were used, supporting both the topic and 

including differing perspectives. 

After choosing appropriate search terms, appropriate and practical screening 

should take place. Dawidowicz (2010) explained that the timeliness of the articles chosen 

in a literature review should also be considered during the process. The goal should be to 

examine current literature to have a complete understanding of the present status of the 
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research on the topic. On the other hand, there may also be some older, seminal literature 

used to assist in creating a framework for the current information available (Dawidowicz, 

2010). The literature review on the topic of this research comprised both current sources 

(limited within past 15 years) and older sources to support the historical context and 

theoretical framework. 

During and following the review, a synthesis of the results will take place. 

Torraco (2016) described synthesis as a process of creativity of integrating previously 

established ideas with newer ones by recasting, combining, reorganizing, and integrating 

concepts and perspectives. Dawidowicz (2010) explained complementing an integration 

process with synthesis within the literature allows for unbiased representation within the 

literature review. When synthesizing the literature, the researcher cites articles throughout 

the document so that readers understand both the theoretical context and line of logic 

being created (Dawidowicz, 2010). Torraco (2016) stated, “The lack of emphasis on 

synthesis in literature reviews is a weakness in most existing literature on the topic” (p. 

409). Leedy and Ormrod (2005) identified several guidelines for synthesizing 

information gathered in research: 

• Compare and contrast varying theoretical perspectives on the topic. 

• Show how approaches to the topic have changed over time. 

• Describe general trends in research findings. 

• Identify discrepant or contradictory findings and suggest possible explanations 

for such discrepancies.  

• Identify general themes that run throughout the literature. (p. 79) 
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This literature review followed these guidelines to integrate sources of different 

perspectives and varying results to explain the topic thoroughly. 

There are different forms of literature review serving different purposes and 

conducted differently depending on the need. Varying forms of literature reviews will be 

discussed and evaluated for the needs of the current research. After their evaluation, one 

literature review type will be followed for the purposes of this research. Cooper and 

Hedges (1994) explained that in traditional literature reviews, the purpose is to 

summarize studies by pointing their confirmations or conflicts with one another to 

provide a new reader with an overview of relevant knowledge in the subject area. 

Likewise, it evaluates previously established theories and hypothesis through a critical 

examination of the details of the primary studies (Jesson et al., 2012). 

Narrative critical literature review is one form of literature review found in 

research studies. The goal, as expressed by Greenhalgh et al. (2018), is to convince an 

expert audience through strong assertions and reasoning of information. The information 

must present both the underpinning evidence (including primary research) and how the 

evidence has formulated the review’s conclusion (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). Jesson and 

Lacey (2006) defined the purpose of a narrative critical literature review is to discover 

information already present about a specified topic with the overall objective of 

summarizing the present information and develop or elaborate on one’s own research 

ideas. For this to take place sufficiently requires utilization of a substantial amount of 

searching and research to pinpoint existing information. Furthermore, to avoid 

plagiarism, numerous sources are in the review (Jesson & Lacy, 2006). Through this 
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process, the range of information found should be synthesized to produce a 

comprehensive review for readers (Jesson & Lacey, 2006). Importantly, this information 

should lead to one’s own analytic interpretation. Equally as important is the inclusion of 

opposing theoretical stances in the literature review. 

Although often referred to as unsystematic in comparison to the classic 

methodology of systematic reviews, narrative reviews are conducted and presented 

systematically depending on the purpose, method, and context (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). 

Jesson and Lacey (2006) continued in their description of a narrative critical literature 

review by providing details on the documentation of the search process within the 

literature review. They recommended the practice of including search details within one’s 

research to provide the scope of the review to the reader to include, but not limited to, 

key words and details. By including the search details, the purpose of the review is better 

understood. 

The next steps of the narrative critical literature review process relate to its 

presentation. Jesson and Lacey (2006) outlined steps for the structure of the literature 

review: (a) an introduction, (b) numbered and named sections, or sub-headings to 

organized themes within the material, (c) and a conclusion or summary of findings and 

main points. Throughout this process, the body of the review should be an unbiased 

representation answering the research questions. It should also gather and organize the 

material into concepts, ideas, and topics focusing on a single topic at a time (Jesson & 

Lacey, 2006). This allows the reader to focus on the points and arguments made (Jesson 

& Lacey, 2006). 
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Greenhalgh et al. (2018) described several specific types of narrative reviews to 

consider when conducting a narrative review. A hermeneutic review is a narrative review 

process of creating an interpretive understanding by obtaining a critical reflection the 

resources (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). Unlike more systematic reviews, it may or may not 

use systematic research methods and inclusion /exclusion criteria, but it focuses more on 

the interpretation in relation of advancing theoretical understanding (Greenhalgh et al., 

2018). Another narrative described is a meta-narrative review. It diverts the attention 

from analyzing results and implication from various studies and focuses more on critical 

reflection as a map of the development and maturation of ideas among different scholarly 

communities (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). The goal of both approaches is to mold one’s 

understandings through synthesis and analysis from the review (Greenhalgh et al., 2018). 

Researchers Baumeister and Leary (1997) highlighted a number of errors often 

evident in narrative literature reviews. First, having an inadequate development of the 

introduction is erroneous. According to Baumeister and Leary (1997), authors often lack 

a thorough presentation of their conceptual and theoretical ideas in the introduction and 

rely on simple descriptions of a compilation of related findings. Therefore, theoretical 

integration fails to take place, and the importance of the topic is not accurately portrayed 

in the introduction (Baumeister & Leary, 1997). According to Baumeister and Leary 

(1997), initial integration of the theoretical framework into the manuscript, both 

comprehensively and vigorously, is vital. Baumeister and Leary (1997) clearly stated, “A 

literature review that simply describes a series of studies on some topic has not 

accomplished enough to warrant publication” (p. 317). 
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Another error often found in narrative literature reviews is the inadequacy of 

coverage of evidence. According to Baumeister and Leary (1997), this often occurs due 

to an uncertainty of the authors of how much detail to give. This may occur because an 

author cites the conclusion of literature without going into detail and describing the 

method and specific results. Concerns with evidence in a narrative literature are cause 

criticism of the review type. Greenhalgh (2018) criticized that in narrative reviews, 

supporting evidence is strategically selected to support a specific perspective. This is met 

by the counter-argument that it is not strategic but rather purposively relevant to the key 

questions and purposes of the review (Greenhalgh. 2018). The concern of coverage of 

evidence is opposite of the next error of lack of integration, which Baumeister and Leary 

(1997) described as the lack of establishing the connection among various studies and its 

theoretical issues but rather simply a presentation of procedural information. 

The next common error in the narrative literature reviews is the lack of critical 

appraisal. Baumeister and Leary (1997) described this as the literature review author 

neglecting to assess the flaws and weaknesses in literature being reviewed. Its essential 

nature is emphasized as integral for sufficiently reviewing literature. Lack of critical 

appraisal is theorized to take place as authors attempt to provide evidence for a specific 

stance. It occurs due to stylistic differences of possible doubling the length of the 

literature review if every literature was criticized (Baumeister & Leary, 1997).  Another 

similar error is the lack of description regarding the essence of the evidence, creating 

indistinguishable differences between assertion and proof (Baumeister & Leary, 1997). 
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This serves importance as to the difference between citing an individual who mentions an 

idea and citing the person who possesses the evidence of it (Baumeister & Leary, 1997). 

Another type of literature review detailed by Jesson and Lacey (2006) is a 

systematic literature review, often referred to as SLR. This type of review greatly differs 

from a critical review. Three key distinguishing features separates it from a narrative 

critical review: (a) rigorous, rule-driven search process, (b) clear standards for acquiring 

data from studies, explicitly detailed in methods section, and (c) in-depth knowledge 

regarding each study in the systematic review (Jesson & Lacey, 2006). The third 

component of in-depth knowledge is a key component separating a systematic review 

from that of a more traditional literature review. A simple compilation of a summary of 

other related articles is not sufficient in a systematic review but rather an inclusion of 

analytical criticism as well (Hart, 1999). 

Jesson and Lacey (2006) explained that the SLR form of literature review is a less 

creative design than that of a narrative critical literature review. Higgins and Green 

(2011) defined SLR as a predetermined in structure to summarize findings answering a 

narrowly focused research question. One appealing aspect of SLR is its proclamation to 

be a more neutral, technical, and standardized process (Jesson et al., 2012). Due to the 

rigorous nature described in the first feature of SLR, specific trainings are often obtained 

in the process, generating scholars skilled in the technical tasks of completing the review 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2018). Furthermore, an attempt is made to acquire original research 

studies through extensively searching numerous databases, searching through more 

primitive research publications by hand, and establishing contact with the researchers 
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(Green et al., 2006). In this literature review method, authors may even make efforts to 

find unpublished articles that may have yielded unsupportive results (Green et al., 2006). 

According to Okoli and Schabram (2010), due to the stand-alone nature, rigorous 

process, and the depth of knowledge a systematic review entails, it is not widely used in 

theses or doctoral dissertation type reviews. Jesson et al. (2012) stated that the features of 

SLR align easily within a scientific framework but not as much with qualitative or 

interpretative research commonly found in social sciences. Due to the extensiveness of a 

SLR, it is often not implemented in research studies where the literature review itself is 

not focal point (Okoli & Schabram, 2010). 

Although there are different types of systematic reviews, Gough et al. (2013) 

stated that they all share the same basic logic and stages. The first stage is establishing 

the need for the review. This not only answers the question of the purpose and relevance 

of the research, but also what relevant experts, decision makers, and service users should 

be involved in setting the research agenda (Gough et al., 2013). This is beneficial to the 

research by diversifying the input on the research, thereby making it more widely useful. 

Next is establishing the review questions, their purpose, and related assumptions. Gough 

et al. (2013) stressed the importance of carefully defining each concept in the questions in 

order to clarify any assumptions and assist in explaining inclusions and exclusions in the 

review. Furthermore, the review should include in detail theories or ideologies related to 

the research questions, as well as diverse opinions on the review design process (Gough 

et al., 2013). 
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These items help lead to the next stage of inclusion criteria or scope. By 

implementing an extensive search procedure, extraction of any research of possible 

relevance takes place based on the implementation of inclusion and exclusion criteria 

(Greenhalgh et al., 2018). The research questions and conceptual framework assist in 

determining the range of study types needed for the literature review (Gough et al., 

2013). Other important inclusion criteria that may be considered is specific countries 

where the study occurred or the date of the studies. Including this information clarifies 

relevance, restrictions, and limitations. The stage of inclusion criteria leads directly to the 

next stage of search strategy. This is the search for potentially relevant studies for the 

review. Gough et al. (2013) explained that the choice of bibliographic databases used is 

critical to determining what is found in the search. While the search through databases is 

recommend, Gough et al. (2013) also recommended the use of keywords and controlled 

terms engines such as Google Scholar due to its restricting to academic work (Gough et 

al., 2013). 

Following the search strategy step, the next stage is the screening and coding 

process. Screening is the process of checking, or screening, the studies identified to 

ensure they meet the inclusion criteria (Gough et al., 2013). Once the relevant studies are 

both identified and screened, the relevant information should be gathered from the study 

to address the research on the topic, relevance to research questions, and synthesized 

findings (Gough et al., 2013). Next, through the mapping and appraising process, the 

research field is narrowed by quality and relevance based on the inclusion criteria. Three 

main components are considered during the appraising time: relativity of the study to the 
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research questions, scaled usage of the research design and methods in the study, and 

extent to which the study has been well executed. 

The end goals of each SLR is the synthesis stage. This is the process of 

integrating the findings of the included studies by examining data and looking for 

patterns (Gough et al., 2013). The synthesis is determined and guided by the research 

questions. The final stage of reporting provides all of the compiled and synthesized 

information on the research questions. In a SLR, the report not only reports the key 

findings but also requires clear reporting of the method utilized, including details of the 

route chosen and choices made at each stage (Gough et al., 2013). 

Another type of literature review for consideration is an integrative literature 

review, which provides a more extensive understanding of a specific topic through 

summarizing preceding research (Broome, 1993). It has its foundation in healthcare and 

nursing science with the purpose of building and guiding research initiatives and practice 

(Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). It combines critical analysis and creative synthesis to 

deliver a new perspective on a topic (Torraco, 2005). The purpose of this form of 

literature review is to provide specific conclusion related to the research topic. Broome 

(1993) believed the purpose of integrative reviews entailed a wider range: “to define 

concepts, review theories, review evidence and analyze methodological issues of a 

particular topic” (pp. 547-548). Five stages guide this review design: (1) problem 

identification; (2) literature search; (3) data evaluation (focusing on authenticity and 

methodological quality); (4) data analysis (including data reduction, display, comparison 

and conclusions; and (5) presentation (synthesizes the process into a model) (Hopia et al., 
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2016). Whittemore and Knafl (2005) proclaimed that this type of literature review 

method, which develops a holistic understanding of the topic by allowing for a 

combination of diverse methodologies, is a more rigorous format often using one guiding 

theory or a set of theories. 

The literature search portion of the integrative literature review can be extremely 

rigorous and extensive. More specifically, Whittemore and Knafl (2005) characterized 

integrative reviews as the one of the broadest types of research review methods due to its 

allowance of research in the experimental and non-experimental categories. In addition, it 

may be composed of both theoretical and empirical literature (Whittemore & Knafl, 

2005). According to Whittemore and Knafl (2005), an ideal integrative literature review 

examines a topic thoroughly and presents all literature of relevance to it. Presenting even 

more complex challenges is the stage of data evaluation. Due to the diversity of primary 

sources that may be utilized in an integrative literature review, evaluation of the quality 

of the primary sources is also complex (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). Furthermore, 

although computerized databases are efficient and effective, it is necessary to consider 

the risk of publication bias (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). 

Whittemore and Knafl (2005) explained that the data analysis portion is the most 

undeveloped stage of the literature review. Nonetheless, this stage “requires a thorough 

and unbiased interpretation of primary sources, along with an innovative synthesis of the 

evidence” (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005, p. 550). Establishing the procedures for the data 

analysis is imperative in an integrative review. Analyzing and synthesizing primary 

sources can be challenging in an integrative review, especially without explicit and 
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systematic methods specifying (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005). The extracted data then 

undergoes item analysis in order to categorize and code similar data. Afterwards, further 

comparisons are made through data reduction, display, and comparison, followed by the 

final steps of conclusion drawing and verification (Whittemore & Knafl, 2005).  

The current literature review on the perceptions of general education teachers on 

preparedness for behaviorally inclusive classrooms adopted Jesson and Lacey’s (2006) 

critical narrative literature review’s purpose and process. Similar to the purpose of 

narrative literature reviews set forth by Jesson and Lacey, the purpose of this literature 

review was to summarize information already present about the topic and generate the 

researcher’s own ideas. In order to fulfill this purpose, the researcher utilized a variety of 

sources and synthesized the range of information. 

         Jesson and Lacey (2006) clearly stressed the importance of providing details 

regarding the search process within the literature review, to include both keywords and 

details. Information gathered from the search will then be presented with an introduction, 

subheadings of organized themes, and a conclusion summarizing the main points. The 

following section details the search strategy, including key words and details related to 

this research.  

Search Strategy 

The search process of the literature review uncovered several similar studies. 

Amongst these studies, a common element among them was that most of them were 

quantitative in nature, yielding important implications but limited in detail. This research 
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was qualitative with the aim of gathering rich details regarding perceptions of the general 

education teachers.  

One of the key phrases and foci of the research was general education teachers. 

Much of the current research related to inclusion focused on special education teachers, 

with little attention directed towards general education teachers in inclusion classroom 

settings. Another focus of the current research was the term preparedness. Many of the 

studies focused on general education teachers’ perception of inclusion, not their 

perception of preparedness for the inclusive classroom. Focusing on the perception of 

preparedness guided this research to have more relation to education and trainings than 

simply that of perceptions alone. The last focus was on behavior. Shifting the focus to 

perceptions for preparedness of classrooms inclusive with behavior allowed the 

exploration of a more specific field needing attention in education.  

When examining the preparedness of general education teachers, in relation to 

their trainings, a specific target is set towards behavior-based trainings. Subsequently, 

this brings forth the additional key terms of preservice programs (teacher preparation 

programs), and in-service training (professional development/learning). Studies with 

research focused on preservice and in-service training as an influencer of inclusion 

existed; however, they failed to be from the perspective of the teachers and their 

reflections (Fuchs, 2010). Likewise, the subject of students with behavior disabilities also 

lacked in research when discussing inclusion and teacher training. Therefore, the search 

process of this literature review addressed these concepts found lacking in many other 

research studies. 
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The purpose of this literature review was to establish supporting theoretical 

frameworks, specify key terms, and fill a gap in research on teacher preparation for 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms. The review focuses on the legal background of 

inclusion in education, the impact of inclusion, and the perceptions of teachers of 

students with behavior disorders in their classrooms. Furthermore, the literature review 

focuses on the preservice preparation of individuals leading to educator certification in 

both general education teachers and special education. In this area, the literature review 

also directs focus on the teachers’ perceptions of the programs impact in their preparation 

for inclusive classrooms. Figure 1 illustrates the search strategy for this literature review. 
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Figure 1 
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transformative learning are presented as a foundational basis for the research. The review 

addresses the major components of each theory as well its relationship to the current 

research on perceptions of general education teachers on their preparedness for 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms. After each review, are discussions of relative 

criticisms. 

Mapping out the Background 

Similar to that of the climber preparing for the feat of scaling Mount Everest, a 

clear understanding of background information regarding the vast mountain may prove 

beneficial. To engage in such an endeavor without this information may result in 

challenges on the journey. The same is appropriate in reference to the U.S. history of 

students with disabilities to understand the present day status of their educational 

platform. The population of students served in special education in the United States has 

continued to increase throughout the years. These students’ disabilities comprise learning, 

emotional behavioral, intellectual, and physical disabilities. One commonality among 

these students is that they all have the right to a free and appropriate education as stated 

by the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and IDEA of 1997. Before IDEA, many children did 

not have the opportunities to receive an education or their families did not have the 

opportunities to participate in any planning or placement regarding their children with 

disabilities (Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services [OSERS], 2018). 

However, there is now constant debate among educators on how to include these students 

in general education classes with nondisabled peers. Prior to 1975, a federal law did not 

exist warranting students with disabilities (SWD) the right to a public education. The first 
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legislation to protect the education rights of SWD was the Education for all Handicapped 

(EHA) Children Act of 1975 (P.L. 97-142), which delineated specific regulations 

regarding the free appropriate public education of SWD. The act had had four specific 

purposes: 

• to assure that all children with disabilities have available to them . . . a free 

appropriate public education 

• to assure the rights of the children with disabilities and their parents are 

protected 

• to assist States and localities to provide for the education of all children with 

disabilities 

•  to assess and assure the effectiveness of efforts to educate all children with 

disabilities. (EHA, 1975, 89 STAT. 775) 

 Furthermore, this legislation also extended placement of SWD with nondisabled peers in 

the least restrictive environment (LRE) to the maximum extent appropriate (EHA, 1975). 

The placement of LRE is not defined specifically, as it varies according to individual 

student needs, causing ongoing debate among school personnel (Rozalski et al., 2011). 

Since the passing of Education for All Handicapped Act in 1975, preparing and 

having an adequate amount of special education teachers became a focus in education, 

with less attention being directed towards general education teachers in reference to 

SWD. Following both EHA and IDEA, states and localities received federal aid for 

meeting challenges in personnel preparation by way of supporting early childhood 

program and schools with scarce financial resources to support children with specific 
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disabilities (OSERS, 2018). Similarly, the passing of both IDEA of 1997 and the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) OF 2001 highlighted the discussion of 

an inclusive education. According to IDEA of 1997, when appropriate, consideration for 

placement in the general education classroom must be discussed before considering other 

placement settings. 

In 2002, President Bush signed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, increasing 

the federal role in education. This act served as a congressional attempt to improve 

student achievement and reform ESEA in the United States with an emphasis on 

accountability. Its goal, according to Simpson et al. (2004), was that the academic 

performance of all students, including those with disabilities, achieve at a proficient level. 

Specifically stated in NCLB (2001), it “is to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, 

and significant opportunity to obtain a high quality education, and reach, at a minimum, 

proficiency on challenging state academic achievement standards and state academic 

assessments” (p. 68). When considering SWD, the proficiency requirements of NCLB 

presented specific special education services to eligible students: 

 Availability of adequate resources to implement NCLB; allowances for the use of 

flexible and individualized evaluation accommodations and modifications that 

address students’ unique learning abilities, disabilities and other needs; and 

support for personnel preparation and professional development needed to 

successfully implement the mandate. (Simpson et al., 2004, p. 87)  

Although the intent of the mandates was to improve the level of all students, 

many states rebelled against NCLB due to the imposition of costly requirements without 
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the funding to carry out the mandates (Simpson et al., 2004). For example, one 

accountability component implemented by NCLB was the requirement that core content 

teachers be highly qualified. Relative to the area of special education, due to severe 

teacher shortages, many classrooms of SWD are taught by uncertified personnel and 

those without the minimum required credentials (CEC, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2003). 

Therefore, this requirement placed constraints on acquiring qualified teachers in an area 

already experiencing teacher shortages.  

The 2004 amendments to IDEA (P.L. 108-446) and the 2001 ESEA amendment 

(P.L. 107-110) also provided accountability provisions for students with disabilities in 

relation to participation and proficiency rates on assessments (OSERS, 2018). Due to the 

target of IDEA and ESEA on annual assessments and inclusion of SWD in general 

education classrooms, emphasis was placed on the need for SWD to receive high quality 

instruction on grade-level standards and learn general education curriculum (IDEA, 

1997). Implementing inclusive classrooms helps support this mandate. 

In 2015, President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (P.L. 

114-95), which reauthorized the ESEA and replaced NCLB. According to Darrow 

(2016), it was a step in the right direction by granting states more power while also 

mandating schools to report information regarding the abilities of their students. One of 

the main differences of ESSA when compared to NCLB is the accountability measures in 

regard to assessments. What remained the same is the requirement of 95% student 

participation rate on standardized assessments with exceptions for the estimated 1% of 

students with significant cognitive disabilities. One update made to this area is that states 
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must conduct comparisons of data obtained from SWD to those students without 

disabilities (Darrow, 2016). Another update to ESSA was the discontinuance of NCLB’s 

highly qualified teacher (HQ) requirement. Under ESSA, states received the power to set 

specific standards for teacher certification. Although HQ status is no longer required, 

ESSA (2015) does require reporting of those educators teaching outside of their field of 

certification and those teaching with emergency or provisional certifications only.  

ESSA also implemented provisions regarding SWD. These specifications 

consisted of mandates for the general curriculum to be accessible for SWD, 

implementation of the state’s academic achievement standards for SWD, and assurance 

of postsecondary education and employment tracks by schools for SWD (ESSA, 2015). 

The emphasis on this area continues to support the concept of inclusion for SWD. ESSA 

(2015) also mandated states construct plans to address discipline in regard to excessive 

use of disciplinary practices and reduction of behavioral practices, such as restraints and 

seclusion (Darrow, 2016). These are areas that have a vast effect on students with 

behavior disorders and other disabilities. Darrow (2016) pinpointed these targeted areas 

are most prevalent with students with behavior disorders and other disabilities.  

Shift in Roles and Responsibilities 

Unselfish teamwork is how Tenzing Norgay described how to tackle climbing 

Everest with success. The same can be said regarding successful implementation of an 

inclusive classroom. Inclusion success requires unselfish teamwork among the students 

as students of varying ability levels work together to acquire knowledge. Likewise, the 

same is needed between the general education and special education teachers. With the 
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expectation of both teachers to educate the students in a general education environment, 

collaboration is essential for achieving this goal. 

Across the United States, the roles of general education teachers are expanding to 

encompass more facets than ever before. Teachers’ responsibilities now include aspects 

such as “management of the learning processes; responsiveness to individual learning 

needs of students; planning and collaborating in teams; and evaluation of systematic 

improvement planning” (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, p. 

3). More specifically, general education teachers also find themselves sharing many 

responsibilities once solely held by special education teachers. They now join in the 

responsibility of assisting in developing education plans in order to accommodate lessons 

to meet students’ individual needs. Smith (1998) explained that regular education 

teachers now face the task of how to accommodate students with disabilities by ways of 

adapting group lessons, modifying work, and supplementing textbooks. Furthermore, 

they now attend additional meetings and professional learning to better plan and 

accommodate teaching students with disabilities (Smith, 1998). 

Amendments to IDEA in 2004 contributed to this share of responsibility by 

addressing additional roles of general education teachers when considering students 

served in special education. One revision requires a minimum of one general education 

teacher’s participation in creating and implementing the individualized education plan for 

the student with a disability (IDEA, 2004). These requirements also call into question 

whether general education teachers have the necessary training to execute the specific 

and required types of regulations for students with disabilities. 
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Johnson (2016) stated that inclusive teacher education must equip each 

prospective teacher with a knowledge base regarding diverse learners and prepare them 

with the task to design effective instruction for those children. This is an example of the 

expectation of all general educators assuming responsibility for all the students in the 

classroom, rather than deferring the sole responsibility of adapting instruction to special 

education personnel (Johnson, 2016). Holdheide and Reschly (2008) suggested nine 

critical components for integrating students with disabilities in the general classroom 

setting educators to have the knowledge and skills for successful inclusive education:  

Inclusion foundations and service models, collaboration skills focused on teaming 

and planning, access to the general education program through universal design 

for learning (UDL) and differentiation, strategies focused on classroom 

organization and behavioral management, strategies focused on scientifically 

based reading instruction, family involvement, and student collaboration. p. 6)  

Additionally, is the critical component of addressing the beliefs and dispositions that 

develop regarding inclusive schooling. 

As suggested by Holdheide and Reschly (2008), collaboration, commonly 

observed to occur between general and special educators through the strategy of co-

teaching, is critical in an inclusive environment. Unfortunately, many educators do not 

experience this practice until placed in the situation during their teaching career. Johnson 

(2016) maintained that co-teaching evidence-based practices must be infused into the 

practice of preservice educators in order to produce educational benefits for learners. 

Although the model of co-teaching or cooperative teaching can be present in various 
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ways and at varying levels, the commonality is the general education teacher’s role of 

being responsible for content delivery (Johnson, 2016). Due to this reliance on the 

general education inclusion teacher for instructional deliver, collaboration with the 

special educators is vital. 

Managing the needs of students with ongoing behavior concerns is another role 

that general education teachers of inclusion classes must be prepared for adopting. Many 

inclusive teachers consider this a critical concern (Johnson, 2016). The social acceptance 

experienced from being a member of an inclusive classroom is a major benefit for SWD. 

However, this acceptance must begin with teacher acceptance and both the general and 

special education inclusive teachers need to promote and model social acceptance of the 

students in this environment (Johnson, 2016). Johnson (2016) further emphasized the 

need for general education teacher support in focusing on positive strategies required for 

addressing behaviors in the inclusive setting. Additionally, teachers need training on 

instilling intrinsic motivation in students by self-monitoring their own behavior. 

Impact of Inclusion 

When discussing inclusion, Vygotsky sets the foundation for the importance of 

including SWD in classes with their peers. According to Vygotsky (1993), the social 

aspect is crucial in the upbringing of children with disabilities and their social 

environment determines the personality of children with disabilities. He further stressed 

these interactions with peers greatly influences sociocultural conditions for development 

and socialization for children (Vygotsky, 1993). During the late 1920s, Vygotsky 

developed the concept referred to as the zone of proximal development (ZPD), which he 
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defined as the “distance between the actual development level as determined by the 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined 

through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable 

peer” (p. 86). Simply stated, children are able to extend their mental functions past simple 

perceptions by engaging in socially interactive relationships with more advanced and 

knowledgeable peers and adults (Vygotsky, 1934/1978). This interaction with both 

advanced adults and more capable peers supports the overall concept of the importance of 

inclusion. 

ZPD is a construct to address both cognitive development and human learning. 

Developed by Vygotsky in response to psychometric–based testing in Russian schools, 

ZPD challenged the idea of the current level of learner’s’ achievement and focused on the 

learner’s potential for future development (Vygotsky, 1934/1962). Roosevelt (2008) 

summarized that, from a Vygotskian view, the goal of education is for learners to remain 

in their ZPD with the opportunity to work with more capable peers until the learner is 

able to complete the same task independently. This interaction in turn raises the learner’s 

ZPD. 

Supporting Vygotsky’s idea of ZPD, the research of Causton-Theoharis and 

Theoharis (2008) showed that as members of inclusive classrooms, the general education 

curriculum is more accessible to SWD, and SWD receive opportunities to connect with 

peers. Similarly stated by Reed et al. (2011), inclusive placement allows students with 

disabilities to be in an environment that can enhance social development and academic 
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performance and develop social interactions with students without disabilities These are 

direct benefits of placing students in the least restrictive environments (LRE). 

The principle of LRE, when discussing special education, emerged in the 1960s as 

conversations begin to take place regarding education placements of SWD. During this 

time, a continuum of placements in education beginning with the least restrictive to the 

most restrictive setting was necessary (Reynolds, 1962). The IDEA regulations specify a 

continuum of alternative placements across the school setting must be available in order 

to consider the most appropriate setting for students with disabilities (IDEA Regulations, 

34 C.F.R. 300.551(a)). When discussing LRE in the general education environment, there 

is a range of support available: 

(a) full-time in the inclusive classroom with a para-professional serving as a one-

on-one aid or classroom aid, (b) with a special education teacher as a coteacher, 

(c) having a special education teacher provide in classroom instruction to small 

groups as needed, or (d) no other support or special education teacher in the 

classroom during instruction, but rather having support through consultation only. 

(Johnson, 2016, p. 31) 

According to Taylor (2004), the most restrictive placements are often the most 

segregated, and they offer the least intensive services. Nonetheless, despite the 

acceptance of LRE, there remains significant numbers of SWD found in the most 

restrictive ends of the continuum.  

One positive impact of inclusion is the implementation of differentiated 

instruction (DI) in the classroom. Although DI should take place in all classes due to 
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students having various ability levels and learning profiles, its implementation is 

imperative in inclusive classrooms. DI requires flexibility among teachers and service 

providers in the teaching methods and adjustment of curriculum (Tomlinson, 2001). 

Through the implementation of DI, teachers make accommodations to address individual 

student interests, learning styles, and academic/school readiness levels (Tomlinson, 

2001). Thakur (2014) claimed that, in order for teachers be efficient in DI, it is beneficial 

for them to have some knowledge of the certain types of disabilities. This consists of 

looking for strengths and weaknesses in the disability profiles of these students.  

DI is vital to facilitate student success in inclusive settings. Drawing its 

theoretical base from Vygotsky’s ZPD and Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, DI 

enables students with a vast range of abilities to participate in inclusive classrooms 

(Lawrence-Brown, 2004). Vygotsky (1934/1978) further described the interaction of 

ZPD as the student’s capability to perform tasks with and without assistance or guidance 

from adults or peers. In order for DI to take place, prior to implementation, teachers 

should identify the student’s level of independence on tasks, which is the actual 

development (Thakur, 2014). Next, Thakur (2014) stated teachers should evaluate their 

performance with more challenging tasks while providing academic support from 

teachers or higher performing peers. The overall objective is through this experience, the 

students will gain the academic skills for learning and performing these tasks 

independently, which is their potential development (Thakur, 2014). 

When considering DI, as previously stated, considering student learning styles 

play an important role. Gardner and Moran (2006) described a set of intelligences that 
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each human possesses even at diverging levels: visual-spatial, verbal-linguistic, musical, 

logical-mathematical, bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and naturalistic. 

One of the areas of intelligence usually effaces as a dominant over others. Knowing the 

dominant area of intelligence allows the teacher to tailor DI to target the strongest area 

while still using them all (Gardner & Moran, 2006; Thakur, 2014). By considering 

student learning styles, teachers can plan activities while considering student learning 

profiles (Thakur, 2014). Understanding students’ ZPDs and knowing their intelligence 

learning profile are both beneficial instructional planning strategies for all classrooms, 

especially inclusive classrooms due to the likelihood of students having such a range of 

levels.  

Another aspect of inclusion to consider is the impact it has on students in the 

classroom without disabilities. Typically, inclusive classrooms have additional teachers 

or assistants who play a role in educating the students in the class. These additional 

personnel in the classroom may possibly have a positive impact on students without 

disabilities as well. Research by Kalymon et al. (2010) focused on the attitude of middle 

school boys towards peers with disabilities in their classrooms. This research revealed 

that the boys in the study reported easily establishing positive peer relationships with the 

SWD in their class. In another study of peers without disabilities, Demeris et al. (2007) 

discovered students without special needs performed slightly better when the number of 

SWD increased in their class. 

Although the benefits of inclusion are noteworthy, there are some specific 

concerns with the education model of inclusion. An examination of academic 
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performance of SWD by de Mello (2011) found that SWD often perform significantly 

lower than do their peers, consequently leading to concerns in regard to the skills and 

level of support needed for general education teachers to educate such diversified 

classrooms.  

Another concern are the differing perceptions among teachers for inclusion 

depending on different types of disabilities. For example, when comparing disability 

categories, Avramidis et al. (2000) found teachers perceived students with emotional and 

behavioral disabilities as a more challenging group of students to work with than others. 

Conversely, Todorovic et al. (2011) found that general education teachers responded 

favorably to the inclusion of students with emotional difficulties, in comparison to 

students with attention problems. Nonetheless, even with these discrepancies in 

perceptions, Avramidis et al. (2000) reported that overall, more positivity towards the 

inclusion of SWD were observed from general education teachers with more experience 

in inclusion settings and those with more participation in professional development 

opportunities. 

Although Avramidis et al. (2000) and Todorovic et al. (2011) reported that 

experience and professional development yielded more positive attitudes among teachers, 

they did not address the notion of how the teachers felt these entities had prepared them 

for educating inclusive classrooms. Furthermore, the research also did not find any 

relations differences in the teachers’ education and its effect on their attitudes (Todorovic 

et al., 2011). Unfortunately, this was a quantitative study, and there were no available 
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details regarding this matter. Additionally, there was no further discussion regarding 

education prior to teaching in inclusive classrooms. 

Perceptions and Attitudes 

Smith and Leonard (2005) explained that a positive attitude from both general and 

special education teachers regarding inclusion is necessary for success to take place in an 

inclusive classroom. Sharma et al. (2006) noted that preservice teachers who received 

training and experiences with people with disabilities demonstrated more positive 

attitudes towards inclusion. This supports findings by Murphy (1996) of the important 

role attitudes play in new teachers. According to Murphy (1996), if teachers depart from 

universities with negative attitudes, it is extremely difficult to alter those feelings, 

therefore leading to noticeable negative impacts on students.  

Unianu (2012) indicated that teachers’ attitudes are one of the most difficult 

challenges of inclusive education. Unianu (2012) further specified several factors 

believed to influence teachers’ attitudes: “degree of children’s difficulty, nature of 

disability, teacher’s experience with children with special education needs, trust in their 

own capabilities to implement inclusive activities and the teacher’s preparedness for 

integrated classrooms” (p. 901). These factors may directly influence teachers and their 

ability to educate students in inclusive classrooms. For example, Monsen and 

Frederickson (2004) found that students have higher levels of classroom satisfaction 

when educated by teachers expressing more positivity for inclusive classrooms. 

The severity or degree of difficulty of a disability often influences teachers’ 

attitudes towards inclusion. More specifically, the attitude of teachers appears less 
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positive towards inclusion when students with a specific disability category or more 

severe disabilities are members of the inclusive setting (Forlin & Chambers, 2011; 

Hastings & Oakford, 2003). In general, teachers were more supportive of SWD in the 

areas of physical and sensory-based disabilities than those with intellectual, learning and 

behavior disabilities (Avramidis et al., 2000; Hastings & Oakford, 2003). Similarly, 

teachers perceived inclusion of students with social, emotional, and behavioral 

difficulties as difficult, which generated negative teacher attitudes (Cook, 2004; Cook et 

al., 2007; Hastings & Oakford, 2003).  

Research has revealed that the factor of previous experience working with 

children with special needs influences teachers’ attitudes (Sharma et al., 2006; Unianu, 

2012). Forlin and Chambers (2011) found that only 18% of 693 newly graduated teachers 

perceived their preparedness in teaching SWD was good or excellent. Furthermore, 32% 

of the population indicated satisfactory preparation with 25% considering their 

preparation as unsatisfactory (Forlin & Chambers, 2011). This is insightful information 

relating to teachers’ perception and attitudes. When Forlin and Chambers (2011) further 

investigated the teachers’ perceptions, they found that only 7.5% indicated further 

training in the area of working with gifted or SWD as a priority, whereas 23.5% indicated 

more of a concern for more information in behavior management.  

Another area indicated by Unianu (2012) as influencing teacher attitudes and 

perceptions was the teacher’s trust in their own capabilities and preparedness for the 

classroom. Unianu (2012) found this trust related to teachers’ views on their formal 

education training. More specifically, the training consisted of engagement with people 
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with disabilities through a combination of formal training and hands-on experiences 

(Unianu, 2012). The aim of this type of training is to improve preparedness and positive 

attitudes towards inclusion (Avramidis et al., 2000; Campbell et al., 2003). Sharma et al. 

(2006) viewed teacher education as the catalyst in developing favorable attitudes and 

skills necessary for the implementation of inclusion to be a success. The next section 

explores this area of the influence of formal education training in greater detail.  

Although not listed in Unianu’s (2012) list of factors influencing teacher attitudes, 

self-efficacy is also an area to consider in the discussion of teacher attitudes. Bandura 

(1997) defined self-efficacy is as the belief a person has in their own capability. Bandura 

(1997) further detailed that this belief in turn influences how teachers create and manage 

the learning environment for students. According Sharma et al. (2011), teachers with 

higher self-efficacy believe that SWD can be successful in the regular classroom, 

whereas by teachers with low self-efficacy believe the opposite. Those teachers with low 

self-efficacy who do not believe in their capability to implement inclusive practices are 

less willing to adapt to meet the needs of SWD. The latter portion of this chapter provides 

more detailed information on self-efficacy as a framework of support for teacher 

perceptions. 

Preservice Preparation  

Through ongoing research of general education teachers working with SWD in 

inclusive environments, a commonality found is the impact of proper preparation. Evans 

et al. (1996) cited the limited number of personnel trained and equipped to provide 

quality inclusion for students is a significant barrier for the least restrictive settings. 
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Teachers often feel inadequate and struggle due to limited or no special training in 

working with special populations of students ranging in different learning styles and 

disabilities (Sze, 2009). Fuchs (2010) stated that teacher preparation programs have the 

significant responsibility of equipping future educators with the expertise and abilities to 

educate all students. Therefore, the sense of inadequacy that teachers may experience 

may stem from the lack of preparation at the preservice level by these programs.  

According to the President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education 

(PCESE) (2002), “the current system of pre-service and in-service education is not 

sufficient to produce personnel who can ensure students with disabilities to achieve 

satisfactory outcomes” (p. 57). Shippen et al. (2005) claimed that, to address the increase 

of SWD in general education classrooms, both preservice and in-service programs for all 

teachers should include cross training and relative coursework. Worrell (2008) further 

noted, “A solid foundation of knowledge about students’ disabilities, educational needs, 

accommodations, modifications, and the law affects both the children with disabilities 

and the teacher” (p. 44). 

Campbell et al. (2003) found that preservice teachers’ attitudes towards inclusive 

classrooms were more positive following university coursework on the topic. However, 

on average, “general educators reported completing 1.5 courses focused on special 

education in comparison to approximately 11 courses for special educators” (Cameron & 

Cook, 2007, p. 360). Furthermore, these limited courses often provided minimal 

introductory type information. For example, Fender and Fiedler (1990) found that of the 

courses provided relating to SWD, little focus appeared relating to methodologies for 
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inclusive practices but instead mainly focused on disability characteristics. Van 

Laarhoven et al. (2007) theorized that teacher preparation programs should redirect their 

focus to practical content involving more hands-on classroom type experiences versus 

theoretical concepts. Sharma et al. (2006) suggested that one of the most impactful 

variables for influencing teacher attitudes towards inclusion is education focused on 

disabilities. A review of research by Sze (2009) revealed positive attitudes in preservice 

teachers toward inclusion were evident in those with teacher education in inclusion. 

Overall, receiving teacher training of awareness of disabilities and appropriate strategies 

for teaching SWD contributed to positive impacts of success (Sze, 2009). 

The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) (2015) delineated seven initial 

preparation standards defining knowledge and abilities candidates must have before they 

begin teaching: (1) learner development and individual learning differences, (2) learning 

environments, (3) curricular content knowledge, (4) assessment, (5) instructional 

planning strategies, (6) professional learning and ethical practice, and (7) collaboration. 

The CEC recommended that all programs, regardless of the specialty areas, incorporate 

these preparation standards. 

Standard 1 of the CEC (2015) sets the groundwork for special educators’ 

preparation by understanding the characteristics of individuals with and without 

exceptionalities, as well as understanding how their exceptionalities interact with their 

development and learning. Likewise, educators are to grasp and appreciate the beliefs, 

traditions and values across cultures and the impact they have on the student’s education 

(CEC, 2015). This enables modifications of the learning environment to take place to 
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allow significant learning experiences of both relevance and rigor. The goal of Standard 2 

is to prepare special educators with the tools and knowledge for creating safe, inclusive, 

and culturally responsive learning environments (CEC, 2015). This accomplishment 

takes place through collaboration with other colleagues with the special educator serving 

as a resource for motivational, behavioral, and instructional interventions (CEC, 2015).  

Standards 3 and 4 both address academic preparation for special educators. 

Standard 3 focuses on special educators’ understanding and knowledge of the curriculum 

taught. Additionally, it focuses on the development and implementation of 

accommodations and modifications for students with disabilities. Standard 4 expands on 

this focus by stating special educators must understand and demonstrate appropriate use 

of various types of assessments of this curriculum (CEC, 2015). Standard 5 explains that 

beginning special education professionals must acquire skills to understand how to 

appropriately implement specific evidence-based instructional strategies based on the 

needs of the students to further their academic development (CEC, 2015). They also are 

responsible for creating individualized transition places when appropriate for preschool 

and secondary students (CEC, 2015). All of these components of Standard 5 require both 

knowledge and collaboration among special educators, general educators, and families. 

Standard 6 addresses professional learning and ethics for special educators. Standard 7 

explains the need for collaboration with other individuals due to the diverse, complex 

needs of students (CEC, 2015). These individuals range from general educators, related-

service providers, community agencies, and families.  
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When comparing preservice programs of general educators and special education 

teachers, Brownell et al. (2005) found that those general education programs considered 

as exemplary placed great emphasis on content subject knowledge when compared to 

special education programs of a more general pedagogical stance. Special education 

programs directed their focus towards more specialized areas. For example, of the 

programs evaluated by Brownell et al. (2005), 27 (42%) of those were found to focus on 

preparing teachers to work with students with severe abilities in inclusive environments. 

When examining the framework of teacher education programs, Brownell et al. (2005) 

found two main characteristics lacking in special education program descriptions that 

were evident in exemplary teacher education programs: (a) strong programmatic visions 

and (b) heavy emphasis on subject-matter pedagogy. 

The funding of teacher education programs also plays a role in the emphasized 

areas of general education and special education teacher programs. Of the 64 programs 

researched by Brownell et al. (2005), 27 received funds from the Office of Special 

Education Programs (OSEP), and 37 did not. Of these programs, 38 were special 

education programs, and 26 were dual certification programs. OSEP provided an amount 

of federal funding to the program unavailable for general education programs. These 

programs with funding directed their focus exclusively on equipping teachers for 

inclusive environments (Brownell et al., 2005). Brownell et al. (2005) also noted that this 

focus was very similar to the focus of non-OSEP funded programs but different from 

general education teacher programs.   
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Preservice programs of dual certification also produced similar results for future 

educators. Findings in the Shippen et al. (2005) study suggested that dual training in both 

general and special education at the university level might provide classroom teachers 

with an increased capacity and willingness to educate SWD in the general education 

classroom. Kim (2011) found that preservice students in dual certification programs had 

the opportunity to participate in more field experiences with SWD compared to programs 

of single certification. Kim (2011) also noted that between the types of programs, there 

was a chance of components varying immensely in coursework and experiences. 

According to PCESE (2002), these unified teacher education programs have the 

most attributes of an effective teacher education program for developing skills of both 

general and special education students. Due to the inclusion demand in K-12 schools, 

many postsecondary institutions understand the role they play in ensuring the preparation 

of new teachers for diverse classrooms (Ahsan et al., 2012). Although ongoing research 

supports the impact of inclusion training and benefits of field experiences on teacher 

attitudes supporting inclusion, this may not be enough for successful inclusive 

classrooms. Research by Peebles and Mendaglio (2014) suggested that positive attitudes 

alone may not automatically connect with teachers’ feelings of being prepared for 

inclusive classrooms. It is becoming more evident that more is required. For example, a 

qualitative study by Fayez et al. (2011) showed that regardless of preservice teachers’ 

positive attitudes toward inclusion, they did not feel as though their mandated inclusion 

courses adequately prepared them. This realization plays a major role when discussing 
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general education teachers and inclusion, further leading to the discussion of whether 

these teachers feel adequately prepared for inclusive classrooms. 

Conderman and Johnston-Rodriguez (2009) surveyed 46 beginning special 

education and general education teachers of their perceptions regarding their preparation 

for inclusive settings provided by their preservice programs. In this research, significant 

disparities were discovered regarding the knowledge and ability levels between general 

and special educators. Results showed that compared to special educators, general 

education teachers did not feel as though they received adequate preparation in areas, 

such as preparing curriculum and assessments, grouping, and instructional pacing for 

SWD. One limitation of this study was that the participants only consisted of first-year 

teachers. When considering the impact of in-service professional learning on teacher 

preparation, it would be difficult for a teacher who has only taught and received 

professional learning for one year. However, Conderman and Johnston-Rodriguez’s 

(2009) research again brought forth the question of adequate preparation for general 

education teachers for inclusive classrooms. 

College preservice programs are not the only routes to teacher certification. 

Alternative forms of teacher certification programs developed to counter low teacher 

retention rates. One example is the Teach for America (TFA) program. Established in 

1990, its goal is the provided low-income and rural schools with teachers by the 

recruitment of recent graduates from colleges and universities in a strive to close racial 

and socioeconomic achievement gaps (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011). TFA sets a two-

year minimum requirement for the position with the hopes of addressing teacher turnover 
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rates in low income and high minority schools, which continue to be a massive struggle 

(Donaldson & Johnson, 2011). The constant need for new teachers to fill these positions 

stems from obstacles to providing a quality education for these students. Novice teachers 

typically considered to be less efficient often replace these teachers (Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2011). These schools need the most stability and suffer if teachers continue to 

change every few years (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011).  

Likewise, teacher shortages also occur in high-need fields of education. For 

example, shortages exist in the field of special education, with more shortages evident in 

teachers of students with emotional disturbance (ED) (Henderson et al., 2005). According 

to Henderson et al. (2005), the number of teachers prepared to teach children with ED is 

in major shortage. This shortage further leads to emergency licenses or alternate 

certification programs for special education teachers, especially those teachers of students 

with ED (Henderson et al., 2005).  

Not everyone agrees with the implementation of alternate certification programs 

such as TFA. Many critics believe that the concept of TFA undermines the value of 

preservice preparation programs by categorizing teaching as a precursor to more 

prestigious careers that individuals enter after the TFA obligated commitment time is 

complete (Donaldson & Johnson, 2011). Henderson et al. (2005) found that attrition rates 

for teachers in this field certified through alternate programs were higher, noting that 

many of the individuals transferred to general education teacher positions following their 

certification.  
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Despite critics’ beliefs, many TFA teachers continue in their roles beyond their 

two-year commitment. According to Donaldson and Johnson (2011) about 60.5% of TFA 

teachers choose to extend their teaching career in public schools by remaining in the field 

over their commitment time. Of those who extend their commitment time, an estimated 

14.8% continue in the same low-income school from initial placement by their fifth year. 

Although more than 50% may choose to vacate their low-income school placements, 

many continue to remain in the field of education.  

Another component to consider is that many TFA teachers actually reported that, 

before they joined the TFA program, they had intentions of joining the teaching 

profession. Many of the students had already received some prior training relating to 

education: 5.28% had either majored or minored in education at their university; 5.28% 

had completed classes focused on pedagogy during their undergraduate studies; and 

3.34% were already successful with completing teacher preparation program (Donaldson 

& Johnson, 2011).  

In Georgia specifically, there is a statewide alternate preparation program, 

formally known as the Georgia Teacher Alternative Preparation Program (GATAPP) now 

Georgia Teacher Academy for Preparation and Pedagogy (GATAPP). According to the 

Georgia Professional Standards Commission (GPSC) (2009), the GATAPP program has 

assisted more than 2,800 educators to transition into the classroom, suppling almost a 

quarter of Georgia’s new teachers. With the ongoing residency growth in Georgia, the 

state is devoted to increasing teacher candidates. Although universities are diligently 
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working towards increasing teacher candidates, the state is also utilizing nontraditional 

teacher preparation such as GATAPP (GPSC, 2009).  

The GATAPP program for teacher candidates has several admission requirements 

that include holding a bachelor’s degree from a Professional Standards Commission 

approved accredited university or college and a passing score on the program admission 

assessment or a qualifying exemption. Additionally, there may be additional assessments 

based on the specific core area sought. After meeting these requirements, a candidate can 

then apply for the GATAPP program. The program provides a flexible timeframe for 

completion to take place while the candidate has employment as a teacher in a 

participating school district (GPSC, 2009). Through this model, GPSC (2009) furthers the 

goal to get “content-rich applicants who lack pedagogical knowledge and skills into 

classrooms as quickly as possible, but with a strong support system to assure their 

success” (p. 3). With the state of Georgia’s fast-paced growth, this has allowed for 

placement of more qualified people in teaching positions.  

Despite the various views regarding the route taken to teacher preparation, a 

report by the USDOE (2002) on alternate route programs indicated they produce 

qualified teachers equal to those from traditional university-based programs. Wayman et 

al. (2003) found that the areas of concern for both alternate route and university-prepared 

teachers were very similar. However, research by Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) found 

that teachers who completed alternate route programs expressed feelings of being less 

prepared compared to those completing traditional programs. Teachers enrolled in 

university-based programs credited preparations in areas such as human development, 
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child-centered education, and one year of student teaching as the most valuable 

experiences during the program (Darling-Hammond et al., 2002).  

Throughout the discussion of routes to teacher preparation, the role of teacher 

efficacy also has an effect. In Darling-Hammond et al.’s (2002) research on New York 

State teachers, they found that the teachers felt more prepared than those who took 

alternate pathways in several areas: designing curriculum and instruction; teaching 

subject matter content; using instructional strategies; and understanding the needs of 

learners. Conversely, individuals certified through alternate programs specified the use of 

technological resources to communicate with others as an area they felt like they received 

better preparation.  

In Forsbach-Rothman et al.’s (2007) study of alternative route teachers and sense 

of efficacy, they found higher levels of personal efficacy in undergraduate students of 

teacher preparation programs. These levels exceeded the efficacy held by those in 

graduate programs or novice teachers certified by alternate programs. One possible factor 

believed to contribute to these results was the differences among the three programs in 

field experiences and coursework. Graduate programs consisted of 30 credits but little to 

no field experience. Overall, the data from Forsbach-Rothman et al.’s (2007) study 

showed that the gradual induction into the field of teaching through classroom 

observations and field experiences yielded the greatest sense of personal teaching 

efficacy.   

The additional component of field experience also showed a connection to teacher 

efficacy (Forsbach-Rothman et al., 2007). Another component examined across the 



95 

 

teacher preparation types was classroom management. Classroom management was noted 

as critical for teacher preparation across each of the different preparation groups 

(Forsbach-Rothman et al., 2007). Additionally, both undergraduate and graduate student 

teachers noted a desire for additional training in this area. With this in mind, study results 

showed that, no matter the level the preparation, classroom management was one of the 

greatest areas of need (Forsbach-Rothman et al., 2007), which supported the findings of 

Wayman et al. (2003).  

In-Service Training 

The need for adequate pre-service programs is only one component for building 

necessary skills in teachers. In-service programs, or professional development (PD), also 

plays a role building teacher skill levels. Leko and Roberts (2014) explained that staff 

development or in-service teacher education is believed to be effective and necessary for 

teachers to be prepared for supporting students inclusively. If current teachers did not 

attend a dual certification program, then there may not have been an expectation to 

complete and earn any credits in any special education courses to complete their degree 

requirements. Nonetheless, presently many of these teachers now share many of the 

responsibilities of a special education teacher. DeSimone and Parmar (2006) reported that 

many educators only complete one course in special education with a limited focus solely 

on legal responsibilities instead of instructional strategies for SWD. Current teachers 

report struggles with competency, along with a desire for additional training to include 

students with disabilities in the classroom (Cameron & Cook, 2007). 
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On the other hand, DeSimone and Parmar (2006) found professional development 

(PD) workshops to have a positive impact on teacher perceptions of their ability to 

educate students with learning disabilities. Equally important is the availability of PD. 

Bakken and Obiakor (2016) detailed the importance of frequent ongoing PD, describing 

it as a proactive method for promoting teacher competence for their new roles and 

responsibilities in inclusive classrooms. Miller et al. (2000) reported that workshops 

targeting strategies necessary for educating students with learning disabilities have a 

significant impact on the perceptions of general educators regarding teaching these 

students. Later research by Kosko and Wilkins (2009) also found a relationship between 

professional development and teacher perceptions. Teachers felt more confident about 

modifying instruction to meet the needs of SWD based on the amount of PD they 

received, with those who received more PD feeling the most confident (Kosko & 

Wilkins, 2009). These results confirmed that a shift from offering mere amounts of in-

service training to more hours focused on inclusion practices has the potential to 

positively influences teachers’ perceptions (DeSimone & Parmar, 2006; Kosko & 

Wilkins, 2009; Miller et al., 2000). 

Due to the increasing number of SWD in inclusion, the success of these students 

is closely related to the general education teacher’s ability levels. Their levels can 

improve with increased, relevant PD. Johnson (2016) believed of the many topics 

needing to be covered in PD, the most critical are those imperative to the foundation to 

successful inclusion. Johnson (2016) stated, “Understanding the IEP, aligning goals and 

standards for learning, building collaborative relationships, collaborative planning, 
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models of collaborative teaching, applying the concepts of UDL, strategies of DI, and 

organizing and interpreting assessment data” (pp. 26-27).  

With the need to address so many aspects of working in inclusive classrooms 

through PD, a single session would not promote the needed level of teacher collaboration 

and skills development (Johnson, 2016). Johnson (2016) explained the need for 

continuous PD as a proactive strategy for preparing teachers as well as building their 

confidence and competency levels for inclusive classrooms. Kosko and Wilkins (2009) 

found that when comparing the number of years an individual had acquired teaching 

students to professional development, professional development provides more reliability 

towards improving perceptions teacher perceptions for adapting instruction for SWD 

(Kosko & Wilkins, 2009). These finding are imperative for educational leaders to 

consider when planning for professional development in the schools. 

When examining PD for special education teachers, Leko and Brownell (2009) 

found that often the special education teachers also require focused training for inclusive 

training. One main area of need is content area instruction that may not be provided 

during their preparation (Leko & Brownell, 2009). This lack in content knowledge limits 

the amount a special educator can contribute to inclusive classrooms. The program focus 

usually targets strategies for general instruction to a class and managing student behavior 

(Leko & Brownell, 2009). Leko and Brownell (2009) further stated that staff 

development should be effective by addressing the unique curricular and instructional 

limitations experienced by special education teachers. Furthermore, alignment with 

teachers’ goals and needs, as well as local and state curricula and standards, is necessary. 



98 

 

Finally, Leko and Brownell (2009) delineated that effective PD promotes active 

engagement, provides opportunities for application of instructional theories and 

classroom innovations accompanied by feedback and coaching, utilizes explicit 

instruction in research-based practices, and affords opportunities for collaboration.  

As previously stated, the amount of current research (between last 5-10 years) 

addressing the topic of teacher preparation for teaching in an inclusive setting is limited. 

Although the Kosko and Wilkins’s (2009) study provided valuable information regarding 

professional development and its influence on teacher perceptions, there is a notable gap 

hoped to be better addressed in the current research. The question on the survey related to 

preservice preparation received a reduced rate of responses therefore, it was not included 

in the regression model. However, the response to this question was noted to be much 

lower than to other items. Although, preservice preparation programs were not a focus of 

the study, Kosko and Wilkins (2009) found a moderate significant correlation, (r = .25, p 

< .25) existed between it and teachers’ perception of their ability to make instruction 

adaptations. 

To conclude, although teacher training proves vital for teacher efficacy, training 

alone is not sufficient. In addition to participating in teacher training, teachers should also 

feel capable of applying new skills (Hegarty, 1994). Clearly stated by Unianu (2012), 

“Teachers do not feel prepared or competent to teach both regular learners and learners 

with special education needs” (p. 901). Focusing this research on general education 

perceptions towards their perceived preparedness for inclusive classrooms is vital when 

educating students with and without disabilities. Cook (2001) profoundly stated a 
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relationship does exist between the attitude of general education teachers toward their 

students and the quality of interaction with the student. The attitude and perceptions of 

teachers toward addressing learning and behavioral needs of SWD may influence teacher 

behavior, therefore affecting classroom learning (Vaughn et al., 2000). These findings 

may then motivate preservice teaching programs, as well as school districts, to seek to 

facilitate changes in the professional learning and training available for an effective 

inclusive school culture.  

Throughout the current research of teacher perceptions, several gaps were found 

regarding the topic. For example, many studies occurred before the year of 2010, and 

limited amounts occurred afterward. Furthermore, this research focused on general 

education teachers, unlike the majority of past research that focused on special education 

teachers in inclusive classrooms. Many of the of the past studies were quantitative in 

nature, limiting their ability to gather detailed information. The method of data retrieval 

in this current research will allow the gathering of detailed data. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

There is probably no pleasure equal to the pleasure of climbing a dangerous Alp; but it is 

a pleasure which is confined strictly to people who can find pleasure in it.  

- Mark Twain 

Two frameworks served to support and inform the examination of general 

educators’ perceptions of their preparedness to teach in behaviorally inclusive classroom 

environments. The following sections detail relevant aspects of social cognitive theory 
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(Bandura, 1989) and the theory of transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991, 1995, 1997). 

Also related are rationales for the choice of each framework 

Social Cognitive Theory 

The more concentrated theoretical framework basis of this study is on Bandura’s 

(1989) social cognitive theory (SCT), specifically the branch of self-efficacy theory. The 

ideals of SCT are based on motivation and action regulation as well as the belief of 

physical, social, and self-evaluative outcome expectancies (Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 

2005). Bandura (1989) distinguished that SCT is a movement towards psychology of 

human agency. It originated from social learning theory (SLT) with origins in the 

discipline of psychology. According to SLT, the interrelationships between cognitive, 

behavioral, and environmental influences are the core of human behavior (Bandura, 

1977). Bandura theorized that people are actors and products of their environments 

(Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 2005). According to Bandura (1989), in social cognitive 

theory (SCT), “People are neither driven by inner forces nor automatically shaped and 

controlled by their environment. They function as contributors to their own motivation, 

behavior and development within a network of reciprocally interacting influences” (p. 8). 

Bandura (2006) explained that as agents, people are contributors to their life through their 

own motivation and action. Likewise, determinants of life also affect the direction of 

their lives. These determinants may consist of social influences that occur either 

biologically or within “societal, familial, educational, or other instructional systems 

“(Bandura, 1989, p. 5). 
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Bandura (1989) further explained that among personal agency determinants, one 

of the most essential is the belief individuals hold on their abilities to exercise control in 

their lives. According to Bandura (1986), the thoughts, beliefs, and feelings of individuals 

impact how those individuals behave. Furthermore, “Expectation, beliefs, self-

perceptions, goals and intentions give direction to behavior” (Bandura, 1989, p. 3). 

Figure 2 displays the interaction of the social cognitive process. This sense of control is 

what makes behavior change possible in social cognitive theory (Luszczynska & 

Schwarzer, 2005).  

 

Figure 2 

Social Cognitive Theory Process 
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Modeling 

Modeling is an additional major component of SLT adopted by SCT. 

Luszczynska and Schwarzer (2005) reported that before the emphasis in social modeling, 

most researchers focused on learning through consequences (Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 

2005). Bandura (1989) stated that by learning from “direct experience, people construct 

conceptions of behavior by observing the effects of their actions but in learning by 

modeling, they derive conceptions by observing the behavior being modeled” (p. 46). 

Learning in this manner is believed to have a direct influence on individuals. These 

influences affect personal development by promoting certain competencies and values 

(Bandura, 2001). Additionally, Bandura (1989) expounded that social support is an 

additional effective tool of one’s personal agency. Due to the number of obstacles and 

stresses encountered in one’s life path, social supports give inventive, meaning, and 

worth, especially during formative years when personal standards on the verge of 

development (Bandura, 1989). Conflicting sources of influence or the formation (or lack 

thereof) of weak social ties opens one up to vulnerability (Bandura, 1982). 

Self-Efficacy Theory 

Bandura’s continuous research of social cognitive theory led to his development 

of his theory of self-efficacy. Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as one’s belief in their 

ability to “organize or execute a course of action required to manage prospective 

situations” (p. 2). Bandura (1997) believed that personal efficacy guides a person’s life. It 

serves as a compilation of personal, behavioral, and environmental influences with its 

roots grounded in the viewpoint of human agency (Bandura, 1986). Bandura (1989) 
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posited that individuals’ self-efficacy beliefs affect their thought process, motivation, and 

behaviors, resulting in “either self-aiding or self-hindering actions” (p. 1175). These self-

efficacy beliefs are often present in the form of goals. When perceiving there is stronger 

self-efficacy, people set higher goals for themselves accompanied by a stronger 

commitment (Wood & Bandura, 1989). The personal belief in levels of self-efficacy is 

important in determining the perceptions of general education in relation their preparation 

for educating diverse students in inclusive classrooms. 

Williams and Rhodes (2014) reported that Bandura identified two characteristics 

that distinguish self-efficacy: personal motivation and perceived capability to accomplish 

the task. Depending on the levels of beliefs in efficacy, Bandura (1997) emphasized that 

“different people with similar skills may perform poorly, adequately, or extraordinarily” 

(p. 37). According to Bray-Clark and Bates (2003), many researchers suggest that self-

efficacy beliefs enhance teachers’ ability to be appropriately effective in stressful and 

challenging situations. These beliefs, or outcome expectancies, would then be observable 

in the reflective process of the effectiveness of their daily practices in inclusive 

classrooms. Bandura (1997) defined outcome expectancies as the “judgement of the 

likelihood of consequences that specific performances will produce” (p. 21). These 

expectancies, in the form of physical, social, and self-evaluation, can alter one’s behavior 

(Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 2005). 

As proposed by Bandura (1982), people’s belief of their own effectiveness may 

affect their response to specific situations. These perceptions influence people’s construct 

of scenarios and subsequent performances (Bandura, 1989). For example, in situations 
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deemed threatening, people may feel fear and avoid involvement, whereas they become 

more involved when approached with situations they deem capable of handling (Bandura, 

1982). Similarly stated by Jerusalem and Mittag (1995), when individuals adopt higher 

levels of self-efficacy, they experience less anxiety in stressful conditions and situations. 

These individuals visualize successful scenarios and positive guides to achieve, in 

comparison to those of low efficacy with negative expectations, therefore undermining 

performance (Bandura, 1989, 1999). Bandura (1989) further concluded, “[The] stronger 

the belief in one’s capabilities, the more persistent their efforts” (p. 1176). 

When defining self-efficacy, Maddux and Gosselin (2012) emphasized it is 

critical to distinguish it from among other similar concepts. Self-efficacy should not be 

confused with an actual skill; instead, it is the personal belief in one’s ability to execute a 

skill under certain conditions (Maddux & Gosselin, 2012). Furthermore, these beliefs in 

skills are specific to changing and challenging situations (Maddux & Gosselin, 2012). 

This sense of self-efficacy is most important when discussing people’s behaviors and 

how they face challenges (Bandura, 1997). As stated previously, self-efficacy 

enhancement takes place through three sources: personal accomplishment, vicarious 

experience, and verbal persuasion (Bandura, 1997; Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 2005). 

Consequently, through these sources, teachers’ beliefs of their capabilities may influence 

how they perform in various environments, such as inclusive classrooms.  

There are several limitations and criticisms directed towards Bandura’s self-

efficacy theory. One limitation of self-efficacy is the false sense of accomplishment that 

may be present in individuals. In self-efficacy, there lies the possibility that individuals 
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who perceive themselves highly self-efficacious may invest little time and preparatory 

effort (Bandura, 1982). Several studies conducted by Vancouver et al. (2002) found 

lower levels of performance were also possible results from high levels of self-efficacy.  

One main criticism is the doubt present in Bandura’s empirical findings. Tryon 

(1981) proposed that Bandura assumed his results interpreted validity of self-efficacy 

theory without providing any discussions of the possibility of the effect of another 

contributing factor. However, Bandura (1997) did specify that efficacy only accounts for 

a portion of expected outcomes if there is no control prohibiting extraneous factors to 

affect outcomes. Clarifications distinguished that behavior can be impacted by more than 

just self-efficacy if there is a lack of skills needed for skill mastery (Bandura, 1997). 

Tryon (1981) noted that although Bandura did mention the possibility of other variables, 

he did not discuss in detail the roles these variables possibly played in the research 

results. Smedslund (1978) similarly proposed that Bandura’s theory consists of more 

commonsense statements with a lack of support from empirical findings. Another 

criticism of Bandura’s self-efficacy theory is the impossible task of delineating the 

difference between outcome considerations and efficacy expectations. Eastman and 

Marzillier (1984) clarified that it is intrinsically ingrained in humans to internalize worry 

regarding performance outcomes of a task. 

Transformative Learning Theory 

According to Taylor (1998), transformative learning is the theorized explanation 

of the relationship between one’s expectations and the meanings extracted from 

experiences through a process of critical reflection. The influences of Freire are evident 
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in many of its aspects as well as its foundation in constructivist views and cognitive and 

developmental psychology (Dirkx, 1998). It focuses on adult education and the critical 

examination of individual assumptions and beliefs through rational and critical reflection 

(Dirkx, 1998). Mezirow theorized that everyone has a personal worldview resulting from 

their life experience, culture, education, and upbringing (Christie et al., 2015). 

Transformative education allows for individuals to implement change personally and 

socially based on an in-depth reflection process, similar to that theorized by Freire 

(Dirkx, 1998).  

The focus of transformative learning theory on adult learning links to the 

reflections of preservice and in-service programs on preparing general education teachers 

for inclusive classrooms. As educators, teachers must address their current perceptions in 

order to make improvements in their instructional practices. Dirkx (1998) stated that 

proper utilization of transformative learning theory allows adult learners to make 

meaning from their experiences through reflection and self-reflection, often referred to as 

perspective transformation. Taylor and Cranton (2013) noted that prior experiences serve 

as a medium in transformative learning and permit the revision of meanings. According 

to both Freire and Mezirow, the core components to the learning process is reflection and 

dialogue (Dirkx, 1998). Mezirow further developed a more comprehensive theory 

integrating both psychological and cognitive characteristics. Mezirow (1995) presented 

10 phases of perspective transformation based on his past research on women returning to 

college: 

1. Experience a disorienting dilemma 
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2. Undergo self-examination 

3. Conduct a deep assessment of personal role assumptions and alienation 

created by new roles 

4. Share and analyze personal discontent and similar experiences with others 

5. Explore options for new ways of acting 

6. Build competence and self-confidence in new roles 

7. Plan a course of action 

8. Acquire knowledge and skills for action 

9. Try new roles and assess feedback 

10. Reintegrate into society with a new perspective (p. 50) 

Mezirow (1995) grouped these 10 phases into three themes of transformation. The 

first theme, disorienting dilemma, or centrality of experiences, serves as the source and 

main focus of transformative learning (Mezirow, 1995). It is described by Mezirow 

(2000) as the stimulus that leads to the transformation of perspective. Taylor (1998) 

explained this experience or dilemma provides the basis for critical reflection. The 

second theme, critical reflection, uses previous experiences to foster assumptive inquires 

on beliefs and feelings (Taylor, 1998). Considered a distinguishing characteristic of adult 

learning, critical reflection often occurs when one becomes aware of a contradiction 

between thoughts and reality (Taylor, 1998). 

Mezirow (1991) identified three forms of critical reflection: content reflection, 

process reflection, and premise reflection. Differing from other reflection methods, 

“critical reflection includes more than the nature and consequence of an action” 
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(Kitchenham, 2008, p. 114); it also considers circumstances of its origin. In this manner, 

the inclusion of critical reflections of perceptions through data collection in the current 

research allowed teachers to reflect on the origins of perceptions by way of their 

preservice programs.  

The third theme of rational discourse is the medium between experience and 

critical reflections. Rational discourse dismisses bias, prejudice, and personal concerns to 

be more open and objective to assessing reasons to arrive to a consensus (Mezirow, 

1995). It allows for discussions with others of varying assumptions and personal and 

social beliefs (Mezirow, 1991). These discussions must be logical and objective, allowing 

equal opportunities for discourse among participants (Mezirow, 2000). As stated by 

Mezirow (1995), critical reflection of assumptions behind knowledge allows for an 

advancement and resolution of issues (Mezirow, 1995). 

Vital to the perceptions of teachers, Dirkx (1998) stated that perspectives, or how 

concepts are perceived, have the ability to negatively affect one’s perceptions and 

understandings. Mezirow (1996) theorized, “Learning is understood as the process of 

using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of 

one’s experience in order to guide future action” (p. 162). Mezirow (1990) claimed that 

the most significant learning experience in adulthood is the involvement of critical self-

reflection. The learning process, based on self-reflection, allows one to make meaning of 

perspectives and transform them (Dirkx, 1998; Mezirow, 1990). In the current research, 

critical reflection by the general education teachers on their preservice programs is 

essential to the learning process of preparing teachers for inclusive classrooms. 
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Following Mezirow’s research, Daloz (1999) provided additional input regarding 

transformative learning theory. His explanation of transformative learning is composed of 

less rationality and reflection of Freire and Mezirow. With a focus more on personal 

change instead of social structures of inequality and injustice, more focus is found on the 

psychosocial and developmental context of adult learning (Dirk, 1998). In this manner, a 

focus on formal education experiences is critical in helping adults construct meaning 

(Dirkx, 1998). Both education and development are intertwined into students’ education 

that “helps them make sense of lives whose fabric of meaning has gone frayed” (Daloz, 

1999, p. 4). According to Daloz’s (1999) narrative approach to the transformative 

learning process, it is a journey in which a mentor serves a guide to the student. 

Transformative learning receives many criticisms due to its lack of primary 

sources grounding the research. Taylor and Cranton (2013) petitioned that transformative 

learning theory consists of a lack foundational sources, creating difficulty for other 

research studies to involve it. Likewise, Wilson and Keily (2002) pinpointed that 

transformative learning theory lacks strong empirical base to support its critical and 

social theoretical claims. Over the years, Mezirow has made numerous updates and 

modifications to his theory as responses to many of the critiques from other researchers. 

Nonetheless, even with these noted criticisms, components of Mezirow’s theory has an 

ongoing presence in various research. 

Summary 

In summary, in order to evaluate the perceptions of general education teacher for 

preparedness of inclusive classrooms, one must first understand the impact and 
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foundation of inclusion. Vygotsky’s (1934/1978) zone of proximal development (ZPD) 

supports his ideas of the importance of the social environment for a child’s development. 

Furthermore, a child’s interaction with their peers also plays a role in their development. 

Vygotsky believed by interacting with more knowledgeable individuals, children develop 

higher mental functions. This sense of collaboration is the founding premise of an 

inclusive classroom. Whether for academic or behavior inclusion, according to the theory 

of Vygotsky’s ZPD, collaborative interactions with more proficient individuals allow for 

an increase of the level of potential development. 

Two theories framed this study. Bandura’s (1989) social cognitive theory, 

including its branch of self-efficacy, which has greater concentration directed on 

motivation and personal control. This sense of personal control is the driving force to 

behavior change (Luszczynska & Schwarzer, 2005). Self-efficacy encompasses personal, 

behavior, and environmental influences. These influences are important factors when 

considering teacher perceptions. Bandura (1999) proposed that people act on the belief of 

what they can do. Therefore, their perceptions of themselves are critical. These 

perceptions and levels of efficacy may in turn influence the teacher’s ability to be 

persistent and effective in stressful or challenging environments, such as inclusive 

classrooms. 

A critical component in Bandura’s self-efficacy theory is critical self-reflection. 

This element is also present in this current research on teacher perceptions. The 

researcher asked participants to critically reflect on their preservice program preparations 
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and daily instructional practices in order to gather qualitative data on the teachers’ 

perceptions.  

The final framework, transformative learning, is another theory with a strong 

basis on critical reflection. This theory by Mezirow focuses on adult learning and the 

influence of life experience, theory upbringing, culture, and education on an individual’s 

view. The focus on adult learning through transformative learning theory served as the 

framework for the reflections of preservice and in-service teaching programs. The three 

themes of transformational learning theory—disorienting dilemma, critical reflection and 

rational discourse—are embedded in the qualitative methods of the current research 

through use of the questionnaires and focus groups to investigate general educators’ 

perceptions of their preparedness to teach in behaviorally inclusive classroom 

environments.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2016), in 2013-2014, an 

estimated 13% of all public-school students qualified as students with disabilities. Of 

youths ages 3-21, that was an estimated 6.5 million. Furthermore, 95% of SWD ages 6-21 

were educated in regular classrooms for some portion of the day, and 60% of those 

students spent more than 80% of class time in regular classrooms (USDOE, 2016). 

Specifically, 47% of students with emotional disturbance received instruction in regular 

classrooms more than 80% of the school day. With this in mind, preparing teachers for 

educating all students, both with and without disabilities, in the general education 

classroom has generated greater attention. 

This chapter presents the methodology used to examine educator perceptions of 

their preparedness to teach in behaviorally inclusive classroom environments. The 

chapter begins with a reiteration of the purpose of the study. In the Research Design and 

Rationale section is an explanation of the reasoning for selecting a qualitative 

methodology. Also related are the benefits and limitations of the design. This information 

sets the foundation for the specific data collection strategy utilized in the study. In the 

Participants section are the description and rationale of the sampling technique used to 

gather participants for the study. In the Data Collection and Instrumentation section are 

descriptions of the various collection methods and the 
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instrumentation, the interview protocol, the data collection process, and the timeline for 

the data collection period. In the Data Analysis section of the chapter is an explanation of 

the emergent nature of the data analysis process and a discussion of how the process 

corresponds to that of experts in the field. Following this is the Role of the Researcher, 

which delineates the researcher’s professional history as it relates to the study, 

participants, and research question, accompanied by the researcher’s beliefs and biases 

and measures taken to protect the integrity of the study from those biases. The 

Dependability and Credibility section further details the plan to increase the 

dependability and credibility of the study. In the Ethical Safeguards section of the chapter 

are the methods for protecting the privacy and confidence of the participants, keeping the 

data secure, and preventing the potential conflicts of interest that may have risen from the 

use of my workplace as a study site.  

Study Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to gather information from elementary 

general education teachers to identify their perceptions of preparedness for educating 

students with behavioral disabilities in behaviorally inclusive classroom environments. 

With the wide adoption of inclusion practices throughout many schools, it is important to 

examine preparedness for inclusive practices in the classroom. Examining this is vital to 

better equip teachers for meeting the needs of students in inclusive classrooms. To gather 

these perceptions, the researcher considered both preservice teacher preparation programs 

and in-service professional learning. Burstein et al. (2004) found that to prevent adoption 

of negative feelings towards inclusion by teachers, systematic and intensive training on 
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research-based practices should be implemented. This research examined how teacher 

perceived these have prepared them for inclusive classrooms.  

Research Design and Rationale  

This qualitative study gathered information from general education teachers 

relating to their perceptions of preparedness for educating students with behavior needs in 

inclusive classrooms. Palmer (2003) explained, “Qualitative methodology enables 

researchers to collect rich data, greater density of information, more vivid descriptions 

and clarity of meaning that cannot be acquired through quantitative measures” (p. 96). 

Furthermore, in qualitative research, the researcher’s goal is to adopt a view from the 

participants’ perspective in order to interpret the meanings of the findings (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2015). Through this research, I gathered data from teachers directly involved 

to determine areas needed for intervention to prepare them for the difficult education 

environment of behaviorally inclusive classrooms. While research supports inclusive 

classrooms for SWD, existing literature on teacher preparation perceptions for students 

with behavior needs in these environments is lacking.  

The information gathered in this qualitative study answered the following 

research question (RQ1): How do general education teachers perceive their training for 

equipping them to work with students with behavior disabilities in inclusive classroom 

environments? 

To collect the data, the researcher used a case study strategy of inquiry. Creswell 

(2007) defined case studies as a method of inquiry in which the researcher studies an 

intact group or bounded system. In addition, Creswell (2009) explained its intention is “to 
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explore a program, event, or one or more individuals” (p. 13). Feagin et al. (1991) stated 

that case studies “seek to capture people as they experience their natural everyday 

circumstances and can offer a researcher empirical and theoretical gains in understanding 

larger social complexes” (p. 274). 

Equally important to the definition of case studies, is the description of what it is 

not. Noor (2008) noted that a case study does not serve the purpose of studying an entire 

organization but instead a specific entity, or unit of analysis. There are specific 

characteristics that help classify research as a case study. One example is establishing the 

boundaries of a case study, an important detail to keep forefront when conducting a case 

study. Merriam (1998) stated, “If there is no end, actually or theoretically, to the number 

of people who could be interviewed or to the observations that could be conducted, then 

the phenomenon is not bounded enough to qualify as a case” (p. 28). 

Feagin et al. (1991) maintained that conducting a case study allows for a more 

comprehensive view of social action as it occurs. Feagin et al. (1991) also claimed case 

studies have the capacity to impact an individual’s beliefs in relation to social 

interactions. In order to increase understanding of the experiences of this specific group 

of teachers, a case study method of inquiry was beneficial. For the purpose of this 

research, gaining this understanding led to more intentional discussions on how to 

support teachers efficiently and effectively. Feagin et al. (1991) added that the gain from 

this type of discovery is it provides substantial information regarding the behavior and 

actions of people in an organization especially in reference to their day to day routines. 
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These ideas pinpointed by Feagin et al. articulate the overarching reasoning for the 

selection of case study in the current research.  

Throughout the synthesis of research regarding case study, it was evident there 

was no clear set definition of case study research. Likewise, there was no one way to 

conduct case study research. Nonetheless, VanWynsberghe and Khan (2007) suggested 

seven common features of a research in order for it to be categorized as a case study: 

1. Small—The study calls for an intensive and in-depth focus on the specific unit 

of analysis and generally requires a smaller sample size than survey research. 

Broad analysis of larger numbers of participants can reduce he effectiveness 

of case study. 

2. Contextual Detail—Case studies aim to give the reader a sense of “being 

there” by providing a highly detailed, contextualized analysis of an “an 

instance in action”. The researcher carefully delineates the “instance,” 

defining it in general terms and teasing out its particularities.  

3. Natural Settings—Case study researchers choose to systematically study 

situations where there is little control over behavior organization nor events.  

4. Boundedness—Case studies provide a detailed description of a specific 

temporal and spatial boundary. Attending to place and time brings context to 

the structures and relationships that are of interest.  

5. Working hypotheses and lessons learned—Researchers can generate working 

hypotheses and learn new lessons based on what is uncovered or constructed 

during data collection and analysis in the case study.  
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6. Multiple data sources—Case study routinely uses multiple sources of data. 

This practice develops converging lines of inquiry, which facilitates 

triangulation and offers findings that are likely to be much more convincing 

and accurate.  

7. Extendibility—Case studies can enrich and potentially transform a reader’s 

understanding of a phenomenon by extending the reader’s experience. (pp. 83-

84) 

VanWynsberghe and Khan (2007) explained these features are to be seen as defensible 

rather than definitive, and variability is allowed. The researcher considered these seven 

features throughout the development of the research to ensure its qualification as a case 

study.  

When considering utilizing case study as a research methodology, Yazan (2015) 

identified three approaches to case study methods, based on the designs of researchers 

Yin, Stake, and Merriam. Yin (2009) defined a case study as a “strategy for doing 

research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary 

phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of evidence” (p. 3). This 

definition is considered broader in context, compared to those offered by the other 

methodologists. Additionally, Yazan (2015) described Yin’s perspective on case study as 

situated within a more positivist paradigm and a more structured approach in comparison 

to the other approaches. When considering the design of a case study, Yin (2009) referred 

to five components of case study research design that are critical in the research: (1) 

research questions, (2) propositions (which may or may not be present), (3) units of 



118 

 

analysis, (4) the logic linking the data to the propositions, and (5) the criteria for 

interpreting the findings.  

The perspectives on case studies held by Stake and Merriam differ from those of 

Yin. Their stance on case studies began to cultivate during the 1970s when education 

research began to embrace case studies as a way to evaluate curriculum design and 

innovation (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995). A comparison of Yin’s (2009) approach to 

others reveals he proposed a process of developing and testing propositions through the 

use of a more defined formal conceptual framework. Stake (1995), in comparison, did not 

require the use of a conceptual framework but rather advocated for more flexibility.  

Stake’s (1995) embedded flexibility permits changes and adaptions to the design, even 

after exiting the design stage and entering the research. In this manner, Stake (1995) did 

not pinpoint specific steps for data collection and analysis but did advise that there should 

be at least two to three research questions that “help structure the observation, interviews, 

and document review” (p. 20). This more flexible and ambiguous nature of Stake’s 

approach raises some caution. Yazan (2015) noted that Stake’s (1995) approach often 

proposes some difficulty to researchers due to its lack of guidelines. For this reason, it is 

not the proposed framework utilized in the current study.  

The last methodology to consider is the approach of Merriam. Merriam (1998) 

defined a case study as “a theory, using single entity, a unit around which there are 

boundaries” (p. 27). Furthermore, for a study to be considered a case study, there must be 

one specific group or set (a bounded system) being researched. Merriam and Tisdell 

(2015) further defined a case study by emphasizing the characteristic of having a unit of 
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analysis. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), “If the unit of analysis is a bounded 

system—a case, such as a person, a program or an event—one would label such a study a 

‘qualitative case study’ (p. 24).  Specifically, they noted the unit of analysis is what 

separates a case study from other types of qualitative research types. Rowley (2002) 

explained the value and process for specifying the unit of analysis. The unit of analysis 

serves as the core for a case and can consist of either an individual with experience in the 

targeted discussion, an event, or an organization.  

For this study, the unit of analysis under investigation are elementary general 

education teachers. The case for the current study was behaviorally inclusive classrooms. 

Boundaries were set by limiting the participants to general education teachers to those 

with experience in behaviorally inclusive classrooms. Figure 3 illustrates the case study, 

unit of analysis, and boundaries in this study. The pupil of the eye symbolizes the case, 

the center of the study.  

 

Figure 3 

Case Study Symbol  
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Based on the description of Merriam’s approach, Yazan (2015) stated if the 

researcher can clearly pinpoint the targeted phenomenon as well as its boundaries, it can 

be considered a case. In this manner, her definition considers more entities as cases and 

provides more flexibility than Yin and Stake’s approaches. This flexibility can 

encompass a more comprehensive lists of entities (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Yazan, 

2015). Unlike Stake, Merriam’s (1998) design of a qualitative research is presented as an 

outlined guided process. Furthermore, Merriam’s approach to case study design appears 

to be a combination of both Yin and Stake’s approaches. It consists of first conducting a 

literature review, followed by constructing a theoretical framework, identifying a 

research problem, crafting and sharpening research questions, and selecting the sample 

(purposive sampling) (Merriam, 1998), contrary to the idea of theoretical sampling, 

proposed by Yin, whereas sampling takes place during data collection.  

Feagin et al. (1991) stated that when researchers use a case study, they can see 

individuals up close and get a sense of what drives them. This allows for a beneficial 

examination of the impacts of organizational and environmental constructs on social 

processes (Cassell & Symon, 2004). Additionally, the use of a case study also allows a 

researcher to examine the impact of decisions and the effect of decisions over time 

(Feagin et al., 1991). This was the driving force of the research on teacher perceptions. 

The objective of the study was to capture how teachers perceive themselves for the task 

of behaviorally inclusive classrooms and gain a better understanding of how 

organizational contexts have or have not prepared them and influenced their perceptions.  
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Through ongoing research regarding case study as a method, it was evident that 

no matter the methodology adopted, there was no clear set data analysis protocol tied to 

case studies. In fact, Tellis (1997) stated, of all the components of case studies, the 

analysis component is the least developed. Yin (2014) posited that this is due to the 

method lacking a well-structured and fully defined protocol. This is one of the 

disadvantages of utilizing the method, especially for novice researchers (Merriam, 1998). 

Therefore, for the purposes of the current study, the researcher utilized elements from 

both Yin and Merriam for the overall design and data analysis. Yin (1994) recommended 

the uses of case-study protocol as part of the designed research to include the following 

sections: 

• Overview of the project (project objectiveness and case study issues) 

• Field procedures (credentials and access to sites) 

• Questions (specific questions that the investigator must keep in mind during 

data collection) 

• Guide for the report (outline format for the narrative) (p. 64)  

The researcher used the following protocol in the current study. The further application of 

this protocol is embedded throughout the next sections.  

Before beginning a case study, the target of the research questions must be 

established. To achieve this goal, Yin (2004) explained the researcher must consider if 

the case study will be exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory. Zainal (2007) explained 

that in comparison to the other case study types, exploratory uses more general questions 

to explore phenomenon and gather data. For example, Yin (2014) reported that 
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exploratory case studies focus on “how” and “what” questions and should be used when 

there is no predetermined outcome. Furthermore, exploratory studies may be used to 

explore presumed causal links where the vastness of the relationships is not obtainable 

through a survey or experiment (Yin, 2014). The goal of a descriptive case study is to 

provide a detailed description of the natural phenomenon under investigation (Zainal, 

2007). However, it has its own set of challenges. For example, descriptive theory serving 

as a support must accompany the phenomenon. According to Zainal (2007), without this 

component, the rigor is questionable, consequently leading to obstacles occurring during 

the project. Zainal (2007) added that descriptive case studies are difficult due to the 

requirement that the researcher begin with a descriptive theory. The last case study type 

specified by Yin (2014) is explanatory case study. Zainal (2007) explained these case 

studies are meant to examine data more closely. McDonough and McDonough (1997) 

stated that a theory may be formed and tested from the data in explanatory case studies.  

Baxter and Jack (2008) also indicated, in addition to specifying the case study 

type, the researcher must also consider whether a single case study or if a multiple case 

study format is necessary. Based on descriptions provided, this current research adopted 

an exploratory single case study. As an exploratory study, this study asked more open-

ended questions to explore the beliefs and perceptions of the participants in the relation to 

the phenomenon. There was no set outcome of the study but rather a need for a 

meaningful profound look through the lens of the participants regarding their experiences 

with the phenomenon. This type of case study was deemed appropriate when trying to 

gain an extensive and in-depth description of a social phenomenon (Yin, 2014). With the 
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focus of this study on perceptions of early education teachers in behaviorally inclusive 

classrooms, a single case study approach connected with the study’s purpose.  

When considering propositions, Baxter and Jack (2008) noted they are beneficial 

but not always required in a case study. Each proposition, generated from the literature 

review, review of theoretical frameworks, personal/professional experiences, and/or 

generalization from empirical data, helps focus the data and are (Stake, 1995; Baxter & 

Jack, 2008). However, exploratory and intrinsic case studies are examples of categories 

of case studies that may not warrant the use of propositions due to the researcher lacking 

in experience, knowledge, or information from the literature. Nonetheless, the benefit of 

including propositions is that it increases the likelihood of a limited score of the study 

and staying within feasible limits (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The propositions guide the 

study be way of each of the proposition’s distinct focus and purpose (Baxter & Jack, 

2008).  

Although propositions are not required in an exploratory case study as detailed by 

Zainal (2007), Yin (2014), and Stake (1995), for the purposes of this research, the 

researcher utilized propositions to help focus the study’s goal and assist in interpreting 

the data. The preliminary propositions for the coding of data were (a) 

attitudes/impression of inclusion, (b) attitudes/impression of behavior disorders, (c) 

preservice preparation for inclusion and behavior disorders, and (d) professional learning 

for inclusion and behavior disorders. During the analysis of the transcribed interviews, 

the researcher looked for common themes, a process described further in the Data 
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Analysis section of this chapter. In the current study, the researcher adopted the following 

steps delineated by Yin (2014):  

1. research questions—most likely “how” and “why” questions; 

2. establishing unit of analysis—could be an individual, group of individuals 

or an organization;  

3. link the data collected with the research questions/propositions; and  

4. interpret the findings.  

Participants 

The researcher utilized convenience and purposive/purposeful sampling to gather 

participants. In convenience sampling, the researcher utilizes a sample or setting that is 

convenient to the researcher. Creswell (2009) described purposeful sampling as selecting 

individuals who have knowledgeable or experience with the phenomenon of interest. 

Furthermore, participants selected in purposeful sampling should have the ability to 

articulate their experiences and opinions in an expressive reflective manner (Bernard, 

2011). The purposive/purposeful sampling technique allowed for a selection of 

information rich individuals (Patton, 2002). Merriam and Tisdell (2015) specified that 

when conducting a case study, there are two levels of purposeful sampling. First, the 

researcher should explain the criteria for selecting the case, and second, the researcher 

should explain the selection procedures (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  

The participants for this study consisted of teachers from a high-performing 

suburban public-school district with a history of teaching inclusion at varying educational 

levels. The choice of the specific geographical area was due to convenience to the 
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researcher. A sample of participants from this specific geographical area was due to 

accessibility, ease, speed, and low cost to the researcher. After specifying the 

geographical area of research, the researcher utilized purposeful sampling prior to the 

gathering of data (Merriam, 1998). Purposeful selection of the participants was based on 

the following inclusion criteria: (a) certified elementary school teacher; (b) serving as a 

general education teacher; and (c) a teacher with experience in behaviorally inclusive 

classroom (students with behavioral disabilities in the class). The utilization of a 

purposeful sample decreased the possibility of involving participants lacking in 

knowledge of the subject area. By utilizing the purposeful selection sampling technique, 

the participants were able to reflect and express their experiences and viewpoints 

(Bernard, 2011). This allowed for the collection of reliable and robust data.  

Data Collection and Instrumentation 

This qualitative study used semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and journals 

to gather data. Stake (1995) recommended the use of multiple data collection and analysis 

methods in case studies, with preference given to interviews and observation. The use of 

multiple data sources allow phenomenon to be explored through a “variety of lens which 

allows for multiple facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and understood” (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008). As suggested by Merriam (1998) data were restricted exclusively to 

qualitative data.  

Interviews 

The first qualitative method used to collect data were the interviews. According to 

Merriam (2015), interviewing is noted as the best technique to used when conducting 
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case studies of few selected individuals. Likewise, Kvale and Brinkmann (2015) 

described interviews as fundamental in qualitative research and suggested that by 

interviewing participants, the researcher gains an understanding of their everyday 

experiences within their responses. A semi-structured interview allows the interviewer to 

gather information about specific issues and identify new issues that were not original 

questions (Dawson, 2002).  

By using the open-ended questions of a semi-structured interview, the researcher 

was able to get more detailed information from the participants. Compared to an 

unstructured interview, semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to have more 

direction and guide the topics (Given, 2008). Each interview began with an introduction, 

explanation of purpose, objectives, discussion of levels of confidentiality, and summary 

of topics to address.  

Rowley (2002) explained that it is key that the interview questions asked during 

case studies remain in the realm of boundaries defined by the unit of analysis and its sub-

units. Therefore, the interview questions focused on the unit of analysis, in this case the 

teachers’ perceptions. The researcher audiotaped all interviews and took minimal notes 

during the interviews in order to actively listen to the participants. The questions were 

written in an understandable format and formulated in everyday language for the 

participants (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015). For development of the format of the interview, 

the researcher implemented Castillo-Montoya’s (2016) Four-Phase Process to Interview 

Protocol Refinement (IPR): 

• Phase 1: Ensure interview questions align with research questions 
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• Phase 2: Construct an inquiry-based conversation 

• Phase 3: Receive feedback on interview protocols 

• Phase 4: Pilot the interview protocol.  

Although this protocol served as a guide for developing the interview, it is important to 

note that it is deemed a flexible instrument that can be adjusted as needed, even during 

the interviews (Merriam, 2009).  

In Phase 1 of the protocol, the researcher created a protocol matrix to map the 

interview questions and its propositions to ensure alignment. In Phase 2 involved 

carefully constructing and organizing inquiry questions so that they were “clear, short, 

understandable and in conversational order” (p. 127) as recommended by Castillo-

Montoya (2016). In Phase 3, the researcher gathered feedback on the interview protocol 

through sharing with her dissertation committee members as well as other colleagues in 

the field in order to adjust the protocol as needed.  

As described in Phase 3 by Castillo-Montoya (2016), the researcher utilized the 

activity checklist for close reading of interview protocol for providing feedback to the 

researcher. Use of this protocol is vital for enhancing reliability and trustworthiness of the 

interview protocol (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). The feedback provided to the researcher 

through the checklist allowed for an analysis of how well the participants understood the 

research questions and determined if their understanding aligned with the intention and 

expectation of the researcher (Patton, 2002). 

Finally, as Phase 4 is considered the piloting stage, the researcher piloted the 

interview in real conditions with a small sample of individuals sharing the same 
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characteristics of those in the study sample. It is vital during this pilot phase to simulate 

the real interview conditions as much as possible. Merriam (2009) advised, “The best 

way to tell whether the order of your questions works or not is to try it out in a pilot 

interview” (p. 104). During these pilot interviews, simulation of the research instruction 

allowed for more accurate expectations of conversational flow, recording, and timing of 

the interview. Notes were taken based on the interviewers’ responses, experiences, and 

feedback from the interview in order to make final revisions to interview protocols. 

Following each phase of the IPR framework allowed for refinement of the interview 

protocol and additionally increased reliability of the research instrument.  

Focus Group 

After the use of interviews, the next data collection method took place. According 

to Rowley (2002), typically case studies require the use of multiple sources of evidence. 

Therefore, the researcher conducted a focus group in order to gather more data. Given 

(2008) explained that the benefit of using focus groups in exploratory research is it allows 

participants to speak freely on the topic. Furthermore, through meaningful conversation 

with individuals of similar backgrounds and experiences, there are opportunities for open 

reciprocating dialogue on the topic, allowing participants to hear others and possibly 

expand on their initial responses (Given, 2008; Patton, 2002). Although there are 

disagreements among researchers regarding appropriate sample sizes for focus groups, 

Krueger (1994) supported the use of smaller focus groups, which he termed “mini-focus 

groups” (p. 17). Krueger (1994) defined these mini groups as three or four participants 

with specific knowledge and experiences for the group discussion.  
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In the focus group form of data collection, the goal is not to reach a consensus but 

rather for the participants to hold a conversation on the research topic (Given, 2008). 

Given (2008) believed that one benefit of following up the interviews with focus groups 

is that the researcher is able to gain valuable information from the interviews to guide 

focus group discussions. Likewise, by using a combination of both, one method can serve 

as a method of member checking for data collected in the other (Given, 2008). Overall, 

the research questions and research design guide the structure of the focus group 

(Hancock et al., 2016). In this manner, the purpose of the focus group in this study was to 

gain perceptions in a nonthreatening, safe environment regarding the teachers’ views and 

experiences of their preparation for educating students with behavioral difficulties in 

inclusive settings.  

Hancock et al. (2016) stated that literature is limited in the analysis of focus group 

data and its application to warrant trustworthiness. Furthermore, there is controversy 

regarding if the data analysis should be individual or collective (Hancock et al., 2016). 

Kitzinger (1995) explained that the researcher should review the data comprehensively 

and not use percentages to present the dat. Furthermore, opinions of single participants 

that do not conform the to the group consensus must also be represented. In this research, 

the researcher followed the recommendations of Kitzinger (1994, 1995). The data were 

analyzed for emerging themes as well as group consensus and individual dissent.  

Journals 

The final method used to collect data was the use of journals. During the data 

collection period following the interviews and focus groups, the researcher asked 
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participants to complete online, weekly reflective journals with a template provided. 

Phelps (2005) explained that journals provide key insights that can be difficult to 

document in other ways. These reflective documents allow3e the participants to evaluate 

their experiences and perceptions of preparedness in their inclusive classroom settings in 

“real time” through reflection. The reflections encouraged the participants to be more 

aware of significant events and actively engaged them to be more self-aware (Phelps, 

2005). There are understandable time and scheduling constraints in the teaching 

profession; therefore, the researcher provided these weekly reflection prompts in lieu of 

multiple individual interviews. The prompts also served as another tool used for guiding 

the focus group questions. Due to the focus on the reflections to encourage richer more 

candid responses, participants were encouraged to not disclose any identifiable 

information when responding.  

Data Analysis 

Data analysis of case studies can be a difficult task to undertake. Tellis (1997) 

described it as one of the most underdeveloped aspects of case study methodology.  Yin 

(1994, 2014) described five techniques for data analysis: pattern matching, linking data to 

propositions, explanation building, time-series analysis, logic models, and cross-case 

synthesis. Whereas Merriam (1998) detailed six analytic strategies for analyzing data: 

ethnographic analysis, narrative analysis, phenomenological analysis, constant 

comparative method, content analysis, and analytic induction. In addition to these 

methods, Braun and Clarke (2006) described the use of thematic analysis as one the first 
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qualitative methods a researcher should learn when conducting qualitative research, since 

it provides foundational skills useful in other forms of qualitative analysis.  

As noted, Yin’s research on data analysis of case study proffered limited detail 

found on the process; however, Miles and Huberman (1994) proposed an approach to 

data analysis by logically linking the data to a series of propositions and then interpreting. 

As stated earlier, propositions are derived from interpreting data from other sources such 

as the literature reviewed and are used in two ways: guiding formulation of research 

questions and serving as the basis for creating the initial codes used during the data 

analysis (Atkinson, 2002). Linking propositions fulfills the original objectives of the case 

study. The preliminary propositions for the coding of data were: (a) attitudes/impression 

of inclusion, (b) attitudes/impression of behavior disorders, (c) preservice preparation 

programs for inclusion and behavior disorders, and (d) professional learning for inclusion 

and behavior disorders. During the analysis of the transcribed interviews, the researcher 

studied the transcripts to explore responses regarding the key items presented. 

After transcribing the interviews, the researcher analyzed the text to identify 

themes. Since the qualitative research sample was small, and themes were already set that 

emerged from the literature review, the researcher chose not to use a software package 

and instead analyzed manually. According to Merriam (2002), data analysis begins with 

the first interview and should occur simultaneously with data collection. By doing so, 

Merriam (2002) stated the researcher can implement adjustments during the collection, 

redirecting data collection and testing emerging concepts and themes for subsequent data. 
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The researcher followed this recommendation by Merriam for data analysis in the current 

research.  

The data analysis began at the start of data collection and continued throughout. 

Open coding took place during the reading of transcribed interviews to help determine 

preliminary categories of data. Gibbs (2008) described open coding as the act of 

identifying categories that appear relevant through reflective analysis (Gibbs, 2008). The 

researcher then color-coded and categorically analyzed items.  

The researcher followed Creswell’s (2009) six step of data analysis:  

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis. This was achieved through the 

process of transcribing the recorded interviews and focus groups. 

2. Read or look at all data. This was achieved by reviewing all transcriptions and 

making any needed notes in the margins relating to observations, tones, etc.  

3. Start coding all the data. This was achieved through the process of open 

coding to organize material into segments, leading to categories.  

4. Use the coding process to generate a description of the setting or people as 

well as categories or themes for analysis. This was achieved through the 

process of generating codes, leading to the forming of themes. 

5. Advance how the description and themes will be represented in the qualitative 

narrative. This was achieved by discussing the emergent themes in a narrative 

grouped logically based on the participants’ responses.  

6. Interpretation in qualitative research. This was achieved by explaining the 

lessons learned. This is meaning derived from the findings as well as the 
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researcher’s personal interpretation. All data and information gathered from 

the interviews, focus groups and journals will be presented in a narrative form.  

In this study, thematic analysis in addition to linking data to propositions, took 

place. With the focus of the study on gathering teacher perceptions through analysis of 

their experiences, thematic analysis provided a guiding framework. The flexibility of 

thematic analysis across theoretical foundations, samples size, and data collection 

methods make it a suitable for analysis of the data collected in this research (Clarke & 

Braun, 2017). Thematic analysis, described as a method for identifying, analyzing, 

describing and reporting themes found in data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), provides 

accessible and systematic procedures for generating codes and themes from qualitative 

data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). King (2004) and Braun and Clarke (2006) argued that 

thematic analysis proves most beneficial when examining the perspectives of different 

research participants and generating insights. The goal of thematic analysis is not to 

summarize all the data but rather to identify and interpret key data (Clarke & Braun, 

2017). Furthermore, it helps to “identify patterns both within and across data in relation 

to participants’ lived experience, views and perspectives, behavior and practices” (Clarke 

& Braun, 2017, p. 297).  

Thematic analysis does not have ties to specific theories; therefore, its flexible 

approach is noted as an advantage to researchers. However, its disadvantages lie in its 

scarcity in literature regarding the method in comparison to other methods. Furthermore, 

its flexibility may also lead to inconsistency and a lack of cohesion when developing 

themes (Nowel1 et al., 2017). 
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Braun and Clarke (2006) outlined a six-phase method of thematic analysis. The 

researcher followed these steps to analyze the data gathered from the participant journals. 

Phase 1, described as repeated reading of the data and active reading of data, is 

familiarizing yourself with your data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process of active 

reading is searching for meanings and patterns while reading (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Phase 2 is generating initial codes from the data. Production of initial codes from the data 

is the process of identifying an interesting feature of the data in relation to the 

phenomenon (Braune & Clarke, 2006). Miller et al. (2000) described this phase as a 

process of reflection by interacting and thinking about the data. This process allows 

researchers to focus on specific sections and components of the data (Nowell et al., 

2017). Additionally, Nowell et al. (2017) recommended a consistent approach to coding 

the data. In the current research, the process of generating initial codes was done 

manually through color coding of data following the procedures outlined by Creswell 

above.  

The third phase is searching for themes. This phase occurs after the initial coding 

and compilation of all data into a list of the different codes. The researcher then sorted 

the list and collated it into themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) 

broadly characterized a theme as capturing something important in relation to the overall 

questions. Additionally, Nowell et al. (2017) warned of the possibility of initial codes not 

only creating themes, but those themes also forming subthemes. During this process, 

Braun and Clarke (2006) highlighted the importance of pinpointing if the themes are 
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generated deductively or inductively. In this research study, themes generated 

deductively.  

Through a deductive analysis, theoretical or analytical interest of the research 

drives the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This is opposite of inductive analysis, where the 

themes may not relate to the questions provided to the participants; therefore, there is an 

attempt to connect these themes to preexisting coding frames or preconceptions (Braun & 

Clarke. 2006). Due to the implementation of initial propositions as recommend for case 

study by Yin, deductive analysis of the data occurred. King (2004) also suggested 

beginning with predefined codes to assist with guiding the analysis but warned researcher 

to be mindful not to start with too many. In addition, King (2004) caused against relying 

on the research question to the extent that themes without obvious relevance were 

disregarded (King, 2004). The researcher also followed these recommendations w in the 

current research, again through use of the initial propositions.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested the use of flexibility in research judgment in 

determining themes but overall consistency within particular analysis. Based on this 

recommendation, thematic analysis, in addition to linking data to propositions, was 

conducted across all data collection methods. Likewise, as recommended by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), the researcher used tables, templates, or mind maps for organizing codes 

and themes. 

The fourth phase is the reviewing of themes. During this phase, refinement of 

themes takes place as coded data extracts are reviewed for coherency and validity (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). In this refinement phase, new codes may be created, and others may be 
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deleted. This occurs as the researcher discovers inadequacies in the initial codes or if 

substantial overlap occurs within codes (King, 2004). Braun and Clarke (2006) stated 

some themes may prove to have produced enough supporting data, and some may 

collapse into others, while others need to be reduced into separate themes.  

Phase five is the process of defining and naming themes. During this phase, the 

researcher writes a detailed analysis for each theme, identifying the story each theme 

conveys (Braun & Clarke, 2006). During this phase, the researcher should consider how 

the theme fits in the overall story about the entire data set and research questions (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006). King (2004) also cautioned that the process of modifying and refining 

definitions of themes is continuous and may pose difficulty for knowing when to stop the 

process. It is advisable to include outside experts and peer debriefing to assist with this 

difficulty. For each data collection method, themes continued to be modified and refined 

as needed before beginning the final phase.  

The final phase of Braun and Clarke’s six-phase method is producing the report. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) suggested that the write-up of the thematic analysis be “concise, 

coherent, logical, non-repetitive, and as interesting account of the story the data tell –

within and across themes” (p. 23). In doing so, King (2004) noted a key component of 

this final report as direct quotes from the participants. King (2004) also detailed that the 

reports should go beyond simply reporting codes and themes producing a non-descriptive 

account. By embedding extracts of the raw data through quotes into the analytic 

narrative, the illustration of the story goes beyond simple descriptions to convince the 

reader of the validity and merit of analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher 
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following this process of producing the report in the current research study. Themes were 

presented in narrative form with supporting quotations from the participants from the 

various data collection methods.  

Role of the Researcher 

In a qualitative study the role of the researcher differs from in a quantitative 

study. Denzin and Lincoln (2003) compared the two by stating that in qualitative research 

the researcher is considered an instrument of data collection, meaning that data are 

mediated through the human instrument, rather than other means. Considering this 

notion, the qualitative researcher needs to describe all relevant aspects of themselves.  

My inquiry began with my professional life as an educator. I was certified as an 

educator through an alternate certification program and began working in the public 

school system in a variety of educator roles. For the most part, the roles required me to 

focus mostly on content delivery and differentiating the content to accommodate the 

academic levels of my classroom. As years passed, I acquired a vast amount of 

experience working with students with mild and moderate behavior needs. Although 

throughout the years this group of students presented challenges, the most challenging 

obstacles seemed to occur in the general education inclusive classroom setting in 

comparison to the self-contained or special education classroom. This appeared to be the 

case no matter the school setting, elementary or secondary. Working across both settings, 

I have observed teachers struggling with how to infuse these students in the general 

education classrooms with their peers and still accommodate their social, emotional, 
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and/or behavior needs. In result, a student’s placement would often be changed to a more 

restrictive, self-contained type setting.  

During the time of my work experience when I had the opportunity to work in the 

adjacent role as the general education teacher, I observed an overall lack of familiarity 

from the teachers of where to begin when it came to behaviorally inclusive classrooms. 

With the constraints of time (for both of us), unfortunately the realization occurred that 

we were trying to “build the car while we were driving it.” When presented the 

opportunity to work in a leadership role and further assist teachers and students with the 

success of these types of environments, I took it. In this position I worked directly with 

both special education and general education teachers in both self-contained and 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms. In this position, I further noticed the teachers’ upward 

battle with working with behavior students in the classrooms. I again found myself 

attempting to support teachers by educating them with general, vast knowledge 

concerning how to work with these students, in a short, unstructured amount of time. As 

an educator who worked directly as a support for teachers of students with ongoing 

behavior needs, I wanted to dig deeper and acquire a better understanding of when and 

how teachers are receiving the knowledge and guidance they need to educate these high-

need students in the behaviorally inclusive environment, other than in the moment crash 

courses. 

Currently serving as a support to teachers, as a researcher, I must acknowledge 

the possible effects of my presence as a variable. Mehra (2002) explained the possibility 

of affinity occurring in the research due to the researcher being a member of the group. 
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This sense of affinity may limit the curiosity of the researcher; therefore, the researcher 

may only discover what they think they do not know, rather than being open to inquiries 

they encounter (Mehra, 2002). However, my acknowledgment on the forefront of my 

biases and experiences serve to lessen the chances of affinity and further bias. Therefore, 

due to my role as a support to teachers, there is the risk for participant bias. The next 

section addresses participant bias.  

Dependability and Credibility 

Creswell and Miller (2000) detailed the challenge of writing about validity in 

qualitative inquiry. Much like the mountain scaling metaphor, inexperienced researchers 

can easily become baffled in attempting to understand validity in qualitative studies. To 

further corroborate credibility, the researcher used the member checking process, which 

allows the participants of the study to review the narrative presentation of the interpreted 

data collected to confirm credibility of the information gathered (Creswell & Miller, 

2000). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) member checking is “the most crucial 

technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314), for it can eliminate researcher bias 

(Anney, 2015).  

Triangulation is another procedure employed in the study to verify validity and 

credibility. Triangulation is a systematic process of finding common themes and 

categories through a process of analyzing and sorting data through different data 

measures (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The use of three different data sources in this study 

served this purpose. In addition, triangulation assists the researcher in bias reduction and 

cross examines the participant responses for integrity (Anney, 2015) 
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Lastly, the use of thick, rich descriptions is another procedure utilized to establish 

credibility. This is a process of writing as much vivid detail as possible, helping the 

readers understand the account. Stake (1995) recommended using thick descriptions for 

illustrating aspects of the case and clearly articulating the findings. Stake (1995) 

suggested presenting data in the form of storytelling or vignettes (Stake, 1995). Creswell 

and Miller (2000) further described thick descriptions as vivid, detailed statements that 

allow readers to personally identify with experiences, or the possibility of the 

experiences, described in the study. Furthermore, through these descriptions, readers are 

able to discern the applicability of the findings across other settings (Creswell & Miller, 

2000). 

Ethical Safeguards 

Creswell (2013) explained that when a researcher conducts any type of qualitative 

research, they must be sensitive to possible ethical issues that may arise. To ensure these 

ethical safeguards, the researcher obtained Internal Review Board (IRB) permission from 

Mercer University (see Appendix A), as well as written informed consent from each 

participant. During this time, the researcher also assured each participant of their right to 

withdraw from the study at any time. Prior to the study, the researcher also obtained 

approval from the gatekeepers and authority figures in the school district to study 

participants. 

In addition, although the geographic location of the school is discussed in the 

study, the specific name of the district or name of the school is undisclosed. To maintain 

anonymity of each participant, the researcher assigned pseudonyms to conceal their 
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identity. The participants received assurances that only the researcher has access to the 

raw data.  

Creswell and Creswell (2018) issued caution regarding the site selection where 

the researcher has an interest in the outcome. According to Creswell and Creswell (2018) 

this may limit the openness of multiple perspectives expressed in qualitative research and 

raise question of power and influence in the study. To outweigh this potential issue, the 

American Psychological Association (APA) (2010) recommended presenting the 

descriptive case material to the participants to review and obtaining written consent for 

its usage. The researcher accomplished through the member checking process that was 

also used to corroborate credibility. Due to the study being qualitative in nature, there 

was an obvious lack of anonymity of the researcher during the interviews and focus 

group. Therefore, to ensure the integrity of the respondents, in addition to changing the 

names in the transcripts, any information shared that pointing directly to a participant 

with the possibility of revealing their identity was erased.  

Summary 

The design of public schools is to promote education equality and foster education 

success of individuals regardless of their disability. Education models in the classrooms 

are aimed to be inclusive, requiring both general education and special education teacher 

to educate students of varying disabilities in class together and prepare them for life after 

school. The most difficult of these disabilities are often students with emotional/behavior 

disorders. Furthermore, these students are found to less likely experience education in a 

general education classroom compared other SWD. Outcomes of these students are often 
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linked to negative academic outcomes, struggles with social connectedness in and outside 

of school, and adverse involvement in the criminal justice system (Wagner et al., 1991). 

This population of student requires teachers who are knowledgeable and prepared to 

support more than just their academic needs. Based on the need to provide students with 

behavior disorders in an inclusive classroom with a quality education, the input of their 

educators is necessary. Therefore, this study directs attention toward the preparation of 

teachers who work with these multi-faceted students.  

The researcher examined the perceptions of these teachers regarding their 

preparation for educating students with behavior needs in the general education 

environment through a qualitative research study. Palmer (2003) described a qualitative 

research methodology as appropriate when a research is attempting to collect more vivid 

descriptions in comparison to implementing quantitative measures. By gathering 

information through qualitative methods, the researcher was able to gain an in-depth 

understanding of the perspectives of the participants.  

The qualitative method chosen to gather this information was the use of case 

study methodology, for it allows an in-depth exploration of a specific entity within the 

boundaries set (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1995). In this study, I used a qualitative case study 

design to explore the perspectives of elementary general education teacher on their 

preparation for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. Conducting a case study allowed the 

capturing of the participants’ experience and perspectives. When conducting a case study, 

it is important that case, unit of analysis and boundaries are clear. In this study, the case 

was behaviorally inclusive classrooms, and the general education teachers with 
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experience in these classrooms constituted the unit of analysis. The requirement of 

experience in a behaviorally inclusive classroom served as a case boundary for the study. 

The numerous research methodologists linked to case study methodology specify 

definitions, protocols, and/or procedures for conducting a case study. Although they are 

similar in many aspects, there are also distinct differences in their details. The discovery 

was made that a lack of a clear data analysis protocol is tied to case studies. Therefore, 

after reviewing each of the case study expert researcher’s recommendations for case 

study protocol and data analysis procedures, the researcher decided to employ aspects 

from the frameworks of both Yin and Merriam.  

This research was exploratory in nature for it focused on the “how” and “why” 

questions and had no predetermined outcome (Yin, 2014). More general questions are 

used in exploratory case studies, in comparison to the other types. The researcher adopted 

the protocol for conducting the case study from Yin’s (2014) model, with the use of the 

following propositions to help focus the study’s goal, assist in the data analysis process 

and help ensure dependability of the study: (a) attitudes/impression of inclusion, (b) 

attitudes/impression of behavior disorders, (c) preservice preparation for inclusion and 

behavior disorders, and (d) professional learning for inclusion and behavior disorders. 

To acquire participants for the study, the researcher used both convenience and 

purposive sampling techniques. Convenience sampling identified the choice of the 

specific geographical area. Purposive sampling narrowed down the participants for the 

study. The criteria applied for selecting participants were (a) certified elementary school 

teacher, (b) serving as a general education teacher, and (c) experience teaching in a 
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behaviorally inclusive classroom. The use of the purposeful sample decreased the 

likelihood of individuals participating with a lack of knowledge in the case, and 

therefore, increased the reliability of the data collected.  

Data collection took place through the use of semi-structured interviews, focus 

groups, and journal reflections. The researcher followed Merriam’s (1998) 

recommendation to restrict collected data in the case study to only qualitative data. Semi-

structured interviews took place prior to the focus groups. According to Given (2008), it 

is beneficial to use both interview and focus group methods because the interview can 

provide more necessary background information and assist in conducting a more 

effective focus group. Further use of journal reflections allowed for real-time, candid 

responses from the participants, providing more rich data. 

Although not specifically defined in the empirical literature reviewed on case 

study, there are several data analysis techniques described and recommended. This study 

employed deductive, thematic analysis through coding and linking data to propositions to 

analyze the data obtained regarding teachers’ perceptions, as well deductive. Chapter 4 

presents the emergent themes developed from the data collection. Chapter 5 provides a 

discuss of the results, as well as conclusions, implications, and recommendations for 

future research.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

“You never climb the same mountain twice, not even in memory. Memory rebuilds the 

mountain, changes the weather, retells the jokes, remakes all the moves.” 

-Lito Tejada-Flores 

There is a sense of accomplishment and power when a climber reaches the peak 

of a mountain. Nothing demonstrates this more than listening to the detailed recount of 

the journey from the mouth of the adventurist themselves. Altitude sickness, strong 

winds, rockslides, cold nights, hypothermia, sickness, and injury are common descriptors 

of the expedition, followed by absence of regret and eagerness for the next obstacle to 

tackle. 

The symbolic metaphor of task accomplishment—successfully reaching the 

summit of the mountain—serves as the backdrop for this case study. Accomplishing a 

task reinforces an individual’s confidence and motivation as they ready for the next. 

Likewise, to set a goal and feel equipped to conquer it provides a sense of power to an 

individual. This sense of power is even more evident when required to draw from their 

training to mastery a task, in spite of obstacles that occur along the way.  

The researcher explored the experiences of teachers responsible for educating 

students with behavior disabilities in general education environments. The details of their 

experiences are valuable in a pursuit to inform others of the dynamics of the environment 



146 

 

and their perceptions of preparedness as a teacher in the classroom. Just as it is vital that 

the mountain climber possesses the ability to recall not only their training, but also every 

aspect of the climb, the data collection during this research focuses on recall of details 

and experiences by the participants.  

Subsequently, the analysis of these memories will be grouped into emerging 

themes to capture perceptions of their experiences. These perceptions are able to allow 

in-depth exploration of how equipped these teachers feel for tackling the adventure of 

educating students with behavior disorders in inclusive classrooms. The sense of power 

they possess influenced their feelings. When individuals do not feel equipped, a sense of 

powerlessness manifests.  

With the increase of students with high levels of behavior concerns afforded 

opportunities to receive an education in inclusive classrooms, focusing on the needs of 

their teachers is imperative. Teachers must receive necessary trainings and guidance for 

their sense of power to manifest. Similar to the climber, there are obstacles and 

accomplishments throughout the expedition, each challenging their sense of power while 

trudging towards the reinforcement of accomplishment. Nonetheless, each promotes a 

personal level of emotional investment and profound reflection as they seek to reach 

levels of both accomplishment and power.  

Sample 

To earn the right to proceed with the process of identifying participants, the 

researcher first sought approval from the Mercer University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). After receiving approval from Mercer University’s IRB, the researcher sought 
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approval from the targeted school district’s approval committee. At the request of the 

school district, the Mercer’s IRB approval forms were provided to the district, 

accompanied with a detail description of the research and the research protocol narrative 

via email. After review of the provided documents, a district representative granted 

approval.  

Before beginning the interview, the researcher randomly assigned pseudonyms to 

each participant to ensure confidentiality of the participants’ identities. Following the 

interviews, the researcher emailed the transcriptions to the participants to review for 

member checking. The researcher also emailed the participants critical incidents for 

reflection journaling, one at a time so as to not overwhelm them. The last data collection 

method was the focus group. It took place virtually through the video conferencing 

program.  

To identify participants, following approval from the appropriate district officials, 

purposeful selection of participants took place based on the following inclusion criteria: 

(a) certified elementary school teacher; (b) serving as a general education teacher; (c) 

experience teaching in behaviorally inclusive classrooms (students with behavioral 

disabilities in the class). Approval from the school district allowed accessibility to school 

system resources for identifying potential participants. In total, the researcher sent 

recruitment emails to eight participants with known experience teaching in behaviorally 

inclusive classrooms. Those who responded with interest were then forwarded informed 

consent documents to complete. Four of the initial eight respondents voiced interest in 

participating, resulting in a 50% return rate. All four participants consenting to participate 
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are represented in the sample with 100% being elementary general education teachers. 

50% of the participants were employed at Title 1 elementary schools, and 50% were not.  

After the recruitment period, four participants were set as the sample for this 

study. Having a small sample for the case study is recommended as one of the seven 

common features of a case study as described by VanWynsberghe and Khan (2007). Yin 

(2004) pinpointed that case studies should be an intensive, in-depth focus on a specific 

unit requiring a smaller sample size than survey research. Furthermore, attempts to 

perform broad analysis with larger sample groups of participants can reduce the reduce 

the effectiveness of a case study (VanWynsberghe & Khan, 2007).  

The average number of work experience in years compiled by the four 

participants averaged 13 years. Of the participants, one participant had more than 20 

years of experiences, one had 10-15 years of experience, and two participants had less 

than 10 years of experience. Each of the participants attained teacher certification through 

a traditional preservice certification program and only had experience educating in the 

public school system. Fifty percent of the participants received their teaching certification 

outside of Georgia, while the remaining 50% received their teaching certification in the 

state of Georgia.  

All participants identified as female and shared their race information. Of the four 

participants, two identified as White, non-Hispanic; one identified as African-American; 

and one identified as Hispanic. The ages of the participants varied: 25% of the 

participants were between 31 and 40, and 75% were between the ages of 41 and 50.  In 

addition, 50% of the participants labeled themselves as career changers with education as 
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their 2nd career, and 50% indicated they began their education career immediately after 

their college career. Table 1 displays this demographic information 

 

Table 1 

Demographics of Participants 

Demographic Participant 

 Bree Eva Alli Melissa 

Race/Ethnicity African American Hispanic White White 

Grade Taught 4th/5th Kindergarten 4th/5th 1st 

Subjects social studies/ 

science 

all academic 

areas 

all academic 

areas 

all academic 

areas 

Initial 

Certification 

State 

Georgia Florida Georgia Alabama 

Career 

Change 

Yes Yes No No 

College 

Degree Level 

Masters Masters Bachelors Masters 

Years 

Teaching 

Experience 

5 8 12 2 

Title I School Yes Yes No No 

 

 

Employing a diverse sample of the participants allows for better generalization of 

the data obtained (Bein, 2009). Teachers of students with behavior disabilities vary in 

education level, state certification, age, gender, race, and years of experience. Including 

participants of varying demographic profiles allows comparisons to be made across 

studies (Bein, 2009).  
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Data Collection 

The four interviews with the elementary general education teachers served as the 

primary source of research data. VanWynsberghe and Khan (2007) claimed that 

interviews with a smaller number of participants allowed for a deeper focus on the data 

analysis in comparison to the use of larger numbers that risk a reduction of effectiveness, 

which may affect the detailed description. Likewise, the sample size adopted in this 

research is supported by the use of the case study inquiry. Feagin et al. (1991) detailed 

that a case study requires one person, or a handful of people, to acquire the needed 

observations and data interpretation in comparison to a massive organization usually 

mandated by random sample surveys and population census. 

Development of the interview questions followed Castillo-Montoya’s (2016) 

Four-Phase Process to Interview Protocol Refinement (IPR) outlined in Chapter 3. As 

advised in Phase 4 of the IPR, before interviews with the participants took place, the 

researcher piloted the interview protocol with three volunteers of similar characteristics 

of the targeted population. This piloting of the interview instrument allowed the 

researcher to analyze the flow and timing of the interview, the clarity of interview 

questions, and the need for any subsequent revision.  

The current research took place during the nationwide COVID-19 pandemic. Due 

to the pandemic and social distancing mandates, the interviews took place virtually 

through recorded video calls. The pilot interviews also took place virtually, affording the 

opportunity to simulate the use of the program prior to conducting the interviews. Each 
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interview began with demographic questions. After each interview, the researcher 

transcribed the recorded responses, then emailed the transcription to participants to 

review for validation as a form of member checking. Following the member checking, 

the researcher manually coded and reviewed the transcriptions for emerging themes. See 

Appendix B for a copy of the original interview protocol and the subsequent interview 

framework.  

The reflective journaling prompts served as the secondary source of research data. 

Immediately following the interviews, the researcher emailed critical incident prompts 

for journal reflections. A critical incident, as defined by Brookfield (1995), is any 

unplanned and unanticipated event occurring while a class is in session, outside class or 

at some point during the teacher’s career. According to Richards and Farrell (2010) the 

analysis of critical incidents is beneficial for improving practice and facilitating teacher 

professional development. 

Phelps (2005) supported the use of journals to yield important insights that might 

otherwise be difficult to obtain. The use of reflective journaling serves a form of 

reflective practice, which prompts educators to examine their values and beliefs about 

teaching and learning in order to foster adoption of ownership and responsibility for their 

actions in the classroom (Farrell, 2004). This action requires teachers to examine their 

attitudes, assumptions, and beliefs to allow the process for critical reflection regarding 

their teaching to begin (Richards & Lockhart, 1994). Due the value of reflective practices 

in the education field, utilizing a reflection practice to gain perceptions of teachers in this 

study was equally valuable.  
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As a result of social distancing due to COVID-19, classrooms in the district 

became virtual instead of traditional in person classes. As a result, the critical incidents 

provided for journal reflections were from the experiences of the researcher instead of the 

initial plan of using real-time experiences of the participants. The researcher’s past 

experience as a special education behavior teacher, collaborative teacher in behavior 

inclusive classrooms, and current leadership position for supporting teachers provided the 

necessary experiences to provide emotional- and behavioral-based classroom events and 

situations as critical incidents for reflection.  

The benefit of utilizing critical incidents provided from the researcher for journal 

reflections is that it allowed each participant to respond to the same behavior, facilitating 

better comparisons of the responses. The researcher’s dissertation committee chair as 

well as other individuals with similar experience with EBD students (i.e. education 

behavior coordinators, school psychologists and mental health counselors) reviewed and 

critiqued the critical incidents and reflective prompts. The researcher ensured each 

reflective prompt focused on the overall purpose of the research and objective of the 

research question. Each participant received the same profiles and prompts seen in 

Appendix C. Participants received only one reflection at a time so as to not overwhelm 

them and allow focused reflection for each one.  

The final source for research data was the conducting of a focus group of the 

participants. Given (2008) supported the use of focus groups for an exploratory research 

due to its ability to foster meaningful conversations of individuals with similar 

backgrounds and experiences and afford the opportunity to speak freely in reciprocating 
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dialogue. Likewise, it presents the possibility for participants to hear the experiences and 

perceptions of others and possibly expand their initial responses (Patton, 2002). Adopting 

the smaller sample size for this research study serves as a benefit for the use of the focus 

group. Krueger (1994) noted these mini-focus groups are valid when the participants 

have “a great deal to share about the topic or have had intense or lengthy experiences 

with the topic” (p. 68). 

The questions during the focus group derived from the responses to interview 

questions and journal reflections. The focus group questions focused on the research 

purpose and research question. It also allowed for further conversations regarding the 

research question in a more open, conversational atmosphere outside of the interview 

structure. Again, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, social distancing was observed 

for the safety and comfort of the participants. Therefore, the focus group took place 

virtually through a video conferencing program.  

Data and Analysis 

Utilizing a case study strategy of inquiry afforded the opportunity to study the 

targeted sample of individuals and their experiences. This case study was exploratory in 

nature due to its objective of exploring the causal links in the relationships that would not 

otherwise be attainable through a survey or experiment (Yin, 2014). In order to determine 

these links, the researcher coded all interviews manually. In the analysis phase of the 

research, the researcher searched to find emerging codes, following Yin’s (2014) data 

analysis technique of linking data to propositions. These propositions were (a) 

attitudes/impression of inclusion, (b) attitudes/impression of behavior disorders, (c) 
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preservice preparation for inclusion and behavior disorders, and (d) professional learning 

for inclusion and behavior disorders. The initial propositions derived from the objective 

of the research and the literature review.  

Each participant participated in reflective journaling based on the critical 

incidents reflections and prompts provided by the researcher. The researcher provided 

four critical incidents with two focus areas: emotional disturbance and behavior 

regulation. These areas were chosen based on the definition and characteristics of EBD as 

defined by the Council for Exceptional Children, Council for Children with Behavior 

Disorders, and the Georgia Department of Education. Thematic analysis took place for 

each journal response. The researcher also coded responses for recurring themes based on 

the preliminary propositions created. 

In analyzing the interview data, journal reflections and the focus group data, 

several common themes emerged, which will be discussed in this section. These themes 

emerging from the data are linked to the initial propositions shown in Table 2 and 

presented throughout this chapter in narrative form. Overall, the data collected from the 

three methods revealed each participant expressed feelings of lack of preparation and 

knowledge in specific areas.  
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Table 2 

Data Linked to Propositions for the Research Question 

Initial Propositions Emerging Themes 

 

Attitudes/Impression of Inclusion 
Feelings of Inadequacy 

Collaboration 

 

Attitudes/Impression of 

 Behavior Disorders 

Personal Experience 

Professional Experience 

Stigma of EBD/Reputation of Student 

Confidence 

Effect on Teaching 

Preservice Preparation for Inclusion and 

Behavior Disorders 

Insufficient Preservice Preparation 

Beneficial Student Teaching 

Professional Learning for Inclusion and 

Behavior Disorders 

Professional Learning Limitations 

Areas of Desired Focus 

 

 

The researcher conducted thematic analysis for analysis of the journal reflections 

of critical incidents. The goal of thematic analysis is to utilize the research question as a 

guide to move beyond simply summarizing data to identifying and interpreting 

significant data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). Braun and Clarke (2006) detailed this process in 

six phases: (1) familiarizing yourself with your data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) 

searching for themes, (4) reviewing the themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and( 6) 

producing the report. This is a process of identifying patterns and themes within the data 

and using those themes for addressing the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006, Clarke & 

Braun, 2017). Through that process the following thematic categories were established: 

(a) Feelings of Adequacy or Inadequacy, (b) Professional Learning (PL) Prep, and (c) 
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Preservice Prep. The researcher used deductive reasoning to determine the codes. Table 

3 displays the thematic analysis matrix with links to initial propositions.  

 

Table 3  

Reflective Journaling Thematic Analysis Matrix 

Themes Definitions Categories Codes Propositions  Dimensions 

Feelings of 

Adequacy 
Moderately 

Adequate 

 
Inadequate 

 

Perceptions expressed of being 

adequately prepared and 
capable 

Perceptions expressed of being 

somewhat prepared, maybe 
with help of minimum 

additional guidance 

Perceptions expressed of not 
adequately prepared all. 

Implementing 

Behavior 
Strategies 

 

Deescalating 
/ Managing 

Behavior 

Occurrence 

Confident, 

comfortable 
 

Somewhat 

prepared 
 

Hard 

 
Difficult to 

manage 

 
No classes 

or PL 

 
Not 

qualified  

 
Not 

confident 

 

 

 
Attitudes and 

Impression of 

Behavior 
Disorders 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Emotional 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Behavioral  

No PL Prep 

 

Limited PL 
Prep 

Adequate PL 

provided 
 

No 

Preservice 
Prep 

 

Limited 
Preservice 

Prep 

Adequate 
Preservice 

Prep 

No PL provided to assist in 

preparation 

 
Limited PL provided to assist 

in preparation 

 
Relevant and beneficial 

professional learning has been 

provided 
 

Preservice Program did not 

provide necessary preparation 
 

Preservice program offered 

some courses or experiences at 
a moderate level 

 

Preservice program provided 
relevant and beneficial 

preparation 

 

 

 
Professional 

Learning 

 
 

 

 
Preservice 

Preparation 

No PL 

 

Lack of 
exposure, 

Additional 

training 
needed 

 

Beneficial 
to get PL  

 

 
 

Legal focus  

 
Not 

addressed 

in college, 
Not 

prepared 

from 
courses, 

College 

intro brief 

 

 

 
 

 

Preparation 
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The researcher also analyzed the final data collection of focus groups for 

emerging themes. When analyzing the focus group data, the researcher presents the 

analysis as emerging themes. Onwuegbuzie et al. (2009) recommended that, as the 

researcher presents themes through presentation of participant quotes, the researcher also 

includes information regarding the proportion of members showing consensus or dissent 

for the emerging theme. Kitzinger (1995) and Onwuegbuzie et al. (2009) stated that the 

information should be presented in descriptive form. In this manner, the data from the 

focus groups were embedded in the narrative presentation of the interview and journal 

reflections data throughout the chapter.  

Additional recommendations were to present more than simply the emergent 

themes. Kitzinger (1994) explained by limiting the data to only interpretations of 

emerging themes, information is missing regarding the degree of consensus and/or 

dissent that took place. Including the information from the dissenters increases validity 

(Kitzniger, 1994). The matrix in Table 4 displays this data relating to both consensus and 

dissent.  
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Table 4 

Focus Group Consensus Matrix 

Focus 

Group 

Questions 

Linked  

Theme or 

Categories 

Statement Bree 

Participant 

1 

Eva 

Participant 

2 

Alli 

Participant 

3 

Melissa 

Participant 

4 

1 

 

Experience Experience 

more 

valuable than 

training 

D 

SD 

A 

SE 

A 

SE 

P 

2 Training for 

first experience 

with EBD 

1st year 

teaching 

behavior 

with no 

support 

P A 

SE 

A 

SE 

A 

SE 

3 

 

Stigma  

of EBD  

Emotional 

reaction 

A 

SE 

A A 

SE 

A 

SE 

4 

 

Reputation of 

EBD student 

Warning 

Negative 

Talk 

A 

SE 

 

A 

SE 

A 

SE 

A 

SE 

5a Collaboration 

Support from 

school 

Collaboration 

makes a huge 

difference  

A 

SE 

A A 

SE 

A 

SE 

5b 

 

Collaboration 

(Reinforcement 

from others) 

More 

students 

placed 

because you 

handle it 

But a break 

is needed 

A A 

SE 

A 

SE 

A 

SE 

6 

 

Critical 

Reflection 

Yes was able 

to critically 

reflect 

A 

SE 

NR A 

SE 

A 

SE 

Note. A = Indicated agreement (i.e. verbal or nonverbal); D = Indicated dissent (i.e. verbal or nonverbal);  

P = Indicated agreement within some parameters; SE = Provided significant statement or example suggesting 

agreement; SD = Provided significant statement or example of dissent; NR = Did not indicate agreement or dissent (i.e. 

nonresponse)  

 

 

The data collection process was able to embody each tenet of Mezirow’s 

Transformative Learning Theory while exploring participant experiences. This theory 

seeks to change how individuals define their world through their experiences (Mezirow, 
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1991). Taylor (1998) described it as a process of critical reflections to explain how 

experiences directly influences expectations. Throughout the interviews, journal 

reflections, and the focus group, themes emerged from participant responses connected to 

the overall basis of the theory. According to Christie et al. (2015), an individual’s view 

and assumptions are derivatives from their “individual upbringing, life experience, 

culture or education” (p. 3). After analyzing the data collected from the three data 

collection methods, evidence of these were linked to themes that emerged, as presented in 

Table 5.  

 

Table 5 

Data Links to Transformative Learning Theory 

Transformative 

Learning 

Brief Definition Evidence from Data Connected 

Themes 

Disorienting 

Dilemma 

 

Stimulus that leads to 

examination and reflection 

on why a person is doing 

what they are doing in their 

lives examining their 

underlying beliefs or 

assumptions. 

Experience with self or family 

members with emotional or 

behavior needs. 

Years of experience of 

working with students with 

behavior needs 

Personal and 

Professional 

Experiences; 

Preservice 

Preparation; 

Professional 

Learning 

Critical self-

reflection 

 

Allows one to make 

meaning of perspectives 

and transform them. 

Through reflection, 

individuals are able to 

correct distortions and 

errors in thoughts through 

analyzation of 

presumptions. 

Feelings towards inclusion 

Feelings towards behavior 

disorders   

Reflection of definition 

Feelings 

Towards 

Preparation; 

Feelings of 

Inadequacy 

Rational 

Discourse 

Communicative skills 

developed to resolve 

internal and external 

conflicts which may result 

from changes in 

perspective 

Opportunities to collaborate 

with other individuals  

Collaboration 
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Attitudes/Impression of Inclusion and Behavior Disorders 

Attitudes and impression of inclusion is a category in this study dedicated to the 

perceptions the participants held regarding the inclusion of SWD in general education 

classrooms. Two common themes, Feelings of Inadequacy and Collaboration, emerged 

under the area of attitudes and impression of inclusion from the codes: difficult, lack of 

classes, and lack of PL, not prepared, and lack of knowledge.  

Feelings of Inadequacy 

The first theme of Feelings of Inadequacy is based on participants’ feelings 

relating to being prepared for inclusive classrooms. This theme is linked to the 

transformative learning theory of critical self-reflections. Mezirow (1990) explained that 

this tenet is what allows one to make meaning of perspectives and transform them. The 

feelings expressed by participants during the data collection regarding their preparation 

and the critical reflection of attitudes and impressions ignited the process of making new 

or revised interpretations of their experience (Mezirow, 1990). Concurrently, these 

feelings of inadequacy embrace the overarching research question pertaining to their 

perceptions to being equipped for managing behavior disabilities with the goals of 

providing a more thorough understanding. 

One hundred percent of the participants’ responses reflected feelings of a lack of 

preparation towards inclusion. When asked how comfortable they felt with meeting the 

needs of students with varying disabilities in the classroom, two participant responses 

were able to provide insight on their feelings towards inclusive classrooms. Eva shared 

her attitude: 
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My only issue would be that because there are so many different students in a 

school that need support sometimes it’s difficult to find the teachers to push in to 

help you along. So it falls a lot on the general education teacher, and I’m not 

trying to make excuses, but when you have other students in the classroom with 

varying levels its hard to share yourself to the best of your ability. So sometimes I 

think that takes away from giving your best to all. 

Another participant, Bree, reflectively responded when asked about her comfort 

level: “You are getting students that come in with disabilities and you feel some anxiety. 

I do anyways. I feel a level of anxiety. I don’t feel prepared.” 

These responses of discomfort were connected to the code of lack of knowledge. 

Melissa voiced her thoughts regarding comfort and knowledge clearly when she said, 

“Training, no I was not trained to do this at all. I have had zero classes on how to handle 

students with behavior disorders.”  

Bree also expressed a level of discomfort in relation to her knowledge base for 

working with students with emotional and behavioral needs when she stated,  

I think it would help us being more prepared and if we understood the spectrum of 

emotional and physical disabilities and social disabilities that you can run into in 

any inclusion classroom. You do have to take things on the individual basis but I 

don't even feel like we have the foundation right now.  

In addition to her feelings regarding her personal knowledge base, when asked 

about her perceptions regarding the school’s overall level, Bree’s response was equally 

insightful: 
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I think they do well for what they can do. I just think being prepared and educated 

enough to handle certain behaviors... I think we are all kind of lacking in the 

knowledge of what to do. But you do the best you can. So I do think they try to 

address every issue. Follow the guidelines and do what they are supposed to do. 

But I think it will be more effective if they were probably better trained and better 

educated on it. 

The other participants responded with similar attitudes regarding inclusive classrooms.  

Even more similar was the shared commonality in their responses relating to the 

beginning of their teaching career. During the focus group, all participants responded that 

their first time having behavior students in their classroom was during their first year 

teaching. This led to insightful discussions on that experience. Alli stated, “So I started 

my teaching career in my first year, I had an inclusion classroom, and it was hard not 

having a ton of background knowledge.” Melissa’s response, although related more 

specifically to those students with behavior disorders, was similar:  

My first year teaching when I was 22 years old, I had a kid that would bang his 

head on his desk. Nobody told me what to do when a kid bangs their head on the 

desk. I was like, “What do I do?”  I was in tears going to the special education 

teacher. 

Eva described, 

My first year teaching I was in a very bad school in south Florida and I replaced a 

teacher that was beat up by a student. And I really thought that was going to be 

my first and last year teaching. I feel like because of the school environment as a 
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whole there wasn’t a lot of support. It was more like, “Hey, let’s throw her in 

there and see what she can do . . . sink or swim. 

Ali explained, 

I actually started in November and I took over a position for a teacher that had 

actually quite . . . and I had a student that was diagnosed EBD and my very first 

day he cleared my desk with his arm and told me he was going to through 

everything out the window. And here I am a first year teacher and I was like, “Oh, 

my God.”  

In addition, reflections throughout the participants’ journals expressed these 

feelings of inadequacy, specifically towards behavior disabilities. During these 

reflections, participants were able to respond to critical incidents regarding their 

perceptions of their levels of preparedness towards educating students specific behavior 

profiles. Feelings of inadequacy and lack of preparation continued to emerge. Review of 

the journal entries revealed an additional commonality among the reflections. When 

presented the behavior profile regarding a student with behavior regulation needs, such as 

eloping from the school and physical aggression towards others, responses varied, with 

only one participant (25%) feeling inadequate to address. Bree wrote, 

I do not feel that I am prepared or qualified to implement any behavior 

interventions or deescalate the student’s behavior. Professionally, I do not feel 

prepared to address the needs of a student like this. I would simply call for admin 

if the student left my room.  
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Conversely, when presented with behavior profiles more emotionally based, three 

(75%) of the participants expressed a level of unpreparedness or doubt in comparison to 

those focused on more on external behavior characteristics. This was evident in journal 

responses to behavior profiles one and three, as seen in Appendix C. In Journal 1, Eva 

wrote, “I would not be completely confident, nor comfortable with dealing with this on 

my own.”  

Bree wrote, “Professionally, I do not feel qualified to address or manage 

depression or EBD. I do not feel prepared or knowledgeable enough to implement a 

proactive behavior plan independently.” 

Melissa wrote, “I feel somewhat prepared to help Chris only because of past 

teaching experiences and coaching from experts on an as needed basis when working 

with these students.” 

In Journal 3, Eva wrote, “I would be prepared to implement behavior 

interventions to manage this behavior if I receive training to do so.” 

 These reflections showed a direct connection between the perceptions of 

preparedness of more experienced teachers when educating a student with deficits in 

behavior regulation in comparison to emotional regulation deficits. Emotional regulation 

was also an area many participants noted as not receiving adequate guidance, neither 

through their preservice program nor professional learning, to equip them. The section 

discussing the theme Feelings Towards Preparation further addresses this phenomenon.  
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Collaboration  

While the participants reflected on their feelings towards inclusive classes, a 

common theme of Collaboration emerged from the codes: planning, collaborate, support, 

and team. The majority of the participants attributed much of their ability to support 

inclusive classes to the opportunities to collaborate or receive support from others. This 

also appeared to be what contributed to a shift of mindset in initial perceptions regarding 

inclusion the participants may have gained at first exposure to the setting. For example, 

Bree confided,  

After I think this year, I've probably gotten to play more of an active role than I 

have in the past with my students with special needs. So I recently, this year, I did 

participate in IEP meeting, and we did discuss things that I could do as a general 

ed teacher in the classroom to overcome some of the issues that I presented in our 

meeting.  

 Bree was able to continue to discuss the impact that being a part of the meeting 

and team had on her. This reflection also discussed its impact on her perception of 

behavior disorders: 

In the past they just emailed the behavior intervention plan and it felt like you 

know just protocol. But this year I actually sat down with them and creating the 

plan and I felt like I was being a part of the plan. It was more effective sitting at a 

round table and actually discussing the students. 
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The other participants were also able to discuss their ability to collaborate and 

plan with other staff members regarding inclusion as well behavior support of students in 

their classrooms. Alli responded, 

I will say that I have been fortunate enough that I have worked with two amazing 

special ed departments at both of my schools that has provided everything. I am 

very fortunate to work at a school where everybody is supportive. I feel like at 

any moment I can go to anybody and ask for assistance.  

Eva stated, “I think it’s also very important to have a core group of friends that 

you can vent to. I think that is something very important because if you don’t, it 

can impact you, and then that’s not good.” 

This capacity to collaborate with other team members while discussing and 

planning ties into the rational discourse tenet of transformative learning theory shown in 

Table 5. As defined by Mezirow (1991) this ability to utilize communication skills to 

resolve conflicts may facilitate updates in one’s perspectives. Bree and Melissa were able 

to directly state the effects collaboration has on their ability to teach behavior classrooms 

in relation to training. In the focus group, Bree stated, 

More important than the training is having the support in your building or the 

support of a team. You probably could, as most of us have done, wing it without 

having prior training. But not without that the support at school no matter if you 

have been trained or not. If you don’t have that support team it makes it very 

tough and demanding. As long as there is a team in place I can go to when there’s 

a situation I don’t feel equipped to handle a situation. I can deal with the anxiety 
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level of seeing a kid on my roster with an emotion behavior disorder. It lessons a 

little for me.  

Melissa said,  

I don’t think I could do it without the support of the school and all the special ed 

teachers and administrations being as one. . . . When this happens here are the 

supports that are in place from the school. So, I agree the support is super 

important—more important than training. In an ideal world, training and support, 

I would need both.  

An additional area of collaboration found through participant reflection was an 

emphasis on opportunities to work with and observe other individuals. This theme and 

subtheme encompass the source of self-efficacy theory’s vicarious experiences seen in 

Table 6. The theme also appeared to emerge most prevalently in conversations regarding 

student teaching during preservice. Participants expressed it as both a desire to have and a 

beneficial experience. In Journal 1, Melissa wrote, “I’m not sure this would work but 

observing trained teachers work with students who need behavior support and having 

them work with me and guide me.”  

Alli also expressed this desire to have the opportunity to vicarious experiences: “I 

would love to have seen a classroom with a kid that had a behavioral disability and how 

that teacher responded.  

Eva responded, “My student teaching was great, and I think it was great for me. I 

think that helped me a lot because she was in an inclusive classroom.” 
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Some codes expressed in the collaboration theme also supported the social and 

verbal persuasion source of self-efficacy theory. Bandura (1997) explained this source 

manifests through positive messages from others regarding capabilities and skills. During 

the focus group conversation, this was a topic of great interest to the participants. They 

came to the consensus that they have realized, in comparison to their colleagues’ 

classrooms, behavior students were often repeatedly placed on their class rosters. Eva 

stated, “Yeah, you do such a good job with the behavior students that they put more in 

there. (Imitating the administrators) ‘You’re so good at it, I know you can handle it.’” All 

group members chimed in with agreement, head nods, and laughter.  

As the discussion continued, Eva was able reflect on the how this truly affected 

her: “It does become exhausting, and I understand that it comes from a good place. I like 

knowing that they have confidence in me but at the same time it’s like ‘Dude, I need a 

break.’” Again, all participants agreed, with Alli sharing her additional thoughts:   

I’m with you on that. They give them to me every year. They are like, “You got it, 

you have done a good job, they are fine with you.” But I am with you. It is 

exhausting. I need someone else to be good because I think it does wear on you. 

We had a teacher this year to quit because she was so exhausted from constantly 

dealing with behavior problems. I think it wears downs on the good teachers. It’s 

mentally and physically exhausting.  

However, although there was consensus among the participants that it was 

exhausting to repeatedly have behavior students placed in their classroom, it also built 

pride, confidence, and a level of appreciating. During the focus group, Ali stated, 
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I take pride in it, too. I am doing such a good job; they value what I am doing in 

the classroom. I have been fortunate enough to work with a good special ed 

department in my school that praise me. But I think it’s a double edge sword. You 

get the good and the bad.  

 Likewise, to get parent appreciation affects them emotionally as well. 

Conversations continued in discussion regarding how difficult the work is but yet 

rewarding when you realize you have made a difference.  

Attitudes/Impression of Behavior Disorders 

Six themes emerged linked to this proposition. Stigma of EBD/Reputation of the 

Student, Personal Experience, Professional Experience, Confidence and Effect on 

Teaching. Participants expressed many reflective and insightful responses regarding 

behavior disorders in addition to the one reported above. This area yielded not only 

insightful responses but also emotional responses.  

Stigma of EBD/Reputation of the Student 

The most evident emotional responses were all relating to the known reputation of 

the behavior students in the school and the stigma of EBD. One hundred percent of the 

participants expressed emotional responses relating to having a student with EBD in their 

classrooms. Melissa said, “Definitely emotional and anger disorders are super stressful. 

When you have a kid that you don't know what to do with.” 

The triggering of emotional responses and feelings links to the physiological and 

affective state of Bandura’s self-efficacy theory. Bandura (1997) explained that these 

states are affiliated with the fear and anxiety in approaching a task. In turn, these 
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emotional responses subsequently alter one’s nature and course of thinking. This was 

evident as Eva emotionally expressed her feelings about having a student in her class 

with behavior needs who she had observed from the previous year with another teacher:  

All I knew of him was basically what I had seen the year before. So, I was already 

dreading the experience before he even stepped into my classroom, which was 

bad. So, he came into my classroom not trusting me and not knowing me. And I 

came into the relationship as like, “Dude, I don’t want you in here because you’re 

going to drive me crazy.” But I found that was the best student that I had that 

year. The connection that I had . . . (begins to cry) . . . I get teary-eyed. 

Bree shared a similar sentiment regarding knowing of the reputation of a student 

and how it affected her emotionally.  

I had a student that has been in the school for a long time. So, by the time they get 

to me, we already have a lot of background information, expectations. I was really 

nervous about having this student in my classroom. So, I was really nervous about 

having this student. 

During the focus group there was also a consensus among the participants of a 

feeling of exhaustion when then they knew an EBD student was on their roster. Ali 

stated,  

It’s draining because you don’t know what level they are going to be on. I have 

one this year, and everyone was like, “Oh, you just wait.” And you almost feel 

like you are walking on eggshells. What’s going to trigger them and send them 

over the edge? You hear all these things; they are almost like battle stories. 
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Sometimes you have to filter because you may not have the same experience, but 

you get that anxiety like, “Oh, my gosh, oh, my gosh, am I going to be able to 

handle this student and situation?” A lot of time it has been okay, and other times 

it is exactly what others say it is. So, I think it is mentally exhausting.  

 Bree responded in agreement to Alli and expounded on her own emotional 

responses as student’s reputation in the school:  

It is exhausting; you have to think of every little aspect, and you mix that and 

couple it with what you hear from different people, and it just builds your anxiety, 

and you’re nervous, I’m nervous trying to make sure I don’t trigger them. 

Melissa also responded with a distressing response regarding her experience 

working with an EBD student. However, her response was not due to the previous 

reputation of the student in the school but rather her personal experience with the student. 

It’s traumatic. Even when I see the child’s picture, as much as I love the child, I 

just get this anxious feeling inside. Because it was extremely stressful because I 

felt like I wasn’t able to help him, and I felt like it was my job also to protect the 

other kids that I had in the room. I felt like I wasn’t able to protect my kids, so it’s 

giving me a lot of stress, stressful memories. I get anxious when I remember it.  

During the focus group, Melissa also discussed the difficult task of trying to balance 

managing the behavior of the EBD student in her class but even more so making sure the 

needs and academic expectations for the rest of students were met as well.  

Two more emerging themes reflected in the participant responses were personal 

and professional experiences. These experiences link to the disorienting dilemma of 
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transformative learning theory. They serve as the stimulus that leads to reflection of why 

a person is doing what they are in life by reflecting on their underlying beliefs or 

assumptions shown in Table 5.  

Personal Experiences  

Personal experiences are coded-based experiences the participants may have 

gained in their personal lives that influenced their attitudes towards behavior disorders. 

Fifty percent of the participants had experiences in their personal lives that impacted 

them. Eva openly shared aspects of her personal life with the interviewer after she first 

revealed that her background in the military impacted her structured nature of teaching:  

I have a brother with a mental disability that I grew up with, and I had a big part 

in taking care of as a young child. And I always found that it was important for 

him to be looked upon as the same as my sister or myself. So, I brought that into 

the classroom. . . . I think my brother was like the most impactful. I mean he lost 

oxygen to the brain, so that’s one detriment. We found out later on that he was 

bipolar and schizoaffective; that’s another thing. He had huge anger management 

issues, so being lashed out was not new to me. Listening and going to family 

therapy together was really good, so I’ve got a lot of information as I was growing 

up on how to deal with him. And I find that knowing that at such a young age, I 

can bring it into my career, and I can’t use it because I’ve heard it, and I’ve lived 

it, so I can better understand kids like that. 

Alli was also willing to share information regarding her personal life and 

experiences: 



173 

 

I will tell you this. My younger brother has ADHD, and he’s had some emotional 

issues. He actually had separation anxiety when we were younger. So, I think I 

have a compassion. Plus, I suffer from ADD a little bit, and I also suffer from 

anxiety myself. So, I do understand that students sometimes need somebody who 

can relate to them and provide that support for them. I try to relate to my students 

as much as I can. And so, having that experience with my brother, having that 

anxiety, and the fact that I have anxiety, has really helped me be more 

understanding and accepting. Plus, I do have a cousin that has autism, so I’ve 

been exposed to it. 

Professional Experience 

The theme of professional experience also yielded common themes among the 

participants. Fifty percent of the participants expressed how their professional experience 

impacted their attitude and impression on behavior disorders. Each attributed their years 

of teaching behavior students as impacting these beliefs. When asked if she felt like her 

role had changed over time, Melissa’s response set the stage for the discussion:  

I think I've gotten more able to continue. Especially this past year. I was able to 

feel like my kids kept going because I was better prepared to deal with it just from 

experience. Knowing what to ignore and what was extreme. It’s all about choices 

really. You have different levels of interruptions that you tolerate and that you do 

not; that’s what I’ve gotten better at over the years. 

Melissa further expressed her independence level of addressing social, emotional 

and behavioral needs of students. 
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Well, I’ve had a lot of experience. If you would have asked me this in 1996, I 

would have said not confident at all! But after having so many, I feel like I am 

about a 7 out of 10, definitely not a pro.  

Alli’s response to the question regarding how her role had changed over time also 

drew on reflection of her years of experience.  

But I feel as I have progressed as a teacher, and I have had the opportunity to 

work with a special education department and work with a wide variety of diverse 

students I have really expanded my understanding, how to appropriately meet 

their needs. And I’ve learned a lot.  

Each participant attributed their years of teaching behavior students as impacting 

their ability to work with students with behavior disabilities. In most scenarios, 

participants expressed a greater connection to their experience than to any courses or 

training. In journal reflections, when prompted to reflect on their comfort level and 

impact of training, the participants’ responses echoed the same sentiment. In Journal 1, 

Melissa wrote, “I believe my comfort level is more impacted by hands on experiences 

than actual classroom type training.” In Journal 2, Melissa wrote, “I have had a lot of on 

the job experience with proactive behavior supports. My comfort level is impacted by my 

experience level, not my training level.” 

In Journal 1, Eva wrote, “I believe my comfort level is impacted by the years that 

I have taught, by having my on children, and overall worldly experiences.” 
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In Journal 2, Alli wrote, “Prior to my experience with students that exhibited such 

behavior, I had no training. I have learned a lot through my experiences in the classroom 

and collaboration with the special education team.” 

Confidence 

Overlapping with the theme of experience is the theme of confidence. The same 

three participants expressing the common themes in experience were also the ones who 

expressed the most confidence. During the interview, when inquired about the 

participants’ comfort level for independently addressing social, emotional, and behavioral 

needs, Alli responded confidently: “Absolutely I do feel comfortable just because of my 

experience over the years, and if I don’t feel comfortable, I feel comfortable enough to 

reach out and ask for help, but I do feel comfortable with addressing it myself.” 

Eva’s response to the same question also eluded great confidence: “I am 

150,000% capable of handling myself.” 

In her response to other questions, Eva also showed her confidence. When asked 

if she felt effective in her role in the inclusive classroom, she responded with poise. She 

said, “I am. I think I am very effective. I find that I have a strong classroom management 

and I am very structured in the way that I teach.” 

 Similarly, when asked about her comfort level for having students with varying 

disabilities in her classroom, Eva’s response was equally assuring. She stated, “I feel very 

confident and capable of teaching them.” Again, these areas of confidence expressed in 

both the interview and the journal reflections were found to be closely related to 

experience rather than training. 
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Effect on Teaching 

Another common theme that emerged from the participant responses was related 

to the effect students with behavior needs have on their academic instruction in a 

behaviorally inclusive classroom. Melissa’s response regarding providing instruction in 

the behaviorally inclusive environment illustrated her mindset: 

I got to where I taught the main meat of my instruction when the child was out of 

the room. Because they’re a huge distraction, then nobody’s learning. I had to 

prioritize my content for the day, what I wanted the kids to learn, the big things, 

and get that done when the child was out. If a child was in the special education 

department already and had classes, I would do their stuff and teach the class the 

most important stuff while that child was gone. Or if they left because they were 

evacuated from the room, that’s when I got all my teaching done. But they didn’t 

learn anything. I don’t feel like I taught them stuff. I feel like whatever they 

learned, they already knew, the really smart ones.  

When asked to reflect on the benefits of the environment for students with 

behavior concerns, Bree described her internal struggle with educating students with 

behavior needs in the inclusive classroom environment:  

I definitely think it wasn’t beneficial for my special ed students. They would 

come in, and most of the time I would try to sit back at the back table with them 

for a portion of class because I couldn’t just be back there fulltime. Just enough to 

try to sit back there and get them started on something modified for what the rest 

of the class was doing. But I really didn’t feel like I was able to dedicate the time 
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to them for what they needed. So, it would ultimately, would just feel like 

busywork to them. I don't know how much they were actually retaining or 

learning from that time in my classroom.  

These internal struggles about providing sufficient academics to students with deficits in 

areas of emotion and behavior regulation draw attention to an additional area of concern. 

In addition to the struggle teachers in behaviorally inclusive classrooms encounter with 

managing the student’s behavior, there is the subsequent struggle of how to meet their 

academic needs. Both sources are areas of critical self-reflection noted in transformative 

learning theory. By examining these areas through reflection, areas of distortions and 

errors in thoughts area able to be corrected (Mezirow, 1991). This was evident in Eva’s 

response to the impact that students with behavior needs had on her lesson planning and 

delivery of instruction: 

Actually, it doesn’t. It doesn’t change the way that I’m going to do my lesson 

because I teach to the whole, not the one. I don’t change my lesson because of 

that one or two students [slight pause]. That might be like, “Ooh, you should do 

that.”  

Many themes under the propositions of attitudes and impressions towards both 

inclusion and behavior disorders are able to be linked to sources of self-efficacy theory. 

According to Bandura (1997), one’s beliefs, or lack thereof, in turn shape the perception 

of the individuals. Specifically, the emerging themes in the areas of experiences, 

reputation of students and EBD, and feelings toward preservice program are found 

contribute to the supporting theory of self-efficacy theory as shown in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Data Links to Self-Efficacy Theory 

 

Sources Related Codes Example Phrases Participants 

Mastery of 

Experiences: 

Successful 

experiences 

increase self-

efficacy beliefs 

and the opposite 

occurs for failed 

experiences. 

years of 

experience; 

evolved; 

progressed 

 

• I think I’ve gotten more able to continue.  

• I was better prepared to deal with it just from 

experience. 

• Well I've had a lot of experience. But after 

having so many [behavior students] I feel like 

I am about a 7 out of 10  

• I have really expanded my understanding, how 

to appropriately meet their needs. And I've 

learned a lot. 

• Absolutely I do feel comfortable just because 

of my experience over the years. 

Eva 

Alli 

Melissa 

Vicarious 

Experiences: 

Modeling or also 

witnessing the 

mastery 

experiences of 

others.  

observations; 

student teaching 
• I would love to have been able to see an 

emotional behavior classroom.  

• To see a child escalate and get the deescalated 

by a professional.   

• I had a paraprofessional last year... she was 

very thankful for that experience [working 

with behavior] 

• My student teaching was great and I think it 

was great for me… I think that helped me a lot 

because she was in an inclusive classroom  

Melissa 

Eva 

Alli 

Social or Verbal 

Persuasion: 

Social persuasion 

manifest through 

positive messages 

from others 

regarding 

capabilities and 

use of skills. 

trust; 

dependability; 

pride; 

rewarding; 

confidence; 

praised; 

good job; 

repeated; 

teacher of 

behavior 

students 

• I am 150000 % capable of handling myself. 

And I think that's what a lot of administrators 

I've worked with in the past and presently have 

liked about me. 

• You do such a good job they put more in there 

• You are so good at it we know you can handle 

it 

Eva 

Alli 

Melissa 

4. Physiological & 

Affective States:  

Affiliated with 

fear and anxiety in 

approaching tasks. 

Emotional 

reactions can both 

directly and 

indirectly alter 

one’s nature and 

course of thinking. 

anxiety; 

stress; 

dread; 

nervous; 

exhausting; 

draining 

• So, I was already dreading the experience 

before he even stepped into my classroom, 

which is bad. 

• I just get this anxious feeling inside.  

• Because it was extremely stressful because I 

felt like I wasn't able to help him. 

• I get anxious when I remember it. 

• I was really nervous about having this student 

in my classroom. 

Bree 

Eva 

Melissa 
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Preparation of Preservice Program for Inclusion and Behavior Disorders 

Preparation of Preservice Program generated four codes: feelings, focus, 

exposure, and preparation. With these codes, this proposition yielded the most common 

themes among the participants: Insufficient Preserve Preparation and Beneficial Student 

Teaching. The following sections offer a discussion of each.  

Insufficient Preservice Preparation 

The first theme under this proposition is Insufficient Preserve Preparation. This 

serves as a key emerging theme in the study due to its direct connection to the research 

question and support of the overall purpose of the study. This theme also has links to the 

critical reflection and disorienting dilemma tenet of transformative learning theory. 

Mezirow (1990) explained that this process is imperative to adult learning due to its 

process of “reflecting back on prior learning to determine whether what we have learned 

is justified under present circumstances” (p. 2). By reflecting on their preservice 

institution in light of their current experiences, the participants were able to accomplish 

this objective. Alli expressed great appreciation for her program in their attempt to embed 

special education across several classes however she still believed more focus areas 

would have been beneficial. She said, 

 I had to learn when I was going through it, and I think it would be more 

beneficial if I had had a more extensive background on what EBD looks like and 

how do I handle it. because my very first year I had a student with emotional 

behavior disorder, and I mean I was fresh out of college. I knew a little bit about 
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it, but I had to quickly learn his triggers and what I could do to ease it. It was 

something that I think I would have felt better about more confident if I had a 

better background knowledge.  

Bree said, 

We had a special education component when I completed my bachelor’s . . . But I 

believe it focused more on what was lawful, what you had to do. It focused in on 

the law aspect . . . I don’t think it gave you a whole lot of insight on the emotional 

aspect and different roles you may have to play in the classroom. They give you 

just like a framework, but I don't feel really prepared. 

Melissa shared her feelings of dismay regarding her program:  

We had a mainstreaming class, but it was very theoretical . . . there was no 

practical like, “This is what you do when. . . .” We had a classroom management 

class, and they gave us a chart with little stickers. . . .  But I felt very ill-prepared. 

Trial by fire is how I learned. 

Melissa continued in describing her preservice program as she reflected on her 

first year teaching a student who would bang his head on the desk: 

They told me he would do it, but they didn’t tell me what to do when. Especially 

my college prep program didn’t. We had a mainstreaming class. But it was very 

theoretical on why mainstreaming is important, and there was no practical like, 

“This is what you do when you have a kid that is having an explosion.” We really 

need to prep teachers on how to handle that.  
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Eva expressed a similar reaction regarding her preservice program. Although she 

believed she was able to receive some great exposure to SWD through the program, there 

were still areas she felt were lacking. She explained, 

Student teaching did help. But the actual university and preparing me for what I 

might encounter, it did not (shakes head). And I think that’s where you see a lot of 

younger teachers just leaving the profession because they get tired, and I don't 

know how to deal with it. 

This statement by Eva also highlighted the next common theme that emerged from the 

participant responses, Beneficial Student Teaching.  

Beneficial Student Teaching 

Although each participant believed their preservice program lacked in vital areas 

to prepare for behaviorally inclusive classrooms, they all appeared to attribute the most 

relevant experience in their preservice program to their student teaching. This 

significance placed on student teaching by the participants is an example of the vicarious 

experience source of self-efficacy. This serves as a form of modeling and witnessing 

experiences as others, as described by Wood and Bandura (1989). This modeling services 

as a point of reference for social comparison (Pfitzner-Eden, 2016).  

Eva and Bree’s responses exemplified this benefit of a social comparison. Eva 

responded regarding elements of her university program that she believed contributed to 

her ability to teach in inclusive classrooms. She said, “I think being able to go to 

classrooms. Being there for a short amount of time helped out a lot. Because you got to 

see different teachers and the way they handle things. 



182 

 

Bree provided recommendations of additional areas for universities to direct more 

focus:  

I think they got to give more time maybe even in student teaching. Maybe in 

special education classrooms. Because they have that whole separate program that 

maybe they don’t do that if you are not going for that degree. But if you are going 

to teach inclusive, then general education teachers need more than just the legal 

aspect, more than the things you have to do. They just need more experience, I 

guess. More practice with dealing with kids. 

Likewise, Melissa supported this response by a request to university programs for 

more time dedicated in the area of student teaching or classroom time. She said, 

I would ask the university to give a lot of observation time and practice because 

even if you’re not going to teach a self-contained class like that, you still need to 

know how to do and what to do when a kid has an issue that causes the class to be 

evacuated. 

Melissa was able to reflect directly on an experience she had with a recent 

graduate serving as a paraprofessional in her class. The paraprofessional was in her 

classroom during the time she had a behavior student displaying many disruptive and 

aggressive behaviors. She was able to share the recent graduate’s response to her 

experience being in the classroom. Melissa said, 

I had a paraprofessional last year. She’s a certified teacher who just hadn’t gotten 

a job yet, and she was very thankful for that experience. Because she was able to 
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do that and she said, even though she recently graduated, she didn’t have the 

experience from college. 

Professional Learning Preparation for Inclusion and Behavior Disorders 

There were two codes assigned to the proposition of professional learning: focus 

and needs. This area yielded similar common themes to the previous proposition. The 

following sections offer a discussion of the theme, Professional Learning Limitations and 

the subtheme, Areas of Desired Focus.  

Professional Learning Limitations  

When asked the usual focus of the professional learning (PL) received, all 

participants responded that the focus was on academic content areas. Eva stated, “We’ve 

had a lot of professional learning on academic subjects, for reading or math or social 

studies and science. And we have PL on PBIS.” Eva also exuded the most obvious 

physical reaction when asked the usual focus of the PL she had received and how often. 

She responded exhaustively, “Too often. It’s almost like beating a dead horse. It’s like 

I’ve heard that already. I don’t need to hear it again.” 

Based on the responses from the other participants regarding the same question, 

all of the participants experienced professional learning focused on academic training. 

For example, Alli stated, “Focused a lot in the last couple years on math instruction and 

ELA. Bree affirmed, “Probably more general content education or new programs rolling 

out and maybe some classroom management.” 

On the other hand, there were also some notes of focus in other areas other than 

academics. Commonly these areas were positive behavior intervention system (PBIS) and 
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Mindset, a verbal escalation and physical restraint protocol for crisis situations. Similar to 

Eva’s response, Alli noted that PL on PBIS was offered frequently in her school and 

district. Both Alli and Melissa noted participation in Mindset training. However, Melissa 

expressed concerns regarding her Mindset training:  

Because kids are more and more having, I don’t know why, but it seems like over 

the 20 years I’ve taught, the kids are getting more explosive. And we need to train 

our people how to deal with that and deescalate. I mean I did have Mindset; it was 

many years ago, but I don’t remember it very well. Because it was so long ago, I 

think having that more often would be helpful for classroom teachers. Six or 

seven years ago, and I forgot. 

When the interviewer inquired of any training the participants had received 

focused on handling student behavior, the other half of the participants responded they 

had not received any, as clearly explained by Eva’s response to the question: “No, I 

haven’t personally, but I know a lot of the behavior paras and the special education 

department go to things like that, but I haven’t gone to one.” 

Areas of Desired Focus 

In addition to the limited focus on areas of need as a general education teacher 

with EBD expressed by the participants, a subtheme also emerged related to Areas of 

Desired Focus. During the portion of the interview devoted to PL, the researcher asked 

all participants if there were any areas of professional learning that they believed would 

benefit them working with behavior students in inclusive classrooms. All participants 

were able to pinpoint areas of desired PL focus. 
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But I would say classroom management would be one of the top ones for me for a 

new teacher because if they manage their classroom the correct way, then they 

have more control on what’s going on no matter what kind of students they have 

in there. They will be able to take in whatever is happening at the time. I would 

say classroom management, love and logic, understanding students. How best to 

understand them and talk to them because it is easy to fly off the handle and take 

all that emotion in yourself.  

Alli similarly brought attention to training focused on handling behavior 

situations:  

At least think that some sort of professional learning on I think just a variety of 

emotional behavior disorders and what they look like. How to handle the situation 

because so many times you don’t know how to handle that certain situation. 

What’s appropriate, what’s not appropriate.  

Melissa expressed similar sentiments. However, when asked what professional 

learning would be necessary for working with students with behavior disabilities, she 

drew attention to an area concerning behavior that was unique in comparison to the usual 

focus for working with students with behavior needs:  

How to manage a classroom when you have a kid like that. What to do with the 

other kids while you’re deescalating the student, what do you do with the other 

kids?  There’s 18 other kids in the room, not all that are perfect themselves, and 

they see that as an opportunity to get naughty and loud, and you lose control. How 

do you how do you juggle both? I was telling someone just today that if I just had 
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children with behavior disabilities, it would be a whole lot easier than doing 

children with behavior disabilities and 18 other kids. Doing both of those is so 

hard. Trying to manage the other kids while you are trying to meet the needs of 

that other student is near impossible. 

Eva expressed this difficult balance similarly when asked to reflect on the benefits 

of the behaviorally inclusive classroom environment:  

I think it’s beneficial in the sense that they get a sense of community and a sense 

of belonging, and they get a sense of being able to participate with their peers. I 

think it’s detrimental in a way where they don’t get 100% of the support that they 

need, and they may slip through the cracks, and on the flip side so that the 

students that don’t have any perceived disability are also lacking in attention or 

the focus that you can get to them because you’re trying to give it to another child 

who may need it a little bit more. 

Both Eva and Melissa’s responses were able to truly shed light on the phenomenon of 

working in a behaviorally inclusive classroom.  

The last theme to emerge from the interviews was summative in nature. It 

demonstrates an overall lack of preparation and skill for working with students with 

behavior needs. Although many of the codes found in the following reflections appeared 

in the themes previously discussed in the chapter, due to its summative qualities, they are 

a separate discussion. In addition, they demonstrate the act of critical self-reflection as 

described in transformative learning theory. After reviewing the Georgia definition of 

emotional behavior disability, 75% of the participants appeared enlightened by many of 
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the components. All participants responded with discouraging views of their level overall 

level of preparation for working with students with behavior needs. Eva stated, 

Just based on the definition, I would say that my level of being prepared to deal 

with students like this would be kind of like a 1. So, if I were to actually be in a 

classroom with a true student with this kind of disorder, I think I would need 

some more training. I think for me I would focus more training on the consistent 

or chronic inappropriate type of behavior or feeling under normal circumstances. I 

would need to get more training in that area of an EBD student.  

Bree’s response regarding her overall level of preparation was also more 

pronounced following the presentation of the definition of emotional behavior disorder. 

Bree responded, “Zero,” when asked, “How do you view your overall preparation and 

skill level for working with students with these needs?”  

After reading the definition, Alli responded with apprehension towards a specific 

component of the definition:  

Would not say that I feel like a hundred percent, but I feel pretty comfortable. 

Just because, like I said, every year I have had a student who is diagnosed with 

something, so I have had training and different interactions with a multitude of 

these things. I would probably say the one that I’m most not comfortable with, 

just because I’ve really never seen it, is the depression. I think the one thing that I 

don’t have a lot of training on is that depression component.  
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Melissa expressed a similar reaction toward the same component of the definition. 

Furthermore, when asked the area of need for more training, Melissa was able to 

articulate her thoughts. She said,  

The pervasive mood of unhappiness and depression. A lot of kids do express that, 

so being able to determine whether that’s EBD or just plain depression or is it 

related to the EBD. That would be nice to learn more about and why. 

Alli explored her thoughts more in this area of EBD during the focus group when 

asked of any areas prompting critical self-reflection. She said, 

The description of EBD was eye-opening. Seeing the clinical terms used for it 

[EBD], that was eye-opening to me. Also, you never sit back and think. I started 

thinking back to my college courses and realized my classroom management 

course and special ed courses really didn’t . . . they just scraped the surface. They 

really didn’t get down to the nitty gritty of “this is what it will look like” in the 

classroom. Taken the opportunity to reflect on 1, the definition of EBD and 2, 

they really don’t prepare you for those types of things. It’s mostly “here are some 

of the things you may see” but not really building that toolbox.  

Summary 

This chapter presented the results of the data analysis. The collected data is linked 

back to, and thematically related to, the research question and the guiding theories. Four 

teachers consented to participate in this exploratory case study that consisted of three data 

collection methods: semi-structured interviews, journal reflections, and a focus group. 

The researcher structured the interview questions to explore participants’ perceptions on 
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their preparation for working with students with behavior needs in inclusive classrooms. 

All participants were female with a minimum of eight years teaching experience. Two of 

the four participants were career changers who began teaching later in life, while the 

other two began their teaching careers immediately after finishing their teaching 

preparation program. All women taught in public elementary schools as general 

education teachers. 

During the course of the research study, a nationwide health pandemic took place, 

mandating social distancing of individuals whenever possible. As a result, both the 

interviews and focus group took place though an online video conferencing app. The 

mandates of social distancing limited the availability of traditional brick-and-mortar 

classroom availability. In response to the pandemic and social distancing mandates, the 

school district in which the teacher participants were employed implemented virtual 

classrooms across the district.  

Based on these mandates, both the interview and the focus group took place 

virtually through the use of a video conferencing program. In addition, due to the 

implementation of virtual classrooms, instead of real-time observations in the journal 

reflections, the researcher provided theoretical behavior profiles to each participant for 

reflective responses. Providing these profiles served as a benefit for the study, for it 

facilitated the identification of themes are due to the consistency of the profiles.  

The researcher manually coded each data collection method. During the analysis 

phase, categories and themes emerging from the preliminary propositions created prior to 

the data collection process were established. Establishing these propositions early on in 
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the research is consistent with case study methodology. These propositions were (a) 

attitudes/impressions of inclusion, (b) attitudes/impressions of behavior disorders, (c) 

preservice preparation for inclusion and behavior disorders, and (d) professional learning 

for inclusion and behavior disorders. These propositions were linked to the data as a data 

analysis method.  

The emerging themes resulting from the study summarize the perceptions of 

general education teachers for their preparations in behaviorally inclusive classrooms: (a) 

Feelings of Inadequacy, (b) Beneficial Collaboration, (c) Stigma of EBD/Reputation of 

the Student, (d) Personal Experiences, (e) Professional Experiences, (f) Confidence, (g) 

Effect on Teaching, (h) Insufficient Preservice Preparation, (i) Beneficial Student 

Teaching, and (j) Professional Learning Limitations with a subtheme of Areas of Desired 

Focus. 

Three theoretical frameworks served as the guiding framework for this study. The 

researcher implemented coding through deductive and thematic analysis for the data 

analysis of each method. It was possible to link the data gathered from each data 

collection method to the specific tenets of transformative learning theory. The emerging 

themes of experience (personal and professional), lack of preparation and feelings of 

inadequacy, and collaboration linked to the transformative learning theory tenets of 

disorienting dilemma, critical self-reflection, and rational discourse, respectively.  

Feelings of inadequacy was based on the feelings of the participants for being 

prepared for behavior and inclusive classrooms. Although half of the research 

participants expressed feelings of adequacy and confidence for being equipped to educate 
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students in inclusive classrooms, as data collection continued, the researcher observed 

that participants’ responses were changed or seemed to remain the same but in specific 

parameters. For example, several participants commented that based on the many years’ 

experience they had educating behavior students in their classrooms, they felt confident 

and capable. However, when reflecting back across their years of experience, they did not 

feel as though they had every truly received adequate preparation and training for 

meeting the needs of the student in their classroom environment. This was especially 

apparent when discussing the participants’ first time having an EBD student in their 

classroom. Additionally, it was apparent in the difference in participant responses to 

behavior profiles. Overall, the majority of the participants felt less prepared for 

addressing and intervening on emotionally based behavior concerns in comparison to 

those focused more on external behavior regulation.  

This theme connects to the next theme of experience. Experience was found to be 

critical when evaluating participants’ perceptions of feeling equipped to work with EBD 

students, both professional and personal. 50% of participants attributed personal 

experiences for mentally and emotionally preparing them to work with EBD students in 

their classrooms. Additionally, 75% of the participants attributed their experience in the 

classroom with students with EBD for equipping them and not their preservice program 

or any professional learning. On the contrary, responses indicated a lack of preparation 

provided from these sources to prepare them. Furthermore, opportunities to collaborate 

with others were also noted as beneficial for better equipping them to work with students 

with behavior needs in the classroom.  
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The theoretical framework, self-efficacy theory also served as the foundation of 

the research study and a guiding principal for the data collection. Each sourse from self-

efficacy theory was aligned with the codes developed from the data collection. One 

unexpected code was linked to the source of physiological and affective states. All 

participants expressed emotional responses affecting their perceptions of themselves 

when preparing for educating EBD students in their classrooms. These emotional 

responses were categorized by anxiety, stress, dread, nervousness, and exhaustion. 

Another important source of self-efficacy theory found to link to specific codes is social 

or verbal persuasion, defined as manifesting through positive messages from others in 

reference to capabilities and skills. All participants expressed experience with this source, 

in which they characterized as rewarding but exhaustive.  

During discussions regarding preservice preparation, there was an overwhelming 

consensus of feeling ill-prepared by their preservice institutions: three of the participants 

expressed this lack of preparation, while on the other hand, one expressed she felt as 

though her preparation had provided her with beneficial courses and training for 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms. However, it is important to note by the end of the 

research, the perception of this one participant changed. Another consensus reached 

regarding preservice preparation was the benefit of student teaching. All participants 

noted their student teaching as the most beneficial component of their preservice 

preparation. They responded that courses appeared to be limited to theoretical 

components, special education law, and “fluff.” Likewise, the only focus on behavior 
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noted in the preservice program was restricted to stickers and charts, with no reference to 

addressing students with challenging behavior needs.  

In the area of professional learning, only one participant credited her professional 

learning to equipping her for educating students with behavior needs in the general 

education classrooms. Of the other participants, none appeared to feel as though their 

professional learning had provided them with sufficient knowledge and strategies for 

students with EBD. There were several common professional learning programs 

mentioned by the participants, such as PBIS, Mindset, and Love and Logic. However, it 

was also commented these did not scratch the surface of the knowledge needed, or it was 

not offered often enough to be effective. Participants also reported that other individuals, 

such as special education teachers and paraprofessionals, had more opportunities for 

professional learning for working with these students than they did.  

The reflections provided by the participants through the interviews, critical 

incident journal reflections and the focus group allowed for an in-depth view of 

participant perceptions. Their vivid recall of their emotional states as they recounted their 

experiences in a behaviorally inclusive classroom provided the researcher with invaluable 

insight into their professional and personal lives. As they described their first experiences 

leading up to present day, it was obvious their journey undoubtedly was an ongoing 

climb. Similar to the recall of an expedition by a mountain climber, the highs and lows of 

each excursion was clearly articulated from memory. Within each memory were 

inundated details of decision making, accompanied by rushes of pride and fear.  
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The climber’s reflection of each climb serves as a catalyst for their next 

adventure. Each past detail informs future preparation and decision making for the next. 

The same exists for the participants in this study. Their memory of experiences aided in 

providing a comprehensive understanding of their climb, while subsequently outfitting 

future climbs. This understanding summarizes the overall importance and purpose of the 

study. Chapter 5 further explores this summary, along with discussion of the themes, 

implications, limitations, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

“Somewhere between the bottom of the climb and the summit 

is the answer to the mystery why we climb.” 

-Greg Child 

The act of mountain climbing presents itself in stages. Each stage represents 

advances step by step in the arduous climb up the mountain. These steps begin with 

surveying the mountain, prepping for the climb, followed by staging the climb, 

establishing base camp, and reaching the summit. Once the point of establishing base 

camp for the voyage is reached, the necessary research regarding the feat and preparation 

has already taken place. At this point, reality has set in as each step across the terrain 

lessens opportunities for turning back. All the prior strategic planning and training have 

guided both the route and each climbing tactical maneuver mastered to progress along. 

Not to mention, although distant in sight, reaching the peak actually seems attainable. 

The milestones mastered serve as fuel to continue towards the final stage of reaching the 

summit.  

Establishing Base Camp: Summary of the Advance 

The first chapter provided the rationale for this study, accompanied by the 

historical background of the pedagogical framework. The purpose of this qualitative 

exploratory case study was to explore the perceptions of elementary general education 
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teachers regarding their preparedness for behaviorally inclusive classroom environments. 

The value of these environments for SWD is exemplified by supporting pivotal theorists 

such as Vygotsky and Freire. Vygotosky’s (1934/1978) zone of proximal development 

(ZPD) theorized children are able to extend their mental functions by engaging and 

interacting with more advanced peers and adults, consequently, placing them in higher 

ZPDs (Roosevelt, 2008). This supports the ambitious drive of school systems nationwide 

for placing SWD, even those with behavior disabilities, in the least restrictive 

environment (LRE) with their nondisabled peers. Likewise, it supports the researcher’s 

overall interest in the research phenomenon. The initiation of this research was due to the 

researcher’s personal experiences with the population of students with behavior 

disabilities and their progress through transitioning between least restrictive and more 

restrictive classroom environments. This environment has proved challenging for both 

the students and teachers inhabiting it. The review of the literature supports the need for a 

critical exploration of the teachers’ preparation and ability to manage these complex 

classroom environments.  

The influence of Freire is also embedded in the overall purpose of this. Freire 

(1998) believed through reflection individuals are able to open up to change and new 

ideas. The act of reflection allows individuals to confront their perceptions, followed by 

dismantling of myths or preconceived notions (Freire, 2005). Conclusively, reflection is 

considered “essential to action” (Freire, 2005, p. 53). The theories of self-efficacy theory 

and transformative learning theory established the theoretical basis for the study. Both 



197 

 

influence and impact teacher perceptions for educating students with behavior disabilities 

in inclusive environments. 

To support the validity of this study, the second chapter detailed relevant 

literature on the journey of SWD in the educational system as they strive for equal and 

quality education. Research showed that inclusion of SWD in regular schools and regular 

education classrooms has been on a steady incline over the years. From the fall of 2000 to 

the fall of 2018, SWD educated in regular classes for the majority of their school day 

increased from 47% to 64% (NCES, 2019; OSEP, 2020). On the contrary, even with this 

overall increase of SWD included in general classes, students with emotional and 

behavioral disorders were still struggling to be included as much as their peers. In fact, 

students with emotional impairments were excluded from these settings at higher rates of 

other special education eligibility categories (NCES, 2019). By year 2016, only 47.2% of 

students with emotional disturbance attended general education classes for more than 

80% of their school day (NCES, 2019).  

The complex needs of students with EBD are often a challenge for teachers. 

Furthermore, when these students are included in inclusive classrooms, general education 

teachers often struggle with meeting their needs. Wagner et al. (2006) reported general 

educators do not believe that have sufficient training to address the needs of EBD 

students; therefore, they are reluctant to include them in their classrooms. Other research 

has found that teachers who receive training on behavior and emotional, classroom 

management and behavior interventions feel better prepared (Allen & Blackston, 2003; 

Alverez, 2007; Hemmeter et al., 2006). Even more notable, beginning this training at the 
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primary level is vital for SWD. As supported by Roffey (2006), students need to develop 

the foundations of social and emotional competency at an early age in order to avoid the 

risks of displaying academic and behavior deficits later in their education. However, early 

childhood educators noted a need for training in addressing challenging behavior as their 

highest professional learning (PL) priority (Hemmeter et al., 2006).  

Bateman and Bateman (2014) claimed that in an inclusive classroom, every 

member of the school staff should be aware of how to appropriately implement services 

for SWD. Furthermore, they detailed that in their beginning years of education, SWD 

should be placed in classrooms with teachers who understand their roles (Bateman & 

Bateman, 2014). Although ongoing research supports teacher training for EBD students 

and inclusive classrooms, application and follow through of these claims is still lacking. 

Fuchs (2010) found that general education teachers identified barriers in the area of 

insufficient preservice preparation. Additionally, teachers noted a lack of opportunities to 

receive district training and participate in workshops on mainstreaming (Fuchs, 2010). 

With a vast number of teachers feeling inadequately prepared for teaching SWD, 

especially those with behavior disabilities, attention is directed towards preservice 

preparation and professional learning. According the Snyder et al. of NCES (2006), an 

estimated 60% of all public school teachers reported a need for more training focused on 

social and emotional needs of SWD from their preservice program. Noteworthy benefits 

surface when teachers receive training opportunities. For example, Shippen et al. (2005) 

found that after teachers completed preservice courses addressing disabilities and 



199 

 

inclusion, they express more positivity and less anxiousness towards SWD. These studies 

help establish the basis of the current research.  

Gaining details and insights on the experiences of general education teachers in 

their preparation was critical to attain the goal of better informing institution preparation. 

To efficiently gather the teacher perceptions, the researcher used a qualitative case study 

methodology to obtain in-depth reflections. Palmer (2003) denoted the value of 

qualitative research is in its ability to create richer, more vivid descriptions that cannot be 

acquired quantitatively. Chapter 3 provided thorough explanations of the chosen 

methodology. The case for this study was behaviorally inclusive classrooms, with the 

general education teachers as the unit of analysis. The boundary established was 

experience with EBD students in the inclusive classroom environment. Based on this set 

boundary, only general education teachers with this experience participated in the study.  

Case study experts recommend the usage of a variety of data collection methods 

in order to converge lines of inquiry to facilitate triangulation (Yin, 2003). Creswell and 

Miller (2000) defined triangulation as the process of finding common themes and 

categories by sorting and analyzing data from various data measures. As recommended 

by Yin (2003), the researcher employed triangulation throughout the study.  

The use of triangulation served multiple purposes in this research. In addition to 

the data collection methods recommendation for a case study inquiry, it also supported 

the dependability and credibility of the study. Additionally, the use of triangulation 

reduced research bias (Anney, 2015). The researcher triangulated the data generated from 

semi-structured interviews, journal reflections, and focus groups. Each method allowed 
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the researcher to elicit detailed responses of the participants’ perceptions, providing rich 

data on the phenomenon. All responses from the participants for each method conducted 

were then analyzed using thematic analysis.  

Thematic analysis proves to be the most beneficial method of analysis for 

examining the perspectives of different research participant and generating insights 

(King, 2004; Braun & Clarke, 2006). To explore how teachers perceived their training as 

equipping them for behaviorally inclusive classrooms, it was important to gather common 

themes from their experiences. Likewise, it was equally important to present the 

participant perceptions as vividly as possible. In this vein, the researcher used thick, rich 

descriptions and vignettes in a narrative form to illustrate the findings. Creswell and 

Miller (2000) recommended implementation of these thick descriptions to establish 

credibility through the perspective of the reader, who, through reading the account, feels 

they have or could experience the accounts described themselves.  

Chapter 3 also included a description of the process for gathering participants. 

The school district/geographic area chosen for the study was due to the convenience of 

the researcher, for it provided ease and accessibility to the researcher. Purposeful 

sampling took place to select individuals to participate in the study with sufficient 

knowledge and experience with the phenomenon of interest, behaviorally inclusive 

classrooms. The following inclusion criteria were adopted for purposeful selection of 

participants: (a) certified elementary school teacher; (b) serving in the role of the general 

education teacher; (c) experience in behaviorally inclusive classroom (students with 

behavioral disabilities in their general education class). Additionally, with this criterion in 
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the forefront, the intention was to also select participants from different schools at various 

grade levels. By doing so, the goal was that the collected participant reflections would 

produce varying viewpoints allowing for a collection of reliable, robust data to then be 

searched for common themes. The subsequent section briefly details Chapter 4, 

consisting of the field implementation of the plan presented in Chapter 3, accompanied 

with the results and major themes found.  

As the data collection process began for the researcher, the country entered a 

nationwide health pandemic, COVID-19, prompting the implementation of additional 

precautionary measures, which consisted of social distancing of individuals to take place 

whenever possible, throughout the data collection period. Honoring these heath 

recommendations, the researcher conducted all research methods virtually to respect the 

health and safety of each individual participating. The interviews and focus group took 

place virtually through an online conferencing program. Additionally, in response to 

COVID-19 health mandates, many school districts implemented virtual classrooms 

instead of students returning to the classroom in person. Therefore, instead of real-time 

journal reflections from the participants, the researcher provided critical incidents to each 

participant for journal reflections. Richards and Farrell (2010) defined a critical incident 

as an unplanned event occurring during classroom instruction that “serves to trigger 

insights about some aspect of teacher and learning” (p. 13). Richards and Farrell (2010) 

claimed the analyses of critical incidents are beneficial for improving practice and 

facilitating teacher professional development. These critical incidents were able to 

continue to satisfy the overall purpose and objective of journal reflections, to allow 
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candid responses from the participants. The researcher’s past experience as a special 

education behavior teacher in behaviorally inclusive classroom provided the necessary 

significant understanding of the phenomenon to provide sufficient critical incidents to the 

participants for reflections. To further support the validity of these incidents, other 

individuals considered specialists in the areas due to their significant years of experience 

in the areas (i.e. education behavior coordinators, school psychologists and mental health 

counselors) reviewed and evaluated these critical incidents.  

The researcher positioned the findings in Chapter 4 within the initial propositions 

established from the literature review supporting the purpose of this study. The following 

initial propositions were established: (a) attitudes/impression of inclusion, (b) 

attitudes/impression of behavior disorders, (c) preservice preparation for inclusion and 

behavior disorders, and (d) professional learning for inclusion and behavior disorders. 

When creating the interview protocol, through use of the protocol matrix, the researcher 

purposively aligned each interview question to one or more propositions. The journal 

reflection prompts for the critical incident journal reflections were also aligned to the 

propositions. Through analysis of the interviews, journal reflections, and focus group 

data, links to these propositions were also established. According to Atkinson (2002), 

propositions serve as a basis for creating the initial codes used during data analysis.  

Through thematic analysis of participants’ reflections of experiences, 10 major 

themes emerged linked to the purposes of this study. These 10 these were divided in two 

overarching categories, positive and negative perceptions. Under positive perceptions: 

Confidence, Experiences, Collaboration (subthemes: administrative support, positive 
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affirmations, and opportunities to troubleshoot), and Student Teaching Experiences. 

Under negative perceptions: Feelings of Inadequacy, Professional Learning Limitations, 

Insufficient Preservice Prep, Stigma of EBD/Reputation of the Student, and Areas of 

Desired Focus. These thematic categories were also linked directly to the theoretical 

frameworks of this study. These findings indicated through participant reflections, 

correlations were able to be established regarding the influences to both positive and 

negative perceptions of the general education teachers toward feeling equipped for 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms. Each theme served as a catalyst for either creating 

successful or unsuccessful experiences.  

This chapter includes discussion of major findings related to the literature on 

preservice preparation, professional learning, behavior implications in the classroom, and 

teacher perceptions and what implications may be valuable to preservice institutions, 

school systems, and teachers working in similar environments, as well as in regard to the 

guiding research question (RQ1): How do general education teachers perceive their 

training for equipping them to work with students with behavior disabilities in inclusive 

classroom environments? 

Also included is a discussion on connective links of this study to the theoretical 

frameworks and guiding theories. The chapter concludes with a presentation of 

limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and a brief summary. The 

discussion begins with the presentation of specific findings and their significance for 

answering and exploring the questions is discussed.  
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The Map: Interpretations  

The first theory and framework considered when discussing teacher perceptions is 

Bandura’s self-efficacy theory. This theory attributes four sources to influencing human 

motivation: (a) mastery of experiences, (b) vicarious experiences, (b) social or verbal 

persuasion, and (d) physiological and affective states (Bandura, 1986, 1994). All of these 

sources were evident in the collected data. Specifically, emerging themes in the areas of 

experience, stigma of EBD, reputation of the student, and feelings towards preservice 

program were associated with Bandura’s four sources of influence.  

The second theory and framework of Mezirow’s transformative learning theory 

also framed the study and informed the data collected in the research pertaining to teacher 

perceptions. This theory is a process of critical reflection explaining how one’s 

expectations and presumptions “shape and limit expectations, perceptions, cognitions and 

feelings” (Mezirow, 1997, p. 5). Mezirow (1991) also believed that every individual’s 

unique view of the world is based in their theory upbringing, life experience, culture, and 

education. Transformative learning theory is composed of three tenets: disorienting 

dilemma, critical self-reflection, and rational discourse. Each of the themes noted in this 

study focus on adult education and the adult learning process based on the theory of adult 

learners making meaning from their experiences. 

Understanding the Terrain: Findings and Interpretations 

Throughout this research, each participant appeared able to reflect on their 

experiences with great detail. Although each participant’s views varied, each of the 10 

common themes presented themselves prominently as factors influencing their 
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perceptions. Data analysis revealed these factors influenced teacher perceptions both 

negatively and positively. Figures 4 and 5 illustrate each theme and their influence on 

teacher perceptions. The subsequent sections describe each theme in further detail 
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Figure 5 

Positive Perceptions
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feelings of inadequacy for implementing accommodations and modifications, and 

planning and individualizing instructions for SWD in their classrooms. Furthermore, 

Zambell and Bonni (2004) discovered that teachers displayed unfavorable attitudes in 

relation to fearing the workload for inclusion classrooms would be overwhelming. While 

many participants in the study did express feelings of confidence initially in the research, 

as the study proceeded, the majority of the participants voiced feelings of insufficiency in 

their skills to truly meet the needs of an inclusive classroom. For instance, at the 

beginning of the study, two of the four participants expressed overall confidence and 

feelings of adequacies for inclusion classrooms and addressing behavior needs. However, 

as the research continued, the two previously expressing these sentiments, Eva and Alli, 

produced written reflections that appeared more reflective and concluded with the 

opposite feelings towards their preparation.  

Many participants emphasized feelings of learning by trial and error when first 

encountering inclusive classrooms. Eva detailed an experience of “sink or swim” in 

behaviorally inclusive classroom environments when she first began teaching. With the 

other participants reflecting on similar experiences, they soon realized they lacked the 

ability to balance handling students with such varying needs in the classroom. Likewise, 

as they continued to reflect, they also revealed these feelings were the most prominent 

during their first year of teaching. Many even noted that it was not until after gaining 

years of experience that they felt equipped and comfortable in behaviorally inclusive 

classrooms. Additionally, they accredited much of this to being fortunate enough to have 
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staff in their school and special education personnel in the classroom with them to assist 

in achieving a balance. 

When discussing behavior in the classroom, the participants more profoundly 

expressed how inadequate they have felt addressing challenging behavior concerns. They 

made similar reflections regarding their ability to meet the needs of the other students in 

the class when behavior incidents occur. These reflections, provided verbally through the 

interviews and focus groups, contradicted with the result of the written critical incident 

reflections. In these reflections, most participants were able to express feeling capable of 

handling the behavior incidents described. However, the analysis of these reflection 

revealed this confidence was usually found in reference to critical incidents of more 

external behavior incidents in comparison to presentation of emotional regulation 

incidents. Overall data revealed more feelings of inadequacy and feeling unequipped 

were associated with internalized behaviors associated with EBD. Both Alli and Bree 

expressed that, out of all the characteristics of EBD, the one they felt equipped and 

comfortable with addressing was the one associated with depression. Differences in these 

responses related to confidence were also found when comparing the more experienced 

participants with those of less years of experience. The discussion of the theme, 

Professional Experience, addresses this phenomenon in greater detail.  

Collaboration: Interpretation 

During the reflections provided by the participants regarding feelings towards 

inclusive classrooms, the common theme of Collaboration continuously emerged. In the 

specific areas where participants expressed feelings of confidence and competence, it 
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usually resulted from either their experience or availability of opportunities to collaborate 

and feel supported by their staff. More frequently, several participants reflected on 

experiences where did not feel as supported, usually during their first year teaching, and 

the effect that had on them in comparison. This finding directly echoes findings of Fuchs 

(2010) in the research examining teachers’ perceived barriers in inclusion classrooms. 

During this research, one barrier identified was the need for more support from 

administrators and colleagues. Although in Fuchs’s (2010) research the teachers 

expressed feelings of a lack of administrative support for teaching classrooms with such a 

range of diverse learners, the participants in the current research were able to attribute it 

as a necessity for any success in their inclusive classrooms.  

However, one notable difference between the two research studies is that the 

participants in Fuchs’s (2010) research appeared to correlate the lack of time to 

collaborate, limited availability to professional learning, and training to lack of 

administrative support. That same correlation is not assumed in this current research. The 

participants did not associate their lack of training and time constraints for collaborative 

planning to lack of administrative support. On the contrary, they expressed that their 

administrators have been available to assist in collaborative planning when needed. 

Similarly, they expressed comfort in knowing if they requested any professional learning, 

their administrators would assist them to identifying resources. However, several 

participants did express they did not believe the administrators had the knowledge they 

needed in the area of behavior and recommended additional training for them as well. 
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Again, these are factors endorsed by participants as contributing to any success with 

behavior students in the classroom.  

Although the contributions noted by the participants from these school structures 

are invaluable, they also raise a cause of concern for preparing teachers. One participant, 

Bree, did not have the same experience of collaboration as the other participants. As a 

result, Bree did not feel as comfortable working with students with behavior disabilities 

as did the other participants. This valuable insight raises concerns regarding the reliance 

on knowledge, skills, and support from other personnel in the school. This concern is 

raised due to the overall negative impact that may result from a school not having these 

structures or knowledgeable individuals available in the school. For example, Bree stated 

more recently she had acquired more opportunities to collaborate and plan with the 

special education staff in her school building. However, this experience occurred with a 

recent change of staff in her school by the hiring of a new special education staff 

member. Prior to this event, she passed several years feeling unequipped and unsupported 

with limited support from the special education staff or administrators. There was no 

collaboration and no guidance provided to her on how to best support the academic and 

behavior needs of the EBD students.  

An additional element found in the category of collaboration contributing to 

positive perceptions was affirmation by administrators and/or colleagues. These 

affirmations linked to the source of social and verbal persuasion of self-efficacy theory. 

According to Bandura (1997), it manifests through positive messages from others 

regarding capabilities and skills. Although participants did not account for many direct 
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occurrences of these positive affirmations, they accounted for the rewarding feeling they 

enjoyed when it was received. Likewise, they revealed feelings of pride, confidence, and 

appreciation when they encountered these positive affirmations.   

With this in mind, relying on the chance of knowledgeable special education 

personnel and knowledgeable administrative staff with minimal guidance and support 

along the way proves problematic. It is necessary to systemically establish these 

constructs of support in schools and school districts as a whole. Otherwise, the 

educational system will continue to struggle with obstacles such as teacher attrition, 

academic failure of EBD students, and high grade retention and drop-out rates of EBD 

students (Eller et al., 2015; Horowitz et al., 2017; Darling-Hammond, 2003).  

Stigma of EBD/Reputation of the Student: Interpretation 

The Stigma of EBD was found a prevalent theme and factor affecting teacher 

perceptions of feeling equipped for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. The definition of 

stigma by Goffman (1963) is “an attribute that is deeply discrediting” (p. 3) and reduces 

an individual “from a whole and usual person, to a tainted, discounted one” (p. 3). 

Additionally, noted by Yang et al. (2007), attributes of a stigma can either be actual or 

inferred, and consequently damages the reputation of the individual to a socially 

discredited or devalued state. These definitions of stigma encompass the overall view of 

this theme of the Stigma of EBD, as well as the factor of the Reputation of the Student. 

Stigma surrounding the label of EBD is not a new issue in education. This is 

evident in the analysis of research by Wood et al. (1992) who found, through evaluation 

of studies relating to attitudes of teachers, that the label of emotional disturbance held 
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power in affecting teachers’ attitudes and tolerance of behaviors. Likewise, Kauffman 

and Badar (2013) labeled it as one of the most predictable objected identifications of a 

student. 

During the data collection, all participants reflected on the effect the stigma of 

EBD had on their perceptions of their ability to handle the needs of behavior students. 

According to the participants, as soon as they noticed a student labeled EBD on their 

roster, they felt a level of stress and anxiety regarding managing both the student and the 

needs of the class. The emergence of this theme is linked to labeling theory or stigma 

theory. Labeling theory theorizes that assigning the label of deviant to an individual 

ignites the occurrence of impromptu difficulties (Becker, 1963). These occur as a result 

of the reactionary responses to the stigma, or negative stereotypes, associated with being 

considered deviant (Lemert, 1967). Although this theory usually applies in sociology and 

crime research, it is relevant due to the negative postsecondary outcomes that students 

with EBD experience, such as higher involvement in the criminal justice system than that 

of their peers (Bradley et al., 2008; Wagner et al., 2006).  

This notion of labeling was further displayed as participants discussed how the 

reputation of the EBD students affected their perceptions. These responses brought forth 

both emotional and reflective responses. According to the participants, the discussions 

among other colleagues regarding the student brought forth a level of dread, resentment, 

and initial dismay before the teacher even encountered the student in the classroom. Alli 

described these discussions as “battle stories,” and Melissa described them as 

“traumatizing,” consequently bringing forward feelings of being inadequate and ill-
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prepared to work with students with the behaviors and incidents detailed by their 

colleagues.  

Numerous studies have focused on the stigma of EBD as a label and the effect it 

has on students and families (Kauffman et al., 2007; Wood et al., 1992). This current 

research focused on perceptions of teachers regarding being equipped for behaviorally 

inclusive classrooms and found that the stigma of the EBD label served as a catalyst for 

the teachers questioning their levels of preparedness and subsequently having internal 

negative emotional reactions. Additionally, the reputation of the student that preceded 

them also caused the teacher to express feelings of anxiety and inadequacy prior to their 

interactions with the student. Research by Kauffman et al. (2007) highlighted the 

discussion of the negativity associated with the stigma of EBD but also the detrimental 

consequences of not identifying EBD students and/or their needs thoroughly, especially 

at early stages. According to Kauffman et al. (2007), the consequences affect the level of 

service they receive. Nonetheless, the stigma and negative reputation triggered the 

teachers to doubt their self-efficacy and desire more opportunities for more preparation 

for the student in their classroom.  

The overwhelming emotional responses relating to the stigma of EBD and the 

reputation of the student relate the physiological and affective state sources of self-

efficacy. The emotions expressed are directly supported by Bandura’s (1997) theory in 

reference to sensations affiliated with fear and anxiety in approaching tasks. According to 

Bandura (1989), emotional (affective) reactions shape thought processes both directly 

and indirectly. Further emphasized by Usher and Pajares (2006), individuals experiencing 
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feelings in these areas are likely to approach the task with a lowered sense of efficacy. In 

conclusion, there is no clear cut answer on properly addressing the stigmatized nature of 

EBD or negative student reputation. However, the researcher recommends walking a fine 

line between both. In other words, individuals should not ignore the needs of the students, 

or the teacher, by avoiding conversations pertaining to an EBD students emotional and 

behavioral needs. However, individuals must be mindful in the way this information is 

presented and discuss both the strength and weaknesses, triggers, and reinforcers of an 

EBD student in order to adopt a more preemptive and productive plan for managing the 

student’s behavior. Kauffman and Badar (2013) supported this solution in their four 

suggestions to lessen the stigmatization of with EBD: 

1. Talk about differences in plain language—Changing the word used to 

describe something may nudge feelings about the word or its referent in one 

direction or another. 

2. Accept the reality of what EBD means for education—We must accept and 

understand the different implications of differences, then we must confront the 

issue of what to do about the differences that matter to education. 

3. Emphasize benefits and the skills needed to provide them—We could reduce 

the stigma associated with special education [and EBD] by emphasizing the 

need for it, its benefits and the unusual skills teachers must have to do it well.  

4. Try to make special education for students with EBD, what it should be—

Special education for students with EBD is a good idea but needs 

improvement in practice. Unmanageable caseloads and combinations of 
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students in class That preclude a good teacher’s ability to provide the needed 

instruction are indefensible, but such is reality in too many schools. (pp. 18-

23) 

Although these recommendations are not absolute, revolutionizing the stigma associated 

with EBD, even at a micro or local level, may influence teachers’ affective states in a 

more positive direction.  

Personal Experiences: Interpretation 

Personal experiences were found to hold great value on how the teachers 

perceived themselves as being prepared for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. Two of the 

four participants detailed personal life experiences that they believed gave them great 

confidence in their ability to manage behaviorally inclusive classrooms. As the researcher 

reviewed the reflections, she observed that participants with relevant personal 

experiences appeared to be more accepting and tolerant of students with challenging 

behavior needs compared to the other participants without relevant experiences. 

These experiences link to the disorienting dilemma tenet of Mezirow’s 

transformative leaning theory by serving as the stimulus leading to the reflection of why a 

person is doing what they are in life. It allows opportunities for individuals to reflect on 

their underlying beliefs and assumptions (Mezirow, 1991). Both participants providing 

reflections in this area grew up with individuals in their household with some level of 

behavior and/or emotional needs. Both reflected on how this experience equipped them 

with a level of empathy, compassion, skills, and some knowledge for working with 
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students with similar needs later in life. This link to the disorienting dilemma tenet of 

transformative learning theory was also evident in the theme, Professional Experiences. 

Professional Experiences: Interpretation 

Professional experiences were found to have a strong connection to the 

perceptions of the general education teachers on their preparedness. Each participant 

voiced strong opinions accrediting any feelings of being prepared to handle behaviorally 

inclusive classrooms to their experience, rather than any training they had received. They 

believed their experience through “trial by fire,” as described by Melissa, had equipped 

them to be better prepared. This became more obvious as the participants reflected on 

their first-year experience of teaching and how difficult and overall traumatic it was for 

them.  

Each participant reflecting on their first-year experience described a scene of 

entering the classroom with no training or instructions on how to handle the class. They 

were not prepped on how to appropriately address the behavior needs of the EBD student 

through knowledge of behavior triggers and necessary interventions. Eva described the 

experience as being “thrown to the wolves.”  In result, Alli also described her day to day 

experience during that time in her teaching career as “walking on eggshells.”  

The reflections from the participants in regard to their first-year experiences 

raised caution in reference to the ongoing challenge in education of teacher attrition. 

According to Darling-Hammond (2003) and Ferguson et al. (2012), student behavior, as 

well as stress and poor emotion management, serve as preeminent reasons teacher leave 

the teaching profession. More alarming, the likelihood of teacher attrition is two times as 
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much for teachers of EBD students (Eller et al., 2005). Many of the participants noted 

during their first year of experience, they debated not returning as a teacher due to lack of 

support and training they had for the class. However, after gaining years of experience 

and receiving more support along the way from their administrators and colleagues, three 

of the four participants felt confident in addressing a variety of challenging behaviors in 

the classroom. Again, it is important to note that these factors of collaboration, support, 

and affirmations are not guaranteed in all school cultures and environments. There are 

considered uncontrollable factors. Therefore, professional learning and development 

offered through workshops and trainings must not be disregarded as a necessity.  

Confidence: Interpretation 

The theme of Confidence overlapped with the themes of Personal Experience and 

Professional Experience. Throughout data collection, a common pattern of confidence 

emerged from those participants with more experience, both personally and 

professionally. In these participants, more aspects of confidence, comfort, and 

competence appeared during their reflections. As was the case earlier, this comfort and 

confidence was more so in result of their experience, not their training.  

Unfortunately, training in social, emotional, and behavioral domains appeared 

almost nonexistent in the participant reflections. However, according to the research, 

training is a necessary, contributing component of the confidence of a teacher. Research 

conducted by Kosko and Wilkins (2009) compared number of years teaching to 

professional development and found that professional development provided more 

reliability toward improving teacher perceptions for adapting instruction for SWD. 
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Furthermore, Johnson (2016) detailed that implementation of continuous professional 

development is a proactive strategy for building a teacher’s confidence and competency 

levels for inclusive classrooms.  

Nonetheless, the confidence exuded, however gained, strongly resonated with the 

overall theoretical base of the theoretical framework of this study, self-efficacy theory. 

Bandura (1977, 1986) described self-efficacy as one’s belief in their capacity to perform 

a specific task resulting in the gain of a specific outcome. He further explained that the 

efficacious perception of an individual is what influences their actions and how much 

effort they put forth (Bandura, 1997). Furthermore, Jerusalem and Mittag (1995) 

importantly noted that when individuals adopt higher levels of self-efficacy, they 

experience less anxiety regarding stressful conditions and situations. 

Understanding the factors contributing to the confidence of the teachers in this 

study is valuable to examine when exploring teacher perceptions. This form of 

confidence that developed in the participants from their experience relates to the mastery 

of experiences source of self-efficacy. According to Bandura (1986, 1994), mastery of 

experiences is critical for determining perceptions of self-efficacy, and it increases 

through successful experiences. Likewise, it is one of the most effective methods for 

developing self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1994). These beliefs motivate individuals to 

either engage in or avoid specific tasks. Likewise, these experiences also influence 

perseverance of conquering obstacles (Pfitzner-Eden, 2016).  
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Effect on Teaching: Interpretation 

The effect perceptions of the participants had on their teaching was a theme that 

consistently emerged in the research as a cause for concern by the participants. Each 

participant expressed a level of inadequacy and struggle with the balance of attempting to 

not only meet an EBD students’ behavior needs, but also the academic needs in the 

inclusive classroom. Considering the comorbid deficits EBD students often face in 

behaviorally, academically, and socially, this is a serious dilemma (Sutherland et al., 

2008). According to Kauffman and Hallahan (2011), students with EBD experience more 

academic struggles with lower reading and math scores, as well as decreased graduation 

rates and low postsecondary school enrollments than their peers, leading to discussions 

regarding the never-ending “chicken and egg” debate. Do the academic deficits serve as 

antecedents to the behavior, or the latter? Nevertheless, these deficits provide great 

difficulty for teachers to address (Sutherland et al., 2008). Furthermore, when students 

with EBD are educated in inclusive classrooms with teacher’s who are not trained to cope 

and manage their behavior, both the teacher and the student become overwhelmed, which 

typically leads to a poor motivation, classroom disruptions, and aggressive reactive 

behaviors (Eller et al., 2015). These students often experience negative consequences, 

such as suspensions and expulsions, limiting the amount of academic instruction they 

receive compared to their peers. Research shows that suspensions due to behavior 

concerns result in a loss of instructional time, facilitating increased drop out and grade 

retention rates (Horowitz et al., 2017). Thus, insufficient academic exposure negatively 
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impacts students struggling with behavior deficits. Therefore, it is vital their teachers 

receive training in addressing their academic deficits as well as behavior.  

The theme of Effect on Teaching served as a cause of critical self-reflection 

among the participants. All participants expressed sentiments of not feeling as though 

EBD benefitted academically from being in their inclusive classroom. According to the 

participants, on most occasions, they chose to present most of their critical academic 

material to the class when the student was not in the room providing disruptions. 

Moreover, when in the classroom, they provided them with one-one-one instruction 

before tending to the rest of the class needs.  

Overall, the participants voiced feelings of dismay in regard to feeling equipped 

to meet the academic needs of the student. During the interviews, each participant 

expressed concerns with the academic engagement and academic performance of the 

EBD student in their general education classroom. Bree seemed shameful as she admitted 

she felt as though she simply provided the student with “busy work.” Melissa poignantly 

responded she did not feel as though she taught the EBD students anything while in her 

class. The lack of confidence in this area embraces the opposite effect of self-efficacy. 

Although the positive effects of self-efficacy have been previously described, it is 

important to remember the negative effects as well. For example, the presence of failed 

experiences may decrease self-efficacy beliefs (Pfitzner-Eden, 2016). In addition, 

Bandura (1997) also clarified that behavior can be impacted by more than just self-

efficacy—there is also an impact if there is a lack of skills needed for skill mastery. 
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Insufficient Preservice Preparation: Interpretation 

Insufficient Preservice Preparation was one of the main emerging themes from 

the research study. It is also linked to the critical reflection and disorienting dilemma 

tenet of transformative learning theory. Each participant related different aspects of their 

programs and reflected on the preparation it provided in general education pertaining to 

working with students with challenging behavior needs. Only one participant believed her 

program prepped her for working with students with disabilities with some lower 

incidence behavior concerns. However, the majority of the participants felt as if the 

courses from their program did not prepare them all. This same conclusion is supported 

by statistical findings from the National Center of Education Statistics (2005) that 

revealed an estimated 60% of all public-school teachers reported a desire for more social 

and emotional training from their preservice program in order to feel equipped for social 

and emotional needs of SWD.   

Each participant noted that they felt as though they would have had a better first-

year experience in teaching if they received more preparation from their preservice 

program. Based on findings of the research of Shippen et al. (2005) that preservice 

teacher education programs and the number of courses taken on a disability and inclusion 

was found as a predictor of teacher attitudes, this is a justifiable belief. Shippen et al. 

(2005) found preservice teachers expressed more positivity and less anxiousness towards 

SWD after completing courses. One participant, Alli, who initially felt as if her program 

had prepared her, seemed to change her mind by the end of the data collection period. As 

she continued to reflect, she realized her program presented her with a basic level of 
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understanding and did not equip her with any knowledge or strategies for working with 

the challenging behaviors of EBD students. As mentioned earlier, she realized her skill 

level was a result of her experience and support of school staff—not her preservice 

program.  

Each participant reported a lack of courses relating to SWD and behavior. Three 

of the four participants recalled taking only one course. During further discussion, they 

also stated this course was only based on special education law and theoretical 

perspectives, which they did not find beneficial for classroom application. This 

realization is supported by the research of DeSimone and Parmer (2006), which revealed 

many educators only complete one special education course with a focus on legal 

responsibilities rather than instructional strategies for SWD. Similarly supportive, 

Johnson’s (2016) report found new teachers are only provided an introductory course 

consisting of surface level information regarding special education, inclusion, and IEPs. 

Furthermore, a more comprehensive study conducted by Allday et al. (2013) found that 

less than 10% of the coursework offered by 109 colleges and universities offering initial 

certification in elementary education focused on SWD. 

Student Teaching Experience: Interpretation 

Overall, general educators do not believe they have received sufficient training for 

the complex behavior needs of students with EBD (Wagner et al., 2006). The exception 

to this conclusion, found in the current research, was the Student Teaching Experience. 

Seventy-five percent of the participants credited student teaching as the most valuable 

experience for providing them some level of preparation for inclusion. This finding 
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echoes the findings of Forsbach-Rothman et al. (2007), who also found a connection in 

the component of field experience and teacher efficacy. Finding the most value in the 

student teaching experience links to the self-efficacy source of vicarious experiences. 

Wood and Bandura (1989) defined this source as modeling or the act of witnessing 

experiences of others. Bandura (1994) further explained vicarious experiences are 

important because they provide performance expectations through observing the 

successes and failures of others. Melissa recounted her experience of this. She discussed 

her beneficial experience of observing the district level behavior specialist work with a 

challenging EBD student. According to Melissa, this provided her great insight on how to 

deescalate and work with an EBD student. Although Bandura (1994) considered a 

vicarious experience as less impactful for fostering self-efficacy in comparison to 

mastery experiences, it undoubtedly influences self-efficacy and motivates individuals to 

persevere through challenges.  

When discussing student teaching experiences, participants voiced differences of 

opinions in its presentation. All agreed that it was most beneficial; however, they had 

different experiences in their student teaching. Some of their student teaching was able to 

provide them with opportunities to observe and gain experience working with SWD, and 

some did not. Those participants who did not have this opportunity expressed how 

beneficial it would have been. This investment in student teaching as an integral 

component in teacher preparation contradicts debates proposed by the Secretary of 

Education in 2002 advocating for abolishing the current teacher certification systems, 

including student teaching (USDOE, 2002). USDOE (2002) emphasized the use of “fast 
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track” (p. 15) programs focusing on verbal ability and content knowledge by “shortening 

or eliminating coursework in education philosophy or methods, pedagogy, and practice 

teaching” (p. 15). However, based on the input from the participants in this study, rather 

than dismissing the component of student teaching, refinement of student teaching 

experiences with greater exposure to challenging situations (whether academic or 

behavior) should be considered.  

Professional Learning Limitations: Interpretation 

Limitations associated with professional learning was another major theme 

emerging from this research. Each participant unquestionably stated that an 

overwhelming amount of professional learning offered in their district usually focused on 

academic content and new program adoptions. Furthermore, each responded that the 

offering of this type of PL was often repetitive and exhausting. The majority of the 

participants also stated they received little to no PL focused on inclusion or challenging 

behavior. According to Leko and Roberts (2014), staff development (PL) is necessary for 

teachers to be prepared for supporting students in inclusive environments. Additionally, 

the presence of PL has a positive impact on teacher perceptions of their ability for 

working with the students (DeSimone & Parmar, 2006; Miller et al., 2000).  

Another limitation expressed in reference to PL was the infrequency of offerings. 

Although some participants did name a few PLs they participated in, they also expressed 

that it was several years ago, and they barely remembered it. Infrequent offerings of PL is 

the antithesis of what researchers have theorized manifests beneficial PL. According to 

Johnson (2016), offering continuous PL is a proactive strategy for building teacher 
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competence and confidence levels for inclusive classrooms. Bakken and Obiakor (2016) 

also supported this viewpoint, stating frequent ongoing PL is necessary for promoting 

teacher competency in their roles and responsibilities in inclusive classrooms. Due to the 

variety of preservice experiences possibly experienced by a teacher, offering research-

based PL relevant to working with EBD students is undebatable. Kauffman and Hallahan 

(2011) found that most preservice general education teachers received little to no 

instruction in practices of effective management of behavior of diverse learners. Due to 

the variability in the amount of relevant curricula from different preservice programs in 

addressing social, emotional, and behavioral needs, as well as the varying implementation 

of related field experiences (student teaching) (Hemmeter et al., 2008), school districts 

must systematically plan to provide teachers training at the necessary level in the 

appropriate content.  

Trekking Through the Mountain Ranges: Implications 

The focus of this qualitative study was to explore how general education teachers 

perceived their training for equipping them for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. The 

purpose of the study was to gain more insight from their experiences as teachers in 

behaviorally inclusive classrooms to acquire a better understanding of the level of 

preparation provided by their preservice program and professional learning. This 

qualitative methodological examination revealed their perceptions of the preparation 

provided by both sources.  

The results from this study show the value of teacher perceptions of their training 

for equipping them to work with students with behavior disabilities in inclusive 
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classrooms. Analysis of the data collected through the three data collection methods 

showed that, due to preservice preparation, or lack thereof, teachers develop a set of both 

negative and positive perceptions. Inconsistent or lack professional learning offered to the 

teacher to better equip them for the classroom also influence these perceptions. These in 

turn impact teachers’ confidence and their ability to work with the challenging needs of 

behavior students in inclusion classrooms.  

This study supported the literature that contended teacher preparation warrants 

greater attention. Initially, the teachers of the behaviorally inclusive classrooms who 

participated in this study typically they felt as though they were able to handle their 

classroom environments. By the end of the study, all the participants expressed feelings 

of feeling ill-equipped by their preservice program to work with students with behavior 

needs in their classrooms. Moreover, their equipped impressions did not derive from the 

programs and organizational structured created to prepare them. On the contrary, the 

credited their efficiency to factors that are subject to vary vastly from one school 

environment to the next. Likewise, although many were able to name a few PLs offered 

in their district such as PBIS, Mindset, and Love & Logic, they did not feel as though it 

was in-depth or frequent enough to efficiently equip them. Most participants accredited 

their student teaching experience as most beneficial and believed more real experience in 

classrooms with students with various needs, including behavioral, would better prepare 

them. 

Based on this feedback, teacher preparation institutions would benefit from 

evaluating their course requirements, type of classrooms their preservice teachers visit 
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during their student teaching time, and time allotted there. The amount of student 

teaching experienced by preservice teachers vary depending on the institution and the 

length of the program. According to the National Center on Teaching Quality, 39 of 50 

states have minimum regulations regarding student teaching amounts required prior to 

beginning as a teacher (Morey et al., 1997). Additionally, if educators earn certification 

certified through “fast track” certification programs, they may not have opportunities to 

participate in any type of student teaching or observational experiences. Darling-

Hammond et al. (2002) found that teachers certified by completion of alternate route 

programs expressed feelings of being less prepared when compared to their counterparts 

completing traditional programs. These results highlight additional evaluation of the 

structure of alternate certification programs for equipping teachers for the challenging 

environment of behaviorally inclusive classrooms.  

The participants of the study provided reflections regarding the start of their 

teaching career. In summary, they all expressed feelings of being “thrown in the fire.” 

The felt as though they did not have the foundational skills from their preservice program 

or receive any PL to handle the classroom demands. In addition, they expressed feelings 

of lack of support available in the school to support them in areas of need. This brings 

attention to the necessary discussion of the training or support system available for 

teachers, especially to new teachers. Two of the four participants made comments at 

different points in the study regarding leaving the teaching profession after their first-year 

experience. One participant stated, based off her experience, she honestly thought “her 

first year, would be her last.”  
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The first year of teaching is a new experience full of various encounters teachers 

must adapt to. Adding the additional skills required for managing students with diverse 

learning disabilities and behavior deficits makes this task even more daunting. Based on 

the results of this research, first-year teachers need additional support, especially if they 

are inclusive teachers of behavior students. Implementing appropriate training and 

support for these teachers is crucial for the success of both the students and the teachers. 

Eller et al. (2015) reported that teachers without training risk being overwhelmed and 

frustrated by the increasing number of EBD students being placed in inclusive settings. 

Furthermore, student behavior, stress, and struggles with emotional management are 

leading reasons that teachers leave their professions (Darling-Hammond, 2003; Ferguson 

et al., 2012). 

The exiting of these teachers from the field of education increases teacher attrition 

rates and elicits detrimental effects on the education of SWD. For example, attrition rates 

of teachers add to the cycle of negative classroom environments and school failure 

among students with EBD (Eller et al., 2015). Ferguson et al. (2012) found that of the 

nearly half of educators exiting the teaching field, 35% cited reasons related to student 

discipline. More alarming is the report that teacher attrition rates among teachers of EBD 

students are two times that of other teachers (Eller et al., 2015). Novice teacher often 

replace these teachers, continuing the cycle of insufficient preparation and skills. 

In addition to more sufficient preserve preparation, adequate support 

teams/systems should be created to support new teachers and teachers in behavior 

classrooms. Darling-Hammond (2003) listed factors such as poor working conditions, 
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teacher preparation, and mentoring support in a teacher’s beginning years as reasons 

teachers leave the profession. Among the participants, there was overwhelming 

consensus that without the support they received from their school, administrator, and 

colleagues for managing challenging student behavior, their job would be impossible and 

unbearable. 

In addition to employing support systems for teachers in schools, the process and 

procedures for professional learning should also be examined. Leko and Roberts (2014) 

believed that staff development is effective and necessary for teachers to be prepared for 

supporting students inclusively. Likewise, the consistency of the PL is equally important 

for teacher competency for inclusive classrooms. When reflecting on PL opportunities, 

75% of the participants were unable to name PL that they found benefited them and 

equipped them for behaviorally inclusive classrooms. On the contrary, they reflected on 

the inconsistency and irrelevancy of PL offerings. 

When discussing PL, participants were able to discuss specific areas they believed 

would benefit them in the classroom and facilitate their fulfillment of their role in 

managing academics and behaviors in the behaviorally inclusive classroom. These areas 

consisted of understanding triggers, implementing proactive behavior supports, 

deescalating behaviors, understanding implementation of accommodations and 

modifications, meeting the needs of the other students in the classroom, and meeting the 

academic needs of EBD students. Participants were also able to describe a beneficial 

format of PL as engaging, hands-on, and observational. These requests align with the 

description of effective PL described by Leko and Brownell, who presented the following 
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characteristics as effective PL: “promoting engagement, provide application for 

instructional theories and classroom innovations, provide explicit instruction in research-

based practices, provide opportunities to practice accompanied by feedback and 

coaching, and opportunities to collaborate” (p. 68).   

Allowing teachers to request areas of desired focus for PL would address the 

common obstacles of time constraints and overall availability of PL that plague most 

school districts. In this research, the participants were able to use their experiences to 

pinpoint specific areas in which they lacked knowledge and would like more professional 

development. Likewise, they were also able to specify areas they in which they no longer 

required PL or identify that the PL received was not beneficial for their classroom 

environment. Eliciting the input and feedback of teachers experienced in these 

classrooms regarding benefits and needs would allow for more effective use of time and 

resources dedicated to PL.  

The Angle of the Slope: Limitations  

While the researcher supports the use of a qualitative approach as the best 

approach for gathering the experiences of the participants for the purposes of this 

research, there are several limitations to address. Although the use of the qualitative 

research methods of interviews, journal reflections, and focus groups yielded beneficial 

data, there were challenges. Due to the COVID-19 national pandemic, in order to enforce 

social distancing mandates, the researcher conducted both the interviews and focus 

groups through an online virtual conferencing program. First, during both the interviews 

and the focus group, due to the virtual setting, the researcher was unable to mitigate 
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external distractions of the participants. Most participants participated in the interviews 

from their homes or work environments. As a result, they may have encountered 

unplanned, short interruptions that distracted them from the interview and focus group 

momentarily.  

Another limitation presented itself more specifically during the focus group. 

Although during the focus group each participant participated in reciprocating 

conversations, conducting these virtually presented some limitations. Due to the virtual 

format, often there would be a lag in the conversation as one participant spoke, prompting 

another participant to interrupt, interject, or respond abruptly. This would often result in 

an unfortunate disruption in the flow of the conversations, causing some reflections to be 

cut off prematurely. Although conducting these methods virtually was less time-

consuming and in honor of social distancing mandates, the ability to perform these 

methods in person would be beneficial. 

Finally, an additional limitation was the convenience sampling technique 

implemented to gather participants. Although it was beneficial in its provision of easily 

accessible individuals with experience with the phenomenon, it also limited the 

participant profile and experiences by targeting a specific geographic area and school 

district. This resulted in the exclusion of the experiences, perceptions, and potentially 

valuable insights of other educators outside of this area, potentially limiting the 

generalizability of this study.  
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A Mountaineer for Every Mountain: Recommendations for Future Study  

While this study focused on perceptions of general education teachers for being 

equipped for behaviorally inclusive classrooms, the researcher recommends that 

researchers also explore the perceptions of special education teachers for behaviorally 

inclusive classrooms. Although there is overwhelming literature addressing perceptions 

of special education teachers, it usually focuses on working with SWD specifically. In 

comparison, there is limited research specially exploring how they perceive their 

preparation through either preservice or professional learning for managing the students’ 

academic, social, and behavior needs in the general education classroom. Bree noted in 

her reflection that she felt as though the special education staff were usually the 

participants in the PL offered in the school district focused on SWD, rather than the 

general education teachers who also worked with these students. Eva echoed these 

sentiments during her interview. A possible area of further research may be to compare 

the experiences and perceptions of both groups. This comparison would further address 

the role in preservice and in-service institutions in equipping teachers for the complex 

environment of behaviorally inclusive classrooms.  

An additional area for further study is to gather perceptions from the students 

themselves regarding their experiences in behaviorally inclusive classrooms. Although 

gaining approval for a sample of minors would require special requirements and 

additional approvals, gaining insight into their lived experiences would provide data and 

insight not otherwise attainable. 
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Lastly, a final area of further study, based on one of the limitations of this study, 

would be to expand the geographic area of the participant pool. The researcher chose the 

school district of the participants in this study because of convenience, due to the ease of 

accessibility, speed, and low cost to the researcher. This school district was a suburban 

high-performing district in the state. Further research could expand the participant pool to 

individuals from more diverse school districts for comparison. For example, a study 

could include participants from urban and rural districts as well. Due to variations in 

district resources, funding, and community and district support, this would allow a more 

in-depth comparison of lived experiences based on preservice preparation and 

professional learning.  

The Summit: Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of general education 

teachers regarding training for being equipped for behavior disabilities in inclusive 

classrooms. Revisions to legislative mandates requiring opportunities for SWD to receive 

an equal education in the least restrictive environment have now increased the inclusion 

of SWD, including EBD, in the general education environment. The purpose for 

examining these perceptions was to improve general education training for inclusion of 

students with emotional and behavioral disabilities in general education classrooms.  

First, the researcher identified the ongoing quest of the education system to 

provide a quality education to student with disabilities. More specifically the study 

examined how the quest proves even more difficult when considering students with 

emotional and behavioral disabilities. Statistics provided by the USDOE (2018) showed 
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that 47.2% of students with emotional disturbances spent more than 81% of their day in 

general classroom environments in the year 2016. Although their inclusion is at lower 

percentages than several other disability categories, it warrants examination of whether 

teachers are prepared to meet the needs of these students in the classroom.  

Students with emotional and behavioral needs often struggle in school 

academically, socially, and behaviorally. Moreover, their teachers are often 

underqualified, adding to the cycle of a negative classroom environment and school 

failure (Eller et al., 2015). These students require ongoing support from their teachers in 

academics and behavior to be successful. This support must come from both their general 

education and special education teachers alike through proper preparation. The 

preparation general education teachers receive to equip them for a behaviorally inclusive 

classroom is vital. Oliver and Reschly (2010) described proper preparation as a necessity 

for general education teachers for managing behavior disorders in the classroom. 

Unfortunately, some EBD students—already challenged due to struggles related to their 

disability—face the additional challenge of receiving instruction in an inclusive 

environment from teachers with insufficient training (Jull, 2008). 

This research study utilized Bandura’s self-efficacy theory and Mezirow’s 

transformative learning theory as theoretical bases and foundational foci. The confidence 

an individual has in their ability to perform a task is equivalent in importance to the 

training the individual receives. Bandura (1997) explained that an individual’s beliefs in 

turn influence the actions they take and how much effort they put forth. Not to be 

confused with self-esteem, self-efficacy directs more attention to one’s judgement of their 
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individual personal abilities. As a branch of social cognitive theory, Bandura (1989) 

theorized through reciprocal personal, environmental, and behavioral interactions, 

learning is possible. The focus on teacher preparedness in the current study is supported 

by the importance placed on objective rationality by Bandura. According to Bandura 

(1989), lack of reasoning skills leads individuals to false judgements and beliefs about 

themselves and the world around them. Furthermore, through erroneous information, 

people risk acting on misconceptions. The best possible method for ensuring accurate 

knowledge and information attainment is through guidance and proper preparation from 

competent and well-informed individuals.  

The next theoretical foundation focused on adult learning. Mezirow theorized 

“frames of references are the assumptions” (p. 5) used to “shape and delimit expectations, 

perceptions, cognitions, and feelings” (p. 5). Mezirow centered his theory around three 

themes: disorienting dilemma (centrality of experience), critical reflection and rational 

discourse (Mezirow, 1990). In summary, transformative learning theory is a process of 

critical reflections. Taylor (1998) explained that through critical reflection, individuals 

attempt to explain how their expectation directly influence the meaning they derive from 

their experiences. The theoretical base of transformative learning drove the focus in this 

study on teacher perceptions. Dirkx (1998) supported the notion that, through proper 

implementation of the theory, reflection on experiences enables the construction of 

meaning, which further mimics Mezirow’s (1996) overall definition of learning “to use 

prior interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of one’s 

experiences in order to guide future action” (p. 162). These descriptions by Mezirow 
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likewise highlight the importance of preparation on influencing one’s reflected 

cognitions.  

Participants in this study were able to provide vivid descriptions of their 

experiences and reflections through semi-structured interviews, journal reflections, and a 

focus group. By conducting the interviews first, the researcher was able to gather 

authentic reflections and dispositions from the participants regarding inclusion, behavior 

disabilities, preservice preparation, and professional learning. The reflection of the 

critical incidents allowed a narrowed, concentrated view by the participants on specific 

behavior occurrences to provide a more focused reflection of their feelings toward being 

equipped to handle each based on training. Data analysis of both the interviews and 

journal reflections, supported by the framework theories, provided the guiding 

conversational talking points for the focus group. During the focus group, the researcher 

served as only the moderator, nurturing and facilitating the conversation. All participants 

appeared comfortable and participated in reciprocating conversation. Following each data 

collection method, member checking took place to further dependability and credibility, 

followed by coding, thematic analysis, and linking data to propositions.  

The results of this study support the literature that overall, general education 

teachers do not feel equipped to educate students with behavior disabilities. Likewise, 

findings from the study also support ongoing research on the value of perceptions 

regarding experiences. For the first domain of positive perceptions, each emerging theme 

supports the idea of the participants feeling equipped and comfortable in behaviorally 
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inclusive classrooms. The four themes under this domain were expressed by the 

participants as necessary for them to persevere as teachers in the environment.  

Under the theme of positive perceptions, each participant attributed their success 

and confidence to the presence of collaboration within their school. Both administrative 

support and having opportunities to collaborate regarding student issues were regarded as 

highly beneficial for working in behaviorally inclusive classrooms. This was found to 

build their confidence as teachers in the classroom. Subsequently, this confidence 

prompted the participants to feel adequate and capable in behaviorally inclusive 

classrooms. In discussions of preservice programs, all participants accredited the most 

beneficial experiences to their student teaching. When discussing actual courses related to 

SWD, they were described as only focused on law, theoretical perspectives or simply 

“fluff”.  

While these perceptions are encouraging, it is unsettling to realize they do not 

stem from any preparation provided from preservice institutions or professional learning. 

On the contrary, all participants noted their feelings of confidence and preparation were 

rooted in their experiences and their support system, not their preservice program or 

professional learning. This brings attention to the negative perceptions of the general 

education teaches feeling ill-equipped for behaviorally inclusive classrooms 

Overall, the results of the study also showed that when presented with 

emotionally based student deficits, the participants felt even less prepared than those with 

external behavior regulation characteristics. The discovery during the research that each 

participant personally defined EBD as manifesting through external behaviors further 
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supports this. Additionally, after presented with the State of Georgia definition of EBD, 

each participant began to reflect on the confidence they previously exuded with doubt 

and a realization they were not adequately equipped to manage students with the 

described characteristics, with the exception of a general pervasive mood of unhappiness 

or depression. 

Lastly the findings of the study highlight the need for professional development 

and reformation or refinement of preservice institutions in equipping and supporting 

educators for more diverse classrooms. Through critical reflection, obvious gaps were 

found between the expectations of general education teachers in inclusive classrooms and 

their preparation for fulfilling those expectations. On the contrary, critical reflection 

revealed recognizable areas to build on educator knowledge, skills, and self-efficacy 

were. Each participant reflected on different experiences that occurred arbitrarily and led 

to their development of positive perceptions that could be designed in a more 

methodological systematic practice to support teachers of students with challenging 

behavior needs.  

The researcher earnestly hopes that educational reform to both preservice 

institutions and school districts can occur through the recommendations and implications 

of this research regarding teacher preparation and support. Throughout history, evolutions 

occur based on new research findings, updates in technology, and new discoveries. 

Similar to the venture of mountain climbing the goal of each revolution to the sport is to 

improve the activity. The climber in this metaphor can symbolize either the student or the 

teacher. Each are on an expedition full of twists and turns in an attempt to triumph over 
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their goal. Moreover, each is guided by a trainer, whether that is a person or an 

institution. This guidance can either fuel gains and successes along the journey or 

roadblocks, setbacks, and possible steps towards failure. Nonetheless, ultimately, the 

guidance provided determines the confidence, proficiency, and competency of the 

climber to conquer the mountain.  

“The best view comes after the hardest climb.”     

 - Anonymous 
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Demographic Data Collection Questionnaire 

 

 

1. Gender:     Male  Female 

2. Age:          20-30   31-40  41-50  50+ 

3. Race/Ethnicity:  

  African American 

  Asian/Asian-American 

  European- American 

  Hispanic 

  Native American 

  Other 

 

4. Number of years teacher: 

0-3   3-5   6-10   10-20  20+   

5. Education background (check all that apply and indicate field) 

 Bachelors _________________ 

 Masters  __________________󠅏 

 Specialist __________________ 

 Doctorate  _________________ 
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Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

 

Teacher:          Date: 

Grade: 

 

*Questions in bold must be asked. Italics are follow-up questions depending on 

information provided. 

Research Question (RQ1): How do general education teachers perceive their training for 

equipping them to work with students with behavior disabilities in inclusive classroom 

environments? 

Propositions: 

(A) Attitude/Impressions of inclusion 

(B) Attitude/Impressions of behavior disorders 

(C) Preservice preparation for inclusion and/or behavior disorder 

(D) Professional Learning for inclusion and/or behavior disorder 

 

1. Please tell me a little about your teaching background? 

a. When did you start teaching? 

b. How long have you been teaching? 

c. How did you obtain your teaching license? 

d. Did you go through a teacher preparation program? If not how did you come 

into education? 

 

2. How many years’ experience do you have teaching in inclusive classrooms? 

 

3. What is your definition of inclusion? 

 

4. How would you describe the structure of an inclusive teaching environment? 

(a) How is your inclusion environment structured? 

(b) What models of inclusion are used? 

 

5. Tell me about your role as a teacher in an inclusive setting. 

(a) Do you feel that you are effective in this role? Why or why not? 

(b) Have your feelings about your role changed throughout your teaching 

career? 
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6. When you think about students with disabilities in inclusion, how do you feel 

about the support they need? 

 

 

7. Based on your training and experience how comfortable do you feel teaching 

students with varying disabilities in an inclusive setting? 

 

 

8. In what ways do you believe that inclusive education does or does not benefit 

both general and special education students and the teachers involved? 

 

Proposition (B) 

9. How would you define emotional behavior disorders? 

 

10. Tell me about your experience working with students with behavior 

disorders. 

(a) What are your feelings regarding your experience? 

 

11. Are there any past experiences, personal or professional, that may attribute 

to your feelings towards working with students with behavioral disabilities? 

Please describe.  

 

12. Describe your classroom set up or supports in place considering students 

with behavior disorders. 

 

13.  How would you describe the classroom interactions of students with 

behavior disorders in regards to  

 

(a)social relationship with peers, 

(b)student engagement 

(c) academics performance 

 

14. What role do you usually play regarding social and emotional support for 

students with behavior disorders? 

 

15. How would you describe the impact students with behavior disorders have 

on the teaching in the inclusive classroom environment? 

               (a) Impact on your lesson planning 
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16. What types of strategies or interventions have you used specifically for 

students with behavior disabilities? 

 

 

17. What role do you usually play in disciplinary measures for students with 

behavior disabilities? 

 

18. How would you describe your comfort level for independently addressing 

social, emotional and/or behavior needs of students with behavior disabilities 

in the classroom? 

(a) What resources or supports have impacted this level? 

 

 

19. How do you feel about the school’s overall involvement regarding students 

with behavior disabilities? 

(a) Other school personnel, Administrative involvement 

 

Proposition (C) 

20. Describe your university coursework, preservice and/or certification 

experience. 

 

21. Describe the elements of the program you believe contributed to your ability 

to teach in inclusive classrooms. 

 

22. In what ways did your pre-service program address types of disabilities and 

characteristics? 

 

23. Describe any specific elements of your program that you believe prepared 

you to work with students with behavioral disorders. 

 

24. How well do feel your preservice program provided you with the knowledge 

and information needed for successful inclusion? 

(a) Working with students with behavior disorders? 

 

25. Please describe any additional areas you believe would have been a beneficial 

focus in your university coursework/preservice program. 

Proposition (D) 

26. How often do you receive professional learning? 

(a) What is the structure of these opportunities? 
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27. How would you describe the usual focus of the professional learning offered 

by your school or district? 

 

28. What professional learning have you received or currently receiving 

targeting working with students with disabilities? 

(a) In what ways has this training helped you? 

 

29. Describe any professional learning you have received on working with 

significant behavior in the classroom. 

 

30. What professional learning do you believe would be beneficial for you as an 

inclusion teacher, especially working with significant behavior disabilities? 

 

31. How are opportunities provided for you to suggest or request professional 

learning in areas of need regarding students with disabilities? 

 

32. Please read the following official definition of Georgia’s definition of 

Emotional Behavior Disorder. Provide copy below 

Based on the definition as you have read, would you change your response to 

any of the questions in any way? Do you have any additional questions, 

concerns or comments after reading the official state definition?  

Georgia Definition of Emotional Behavior Disorder: EMOTIONAL AND 

BEHAVIORAL DISORDER (EBD).  

Definition. 

An emotional and behavioral disorder is an emotional disability characterized by the 

following: 

 (i) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships 

with peers and/or teachers. For preschool-age children, this would include 

other care providers. 

 (ii) An inability to learn which cannot be adequately explained by intellectual, 

sensory or health factors. 

 (iii) A consistent or chronic inappropriate type of behavior or feelings under 

normal conditions. 

 (iv) A displayed pervasive mood of unhappiness or depression. 

 (v) A displayed tendency to develop physical symptoms, pains or unreasonable fears 

associated with personal or school problems.  

 

A child with EBD is a child who exhibits one or more of the above emotionally based 

characteristics of sufficient duration, frequency and intensity that interferes 

significantly with educational performance to the degree that provision of special 
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educational service is necessary. EBD is an emotional disorder characterized by 

excesses, deficits or disturbances of behavior. The child's difficulty is emotionally 

based and cannot be adequately explained by intellectual, cultural, sensory general 

health factors, or other additional exclusionary factors 

 

 The term does not include children with social maladjustment unless it is 

determined that they are also children with EBD. A child whose values and/or 

behavior are in conflict with the school, home or community or who has been 

adjudicated through the courts or other involvement with correctional agencies is 

neither automatically eligible for nor excluded from EBD placement. Classroom 

behavior problems and social problems, e.g., delinquency and drug abuse, or a 

diagnosis of conduct disorder, do not automatically fulfill the requirements for 

eligibility for placement. 
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Critical Incident Reflection Prompts 

Directions: Please review the information presented below and respond to the following 

questions. Please respond in detail as best you can based on your current knowledge.  

 

Journal 1 

Chris suffers from depression and struggles with emotional regulation. He often 

will not engage in tasks, makes self-harm statements (such as, I hate my life, I want to die 

and I will kill myself). He may even participate in some self-injurious behaviors.  

 

Journal  2  

Kendall struggles in both academics and behavior regulation. During independent 

work time in class, he yells and curses when complaining about assignments. He may 

curse at both adults and peers when he is redirected, causing many negative interactions 

and verbal altercations with peers. 

 

Journal 3  

Jessie has difficulty interacting appropriately with peers. She often makes 

inappropriate suggestive comments to peers. In addition, there have been several 

instances of inappropriately touching of herself and others at school.  

 

Journal 4 

John struggles to regulate his behavior when he gets upset. He often elopes (runs) 

from the classroom, around the building and may even leave the school building. When 

approached he may become physically aggressive by kicking, hitting and biting. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


