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CHAPTER V

ACTION RESEARCH CYCLE 1

Action Research Cycle 1 includes case study findings, Systems Thinking analysis,

and Action Research Cycle 1 leadership experiences. Action Research Cycle 1 leadership

experiences began when I conducted the Cycle 1 case study as a requirement for the

Leadership Applications Field Seminar course. During that time, I interviewed eight

teachers and eight students using an interview guide (Appendix B). The teachers

interviewed were individuals who had low-processed discipline referrals related to

disrespecting a teacher, classroom disruptions, and open defiance. Interviewed students

volunteered to participate in the interview process. The research questions for the case

study were:

1) How do SSHS teachers verbally communicate with students in the classroom?

2) How do SSHS teachers nonverbally communicate with students in the classroom?

3) How do SSHS students verbally communicate with teachers in the classroom?

4) How do SSHS students nonverbally communicate with teachers in the classroom?

5) How do SSHS teachers develop positive teacher-student relationships in the

classroom?

6) How do cultural differences between teachers and students influence teacher-

student classroom relationships?

Case Study Findings

I coded the transcribed interviews into several themes. Coding is the first step of

data analysis (Holstein & Gubruim, 2005; Patton, 2002). Coding involves analyzing
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interviews and observations for essential content (Patton, 2002), sorting, and integrating

materials (Cresswell, 1998; Weiss, 1994). Coding provides a link between interviews,

observations, and gathered documents (Weiss, 1994). The coded themes were (a) teacher

verbal communication, (b) teacher nonverbal communication, (c) student verbal

communication, (d) student nonverbal communication, (e) teacher-student relationships,

and (f) cultural influences.

Teacher Verbal Communication

Several of the teachers interviewed indicated that they verbally communicated

with students by providing guidance, instruction, and positive parental feedback to

motivate and respond to student behavior. Teachers provided guidance to students by

verbally communicating their expectations, which included consoling students before

providing guidance. One teacher stated:

I [said] are you ok? I asked her are you ok, and she did not answer. So, I [said], I

know you are upset, but can you get back to work? She refused. She did not want

to do it. I told her we were reviewing for a quiz that we have today. Reviewing is

for your benefit, too. I know you are upset, but you should do your work.

This teacher exhibited behavior that is consistent with teachers who care about their

students. Teachers have an opportunity to convey to students the teachers care about by

talking to students when they are working on assignments and commenting in a positive

and affirming manner (Morganett, 1991). Kohn (1996) concluded:

Caring teachers converse with students in a distinctive way: they think about how

what they say sounds from the students’ point of view. They respond
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authentically and respectfully rather than giving patronizing pats on the head (or

otherwise slathering them with “positive reinforcement”. They explain what they

are up to and give reasons for their requests (p. 112).

This teacher wanted the student to benefit from the instructional process. However,

research reports that some Black students reject caring teachers who demand their best

(Howard, 2001). Teachers can offset student noncompliant behavior through verbal

encouragement. Verbal encouragement by teachers increases student participation and

desired behavior (Keith et al., 1974), which can enhance positive teacher-student

classroom relationships.

Instructional guidance through teacher questioning techniques was a verbal

communication strategy that another teacher used. During a classroom discussion, this

teacher gave the following response to a question-and-answer session in his classroom:

Can you answer a question? Usually the emphasis here is I may give it to

somebody else. [I will] say how about helping us out on this one? If so and so

does not know this one, but you should know this one and how about helping us

out, and [I] go to the next one. It works sometimes. [When it does not work, I

might say] What do you mean you do not know that one? We just studied that

yesterday. I expect better from you.

Students resisted responding to the teacher which may indicate that students may have

perceived that the teacher was sarcastic and disrespectful. Teachers who ask trick

questions respond in an arrogant or derogatory manner when students do not respond

(Wassermann, 1992). Teachers who ask questions to boost their egos do not gain

students’ respect or admiration. When teachers ask respectful questions, students feel
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they are in a trusting environment that makes them sense that they are safe. Good

questions build trust by inviting, not commanding, students to respond. The teacher’s

question-and-answer strategy, which commanded the students to respond to the teacher’s

sarcastic teacher response, may present challenges for Black and Hispanic students and

therefore hinder any future positive teacher-student classroom relationship development.

Teachers can devastate teacher-student classroom relationships when they lack

knowledge regarding student cultural question-and-answer session preferences. Blacks

and Hispanics have cultural experiences that can impede classroom question-and-answer

sessions. For example, cultural conflicts between the teacher and Black students may

surface because of basic question-and-answer sessions in which Black children

experiences with question-and-answer sessions develop when an adult is angry with them

(Gay & Abrahams, 1972), and this process may inhibit students from classroom

involvement (Bennett, 1997). In addition, Mexican American students respond only when

spoken to, initiate only to ask academic questions, and fail to volunteer responses or

make other types of questions or comments in the regular classroom (McClure, 1978).

Most surveyed Hispanics and a little less than half non-Hispanic participants agree that

Hispanic students are reluctant to participate in classroom discussion of controversial

topics and issues (Grossman, 1998). Knowledge of students’ cultural question-and-

answer session preferences is essential for teachers to ensure that teachers and students

develop positive teacher-student classroom relationships.

Setting the tone for a lesson introduction is another strategy teachers used to

communicate verbally with students. One teacher stated:
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I usually walk into my class. I say good morning or afternoon, ladies and

gentlemen. We are doing such and such today. Please get out such and such. Like

I said, most of the time I try to be all business.

According to Brooks and Hennington (1981), effective teachers address their classes in a

business-like tone.

Teachers can motivate students by verbally communicating with them. One

teacher stated:

I really try to talk to them as humans in the workplace. This is where they are

going. I try to say, you are freshmen now, you are not [in] eighth grade anymore.

You are expected to be a little more responsible. I try to talk to them as though we

are in a [work] environment. Some of them I can. Others I cannot. So I try not to

be bossy.

Pomery (1999) concludes that the ideal teacher-student relationship includes dialogue and

“mutually respectful treatment between individuals in the working relationship” (p. 480).

Another teacher threatened students to motivate them. This teacher stated:

Sometimes, with some of my seniors it is easy. I threaten. [One student’s] mother

is throwing her a big bash at the end of the year. I use that against them. I am

serious. I do. I use it. What will happen if I call your mother? What is going to

happen? We are going to have a cancellation? No, we are not? I say ok. Prove me

wrong. Just prove me wrong or prove me right.

This strategy may backfire if used with Black students. Black students believe teachers

who telephone parents at home to solve disciplinary challenges have an inability to solve

their own problems, and the students lose respect for the teacher (Gay & Abrahams,
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1972). Teacher disciplinary strategies that result in telephoning a parent are ineffective

due to Black children learning at a young age to handle their own problems. Both

teachers had dialogues with students that were demanding, which will reduce the

teachers’ ability to develop positive teacher-student classroom relationships. Negative

criticism, embarrassment, and humiliation are the most frequent acts that damage teacher-

student relationships (Sava, 2002). Positive teacher-student relationships include the

absence of negative interactions (Vitto, 2003). Teachers mistreat students psychologically

by using fear and intimidation to implement classroom management (Sava, 2002).

Students believe effective teachers correct student errors without reprimanding

(Papandreou, 1995).

In addition, teachers communicate verbally by providing positive feedback to

parents. This teacher stated:

I have a student who has been acting up. He was having some difficulties and was

not really doing that well. Then all of a sudden, it is like a light bulb went off for

him, and he really started [to] get it, and [it] started to come together, and [he]

started to really do well. I have had to call his parents, and give bad notices, but I

have also called when I noticed that he was doing good. I said, I am calling your

dad, and I am going to let him know. That day I called his dad, and I let his dad

know. [I said to his dad] hey, he is doing great.

This strategy works well with students, especially Hispanics. Grossman (1995) found that

most surveyed Hispanics and non-Hispanic participants agree that Hispanic children may

function better when adults provide encouragement and feedback regarding how they are
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doing. This teacher exhibited behavior that students may perceive as helpful in

maintaining positive teacher-student classroom relationships.

Communicating respect to students is necessary verbal communication process.

One teacher stated, “Sometimes I call them by their last names . . . I’ll stick it in there so

they know that I respect them.” This practice is especially meaningful to African

American students. According to Howard (2001), African American students believe that

teachers show them respect by addressing them as “Mr.”, “Mrs.”, “Sir”, or “Ma’am”.

Several other teachers verbally communicated with students by using jokes. One

teacher stated, “If I see they’re sleepy, I’ll say you didn’t get a good night sleep? What

were you doing? Hanging out with your boyfriend too late?” These comments are

disrespectful and inappropriate because they are personal and seem to impose a sexual

connotation. Teachers must use humor naturally, or else it can backfire (Bryant &

Zillman, 1988). Rareshide (1993) and Sullivan (1992) report that teachers believe

purposeless humor and jokes can result in student misbehavior that reduces and wastes

instructional time. Teachers who use inappropriate jokes will have their ability to develop

positive teacher-student classroom relationships reduced. On example of inappropriate

humor is when a teachers jokes about a students personal hygiene.

Several teachers provided feedback on appropriate verbal communication

importance. One teacher reflected on the negative impact related to yelling at students.

This teacher stated:

They are not going to listen to you. I think about myself when I was a kid. When

my parents yelled at me, I never listened. If I hear a voice raised up, I snap. I am

still like that. As soon as you start to yell at me, I am going to tune you out. I am
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going to hear what I need to hear. If you are yelling at me, I feel that that is

disrespectful to me.

Good teachers do not yell at students and give them the opportunity to improve their

behavior when they misbehave (Gorham, 1987). Students believe good teachers do not

yell (Aksoy, 1998). When a teacher yells, uses harsh words, shames, degrades, or

embarrasses a student, such behavior influences all students (Vitto, 2003). Yelling

minimizes teachers’ effort to develop positive classroom relationships with their students

and may inhibit the learning process for other students in the classroom.

Teacher Nonverbal Communication

Nonverbal communication includes three interacting systems, the visual, auditory,

and invisible communication systems (Leathers, 1997). Visual includes kinesthetic,

proxemic, and artifactual subsystems. Auditory communication involves loudness, pitch,

rate, duration, quality, regularity, articulation, pronunciation, and pitch. Kinesthetic

communication includes facial expression, eye behaviors, gestures, and posture.

Proxemic communication involves the use of space, distance, and territory for

communication purposes. Artifactual communication involves facial and bodily

appearances and the options that communicators use to alter their appearance.

Teachers used the look, smiles, hand signaling, physical touch, and role modeling

to nonverbally communicate with students. Several teachers used the look. One teacher

stated:

I do not know if I could describe it. But I just kind of look over and do not say

anything, and the student looks at me and says, sorry miss. Miss, I am sorry. I just
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look. I do not know what it is, it is a look. Not a mean look. It is just a look of I

cannot believe you are talking while I am talking. There are no verbal words

coming out of my mouth. However, the student will say, I’m sorry, miss.

Another teacher stated:

Honestly, I would just look at them, with a look. For the most part, most of the

kids understand what the look is. I just look at them. Just give them that look,

because I have a I’m looking at you look. For the most part the kids are like ok,

[teacher’s name], I will stop now.

Using the look could provoke classroom conflicts if misunderstood by the student

or misused by the teacher. Teachers have to be careful when they use the look strategy. If

a student mistakes the look for a “stare down”, the student may engage the teacher in a

confrontation. Different eye contact expectations may provoke classroom conflicts

between minority students and White teachers.

Researchers report the different cultural eye contact expectations. Whites believe

that maintaining eye contact in face-to-face communication is most desirable (Asante &

Davis, 1985). European Americans view looking away or looking downward as a sign of

disinterest, shyness, or disrespect (Patton et al., 1993). Blacks have different eye contact

behavior expectations. Within Black culture, avoiding eye contact is a sign of disrespect

(Johnson, 1971). Some Black parents teach their children that looking at an adult in the

eye is a sign of disrespect while White children learn to do the opposite (Byers & Byers,

1972). When reprimanding Black children, they tend not to look at the teacher as a sign

of respect (Patton et al., 1993). Blacks are less likely to maintain eye contact with persons

in a position of authority (Asante & Davis, 1985), and Black children increase eye
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contact as they begin to trust their teachers (Patton et al., 1993). Hispanics have different

eye contact behavior expectations. Hispanic students in mainstream classrooms address

and respond to teachers clearly and concisely, and require that the teacher look at them

(Ortiz, 1988). Hispanic students in bilingual classrooms may lower their heads, look

away, and giggle. Hispanic Americans view prolonged eye contact as disrespectful

(Patton et al., 1993), and Hispanic American children will lower their eyes when

reprimanded. Blacks and Hispanics have eye contact behavior that may cause

communication conflicts with other cultures.

Teachers reported that they also smiled to nonverbally communicate with

students. One teacher stated, “Yes, [I] smile and I do not think I have to say [anything],

but they know that I am saying hi.” Another teacher stated:

I keep smiling. I am a smiley person. But I do make a conscious effort to smile at

all my kids. I think about [it], even when I am having a bad day. I cannot expect

them to shelve their problems if I cannot shelve my own. I try to lead by example

in that way. So, I smile, even when they are having a bad day. I still smile at

them.

Teacher smiling behavior benefits students and therefore increases possible teacher-

student classroom relationship development. Teachers create a warmer classroom climate

for students whom the teachers have high expectations for by smiling (Chaikin et al.,

1978; Millard & Stimpson, 1980). Cognitive learning increases when teachers smile at

the class (Gorham, 1988). Teachers who smile are perceived as friendly while a frowning

teacher is perceived as mean or grumpy (Powell & Caseau, 2004). Students believe the

more a teacher smiles, the more effective the teacher is (Harrington, 1955).
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Teachers used parts of their body to nonverbal communicate with students.

Teachers nonverbally communicated with students by using hand signals. This teacher

cautions using hand signaling to communicate with students. This teacher stated:

I might put up my hand. I have done that a couple of times to signal stuff or [to]

discuss this or that. I do not do that that often, because I know a lot of students do

not like that. They think that, especially if you are close to them, they think that

you are pushing them away, and telling them to get out of your face, and telling

them to shut up. I do not use that language, but they get that impression from your

hand being spread out, your fingers being spread out, and flat out like that in the

air.

Teachers should inform students of their nonverbal intentions to ensure that their

behavior does not result in misunderstandings between the teacher and students.

Teachers reported that they physically interacted with students to nonverbally

communicate. Physical touch is a nonverbal communication strategy used by interviewed

teachers. One teacher stated:

It is a light touch on the shoulder. I know nowadays everybody is funny about

touching, but kids need that. They need to [have you] put your hands on their

shoulder. Just to say how is everything going? I do it to everybody. There is

nothing funny going on. That is what I do. Just a light hand, just a light tap on

shoulder. Is everything ok? You got it? Ok. Good. They like that. They say, oh

wow, she is personal. They like that. That makes them feel closer to you.

Another teacher stated:
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I do, I will touch their arms. I am physical. I will put my arm around them. [For

example], one student was suspended. She was gone for nine days, and I really

missed her. She is a good influence for one of my special-education students. She

came back and gave me a great big hug, and I [said, I] missed you. Are you ok? I

am glad you are back. I really missed your help in class. Things like that. I do a

lot.

Persons from diverse cultures have different social distance expectations. European

Americans are more likely to have close social distance with Mexican Americans when

compared to Blacks (Burmal, 1970) and prefer to keep their personal space at arm’s

length (Patton et al., 1993). Hispanic Americans stand close to or side by side instead of

face to face when talking to another person (Grossman, 1995; Patton et al., 1993).

Hispanic Americans stand 6 to 8 inches within an arm’s length when talking to another

person (Patton et al., 1993). Latinos interact at a close distance and frequently touch one

another (Baxter, 1970; Shuter, 1976). Latino Americans prefer closer standing distances

compared to North Americans (Leathers, 1997). Blacks prefer closer social distance

(Bauer, 1973; Hall, 1966; Liebman, 1970; Shade, 1997) compared to Mexican Americans

(Baxter, 1970; Shade, 1997). Blacks are more likely to touch each other in a conversation

compared to Whites (Willis, 1966). Teachers will not have student approval to touch

them, unless they have a good relationship with the student.

Many teachers do not expect that Black students need a great deal of physical

contact (Shade, 1994). “If an individual such as a teacher touches an African American

child, it then becomes acceptable for the child to touch the teacher” (Patton et al., 1993,

p. 6). Teachers may regret this assumption. Touching school-aged Blacks on the
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shoulder, back, arms, or hand is usually reserved for close, intimate relationships with

adults. Black students receive less positive physical contact from White teachers

compared to White students (Byalick & Bersoff, 1974). Hispanic Americans pat friends

or family on the back or arm when talking (Patton et al., 1993). Most surveyed Hispanics

and non-Hispanic participants agreed that educators should express Hispanic student

approval and acceptance by using physical contact (Grossman, 1995). Teachers believe

touching between students and teachers decreases as the grade level increases (Anderson

et al., 1986).

Teachers used a nonverbal communication technique that requires no physical

interaction. Teachers nonverbally communicate with students by role modeling. This

teacher believed exhibiting self-control is the best way to communicate with students

nonverbally. This teacher stated:

When a student knows something upsets me greatly. I do not show the emotion. I

do not want to show that they disappointed me. Sometimes that can hurt their self-

esteem. You cannot just fly off the handle if someone upsets you because you

cannot take it back once it is done.

This teacher’s nonverbal behavior will increase positive teacher-student classroom

relationship development. According to Richmond (2002):

The primary function of teachers’ nonverbal behavior in the classroom is to

improve affect or liking for the subject matter, teacher, and class and to increase

the desire to learn more about the subject matter. One step toward this is the

development of a positive affective relationship between the student and the

teacher. When the teacher improves affect through effective nonverbal behavior,



14

then the students are more likely to listen more, learn more, and have a more

positive attitude about the school. (p. 70)

Students who perceive that teachers feel favorable toward them exhibit desired classroom

behaviors (Davidson & Lang, 1960). Students are more likely to complete assignments in

classes that they feel accepted by the teacher (Morganett, 1991). Teachers who exhibit

positive nonverbal behavior toward their students increase positive teacher-student

classroom relationship development.

Student Verbal Communication

Joking is the primary strategy students use to verbally communicate with teachers.

One student stated, “[The teacher’s name] knows I am playing around. I talk to her in

Spanish. She smiles, and I keep going. I just sit there, and all of the jokes are about me.”

This student and teacher have the same culture, which makes building a positive

classroom relationship easier. According to Collier and Powell (1990), “cultural

background affects attitudes, beliefs, and values about education, ideas about how classes

ought to be conducted, how students and teachers ought to interact, and what types of

relationships are appropriate for students and teachers” (p.334).

Another student stated:

Yeah, I joke around . . . Second period, I got [teacher’s name]. Soon as I walk in,

I would say something smart to her, but she knows I am playing around. So she

does not think [it is] extreme and [does not] write me up. When I walk in, I might

say, hey white lady.
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Another student joked with a teacher by responding to an assignment regarding racism.

The student stated:

We had this essay about what do you think about racism. I spoke with my teacher,

[and said] I think white people get better jobs than us. She [said] no that is not

true because I have [been] rejected [from a] school for not being Black. They said

I would not be able to stick with the people [t]here. I [said] okay. So from now on

you are going to be called white lady, [and] the whole class started laughing. She

started laughing with us, and I thought [I could] relax [in her class].

These students were probably aware that racism existed at the school. The students tested

the teacher and realized that this teacher may not intentionally discriminate against

students. The teacher’s response to the student gave the teacher an opportunity to make

the students feel safe and comfortable. It is important that students feel comfortable and

at ease in the classroom (Ashmore & Project M.E.D.I.A, 1984). Minority students reach

higher achievement levels when they feel positive toward the dominant culture as well as

their own (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1979; Cummins, 1986).

Other students reported verbally communicating with teachers by challenging the

teacher and then joking. One student stated the following:

Yes, in a positive way, not in a bad destructive way. I sit there and every time he

talks, I cut him off. [When] I do cut him off, he will say a funny joke for us to

start laughing and then I will stop. So when I cut him off it is nothing serious. We

just keep rolling with the lesson.
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Students feel that it is safe to communicate in a classroom when teachers create a

supportive community environment by developing honest and trusting relationships that

foster commitment to learning (Gates, 1998).

Another student stated:

He will be giving a lesson, and he will tell us to do it. I will say no. Then he will

look at me and start laughing. Then he will say a joke, and then we all start

getting down to the work.

Evidently, this student had a good relationship with the teacher. The student felt

comfortable enough to exhibit noncompliant behavior in the classroom. This teacher

provided the student with a chance to comply with his request. Warm relationships

between students and teachers motivate students to meet teachers’ requests for

compliance (Bidwell, 1965).

Student Nonverbal Communication

Interviewed students reported communicating with teachers nonverbally by smiling,

shaking hands with the teacher, and participating in classroom instruction. Students who

perceive that teachers have favorable feelings toward them also have increases in student

achievement (Davidson & Lang, 1960). One student stated:

You could smile at them. Come in and handshake [with them]. Smile at them or

do not come in looking depressed. [Otherwise] they are going to think something

is wrong with you, [or] they did something offensive towards you, [or] something

like that.
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This student understood that teachers had the ability to determine their negative

emotions. “Negative emotions are more acceptable when indicated by facial expression in

the [Black] culture” (Patton et al., 1993, p. 9). This student believed that smiling and a

handshake were the appropriate strategy for interacting with teachers. White Americans

believe Blacks should interact with them by acknowledging their cultural identity,

exhibiting socially polite behavior and friendliness, and supporting their arguments

(Colier, 1988). White Americans believe that Mexicans should interact with them by

being socially polite, which includes speaking proper English, showing concern for the

other individual, and exhibiting assertive and friendly behaviors. Black Americans

believe Whites should interact with them by being polite to the other as an individual,

supporting their argument and making it relevant, and exhibiting assertive behavior.

Mexican Americans believe Whites should interact with them by using social politeness,

showing concern for the individual, acknowledging their cultural identity, exhibiting

friendly behavior, staying on topic, and showing openness. White teachers may expect

Blacks and Hispanics students to bring socially polite behavior into the classroom.

Another student nonverbally communicated by participating in the classroom

instruction. This student stated:

The way I work. Do their work. That is all. If they see you doing their work, they

are not going to bother you. They are not going to take anything wrong about you.

That is why I like [teacher’s name]. I did not say anything when I first got into his

classroom. I did not say anything. I just started doing his work, and he just seen

me progressing.
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This student’s reluctance to communicate verbally with the teacher may indicate a

challenge with promoting positive teacher-student classroom relationships. “When

Blacks are working hard to keep it cool, it signals that the chasm between is getting

wider, not smaller (McCarty, 1981, p. 20).

Teacher-Student Relationships

Conversation, caring, and tutoring are strategies that teachers and students use to

develop and maintain positive teacher-student classroom relationships. Teachers and

students agreed that conversation develops teacher-student classroom relationships. One

student stated, “I ask them questions that are interesting. That is how I got along with

[teacher’s name].” Two other students agree. One student stated:

All you got to do is just talk to them. Talk to the teachers and understand what

they like and do not like. Do not do things that they do not like and are going to

make them not like you.

Students evaluated teacher expectations first to develop positive teacher-student

classroom relationships. Students may evaluate teacher verbal and nonverbal behavior

before developing positive classroom relationships with their teachers. Black students use

several verbal techniques to discover a teacher's strengths and weaknesses in order to

evaluate a teacher’s racial attitudes and conveniently find the teacher’s breaking points to

help empower themselves in the situation between them and the teacher (Abrahams &

Gay, 1972).

Teacher nonverbal behavior that promotes positive teacher-students classroom

relationships requires authenticity by the teacher when interacting with Blacks. Blacks
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have a high sensitivity to facial expressions (Shade et al., 1997), which provides them

superior facial expression and other emotion evaluation skills when compared to other

ethnic groups (Shade, 1983). Expressing warmth toward minority students without

accompanying the friendliness with challenging academic standards is just as debilitating

to students as expressing overt hostility (Dornbusch et al., 1975). “If teachers say to

students, I like you and I know you can do this work, but her nonverbal [communication]

say[s], but you and I both know you can’t, the latter is believed by the child” (Koch,

1971, p. 235). Black students determine their involvement in the learning environment by

relying on their perception of the teacher and the affective aspects of the environment

(Shade, 1994).

Students agreed that challenges to developing positive classroom relationships

with teachers existed. One student stated, “If the teacher is not willing to help, then you

know that you and the class are in trouble.” Another student had a similar response. This

student stated, “There are times I disagree, but I keep it to myself. [The teachers] always

win. We are going to end up getting BDP.” Students are aware of the inequalities that

exist in the power relationship between teachers and students. Students felt

disempowered to voice their opinions, even though they might be right, due to the

consequences that result in either not attaining the necessary education or receiving

consequences they deem as unjust and unfair. Positive teacher-student relationships

include the absence of negative interactions (Vitto, 2003).

One teacher developed positive teacher-student relationships with students by

conducting conversations not related to instruction. The teacher stated, “I notice if they

do their hair differently or if they’re wearing a piece of jewelry that is very special. [I
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say] is that a gift, or is it your birthday today?” Teachers develop positive relationships

with students by engaging them in personal and meaningful dialogue that includes

personal and nonacademic issues such as student interests, goals, aspirations, likes and

dislikes, family, and culture (Vitto, 2003). Black students believe increases in positive

feelings affect academic achievement when teachers become responsive to their personal

lives (Hollins & Spencer, 1996).

Teachers have various methods for showing students they care. One teacher

stated, “If you show concern, even if you cannot help them and you do not get the details

about what is going on, that student knows that the teacher is concerned.” Another

teacher showed that she cared by assisting students with personal problems. This teacher

stated:

A girl cried in my homeroom. I walked around to her and said, what do you need?

What is going on? I bought her a tissue. [I told her], take a walk to the bathroom,

and I will call your counselor. We will work it out.

Another teacher stated, “If they are out for a long period of time with a death in the

family and they miss some work, [I say] we can work that out. We can take care of that.

We can meet privately.” Good teacher-student relationships include teachers

communicating to students that the teachers care about the students (Morganett, 1991).

Teachers who are caring, friendly, helpful, understanding, and dependable foster

supportive relationships with their students (Goodenow, 1993; Rosenfield & Richman,

1999; Skinner & Belmount, 1993).

Other teachers used tutoring to develop positive teacher-student relationships.

One teacher stated:



21

I have actually tutored a student who is not even mine. He says, if I go to my

teacher, he is going to explain it to me the same way. I need to hear it differently.

I said ok. He is doing well in his [class]. His [class] teacher lets him come down

during my prep. We work together, and he has gotten a B.

The interpersonal relationship between students and teachers has a profound impact on

instructional activities and outcomes (Powell & Caseau, 2004).

Another teacher used student-suggested examples and examples related to what

students watch on TV, or the music students listen to, to develop positive teacher-student

relationships. “Teachers who are sensitive to various cultures will learn about students’

backgrounds and ensure that they are aware of relevant information about cultural

traditions, religious practices, and patterns of interactions that may affect a students’

classroom participation (Leiding, 2006, p. 279). When teachers realize learning takes

place across cultural media, then teachers adapt teaching to fit student needs (Marchesani

& Adams, 1993; Villegas, 1991). Effective teachers use pupils’ ideas (Borich, 1986;

Good, 1983; Rosenshine, 1983). Students believe effective teachers use student ideas that

promote objectives (Papandreou, 1995).

Teachers also reported the need to build teacher-student relationships. One

teacher stated:

I think it is about building relationships. If you start to try to build those

relationships from the very beginning, and you’re consistent, that is the key. You

have to be consistent, because if you are not consistent, then you are not

believable. You have to be consistent. If you are sincere, and you mean what you

say.
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Another teacher stated:

If you take the time to get to know your students, then you can gauge [them]. It is

just like the way you interact with your family members. You know when they

are about to be upset. You know that because you know them. Because you take

the time, and you know whom they are.

However, teachers in this study did not agree on a specific process or strategy that

promotes positive teacher-student classroom relationships. Teachers can build positive

teacher-student classroom relationships by (a) checking student knowledge by asking

students what they already know, (b) providing students time to explore and discover, (c)

celebrating student accomplishments, (e) respecting students, which includes expecting

students to have wisdom, and (f) exploring how they view things and discussing

differences (Vitto, 2003). Powell and Caseau (2004) concluded that teachers develop

positive teacher-student classroom relationships in four stages. First, teachers and

students develop relationships by initiation that begin the moment students walk into the

classroom. During this stage, teachers start to form impressions that may be difficult to

change, and students develop expectations regarding teachers. The second stage for

teacher-student relationship development is experimenting. During this stage, teachers

begin to collect information about the students that may influence future instructional

strategies. Students experiment with the teacher by trying to sort out teacher dislikes and

likes, classroom instructional and disciplinary boundaries, and teacher grading biases.

Teachers and students find ways to manage their relationships with one another. The third

stage for teacher-student relationship development is intensifying. During this stage,

teachers and students make communication choices based on individual rather than
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stereotypical roles. Teachers begin to communicate care for students and circumstances

that will enhance or constrain learning. The fourth stage for teacher-student relationship

development is differentiating. During this stage, teachers and students learn about each

other. “The negative effect accompanying this stage influences motivation and

willingness to learn. Students avoid the teacher, and the teacher avoids the students: as a

consequence, learning is compromised” (Powell & Caseau, 2004, p. 115).

Cultural Influences

Students and teachers in this study reported culture is a benefit, has no impact, is a

source of conflict, and can deter teacher-student relationship development. One teacher

reported benefiting from a highly populated Hispanic culture. This Hispanic teacher

stated:

I think that it is another benefit for me . . . They relate to me. We talk about it with

other teachers. We have one student in particular, she is very nice with me and the

other Spanish teacher. We talk about it with other teachers. We never have

problems with her. Her other teachers say that they have problems [with her]. We

thought about it, and it has to be [related to her] culture. She is such a good girl.

It seems that White teachers have difficulties with developing and maintaining positive

teacher-student classroom relationships with Hispanic students. However, researchers

report findings that are contradictory to this discovery. European Americans have

favorable attitudes toward Mexican Americans compared to Blacks and are more likely to

accept Mexican Americans compared to Blacks due to Mexican Americans having a

closer skin color to European Americans (Burmal, 1970).
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There exist possibilities that Hispanic students have developed characteristics that are

consistent with Black students.

Another teacher recalled cultural experiences with the students. This teacher

stated:

I have not had any problems with that for a number of years. We used to get that

cop out. I am Hispanic, and you are picking on me. Or I’m Black, and you are

picking on me. My comment is, excuse me. I have been here too long. I taught

your mothers, I taught your fathers . . . When you do what you are supposed to do

and [I] do what I am supposed to do, we are fine. Race has nothing to do with

this.

“Race has long been acknowledged as having a major effect upon the teaching process

and classroom situation” (Feldman, 1976, p. 20). Classroom interaction studies have

found teachers discriminate against students who are not White, male, and middle class

(Entwise & Webster, 1974; Safilios-Rothchild, 1979). White teachers create classroom

problems when they interpret culture as a limitation to student progress (Powell &

Caseau, 2004). This teacher was a long-time veteran at the school and developed a

tradition to sidestep the racial conflict that survives in the classroom.

One teacher reported that teachers from different ethnic backgrounds encounter

difficulties due to their different ethnic backgrounds. This teacher stated:

A lot of it has to do with culture . . . If our students have a bad background, and if

you are not familiar or cannot relate to that type of background, it is going to be

hard for you to relate to them as people. Because you do not understand where

they are coming from.
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One student agreed that teachers from different ethnic backgrounds encounter difficulties

due to their different ethnic backgrounds. This student stated:

A lot of teachers are not from [city name]. They do not know where we are

coming from. They do not experience it firsthand. They do not see it for

themselves. If we go home and experience [something] bad at home and come to

school with a bad attitude, it [is] as though they do not understand. [The teachers

say] you need to keep it at home. When you are at school, you still have to deal

with that because you are worrying about it the whole day, and when you get

home, it is [still] there and it is affecting you.

Students who believe teachers are insensitive to their culture have difficulty developing

positive relationships with their teachers.

Researchers report that student culture influences teacher expectations of students.

Teachers are more likely to have negative academic and behavioral expectations

regarding Black students when compared to White students (Baron et al., 1985). White

teachers have more negative attitudes toward Black children (Datta et al., 1968; Leacock,

1969) and rate Black students more negatively (Coates, 1972; Eaves, 1975) when

compared to White students. White teachers rate Black male children as more deviant

compared to White children (Eaves, 1975). White teachers direct more criticism toward

Black males (Simpsom & Erickson, 1983) and rated Black male children’s personalities

more negatively (Coates, 1972) when compared to White male children. White teachers

perceive White students more positively compared to Black students (Washington, 1982).

White high prejudiced teachers are less pleased with Black students compared to low

prejudiced White teachers (Feldman, 1985). European American teachers favor other
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students rather than Black students. Black students at SSHS may have less favor with the

White teachers when compared to Hispanic students.

One teacher recalled discovering cultural aspects regarding Hispanics. This

teacher stated:

One time before the holidays, they finished a quiz, and I let them play math

games. One student said, do you have dominoes? I said, I did not know you like

dominoes. He said, miss, I am Puerto Rican. I said, what does that mean? He said

all Puerto Ricans play dominos. I said I did not know that. I had no idea. So I

brought in a set of dominos, and they are like, oh cool, we will do that.

This circumstance gave the teacher a heightened awareness of how Hispanic culture can

develop into a process that is also beneficial to Black culture. When cultural awareness

between White teachers and Black students is absent, the impending result is interference

with effective instructional processes caused by frustration and alienation between White

teachers and Black students (Gay, 1975).

There is evidence that there is a racial conflict between teachers and students in

the classroom. Some students feel they are in a circumstance that makes them powerless

and results in punishment for any perceived opposition. Few teachers have developed

strategies that promote positive classroom relationships with students while others have

developed strategies that are disrespectful and embarrassing and sidestep the challenge of

developing positive teacher-student classroom relationships with minority students. In the

next section, I will use systems thinking outlined by Senge et al. (2000), to continue the

evaluation process to determine the present status teacher-student classroom

relationships.
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Systems Thinking

Promoting positive racial teacher-student classroom relationships required

determining the causes that impeded this objective. Systems thinking is a theoretical

framework that enabled me to evaluate teacher-student classroom relationships at SSHS.

Systems thinking is the study of a system’s structure and behavior (Senge et al., 2000).

Senge et al. (2000) recommends analyzing a system by evaluating events, patterns and

trends, developing a systemic structure, and developing mental models. I developed

Systems Thinking research questions (Appendix A) which helped to analyze classroom

disruptions. I also evaluated patterns and trends related to classroom disruptions by using

the SSPS software package to code and analyze disciplinary and attendance documents as

well as student grades. I developed a systemic structure for classroom disruptions.

According to Senge et al. (2000):

Behind each pattern of behavior is a systemic structure-a set of unrelated factors

that interact, even though they may be widely separated in time and place, and

even though their relationships may be difficult to recognize. When studied, these

structures reveal points of greatest leverage: the places where the lest amount of

effort provides the greatest influence for change. These are not necessarily the

points of highest authority; they are the places where the ingrained channels of

cause and effect are most susceptible to influence (p. 82).

I developed mental models related to classroom disruptions by analyzing the transcribed

teacher and student interviews. Mental models evaluate the values, attitudes, and beliefs

persons are thinking that cause a structure to exist (Senge et al., 2000).
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Classroom Disruption

The interviewees and documentation analysis indicated that classroom disruptions

result from behavior that interrupts the instructional process in the classroom. One

teacher described classroom disruptions as an act related to student behavior. This teacher

stated:

Someone who gets up and walks around the room, and you have to tell them to sit

down. Somebody who is constantly talking about something other than what they

are supposed to be doing and bothering another student. Or somebody who is just

sitting there and just looking around the room, and they are not really doing

anything. They are disrupting themselves.

If this student was Black then this teacher may benefit from the research regarding Black

student classroom behavior. Before Black students begin a task, they may look over the

assignment in its entirety, rearrange their posture, and writing space, ask the teacher to

repeat the directions, check the perception of other neighboring students, and check

pencils and paper. For Black students, these are necessary classroom behaviors while

teachers may perceive that the students are inattentive, disruptive, or not prepared, or

attempting to avoid completing the task (Gilbert & Gay, 1985).

Interviews with teachers and documentation analysis also indicated that most

classroom disruptions result from talking. Black students have classroom talking

behaviors that result from interest in the instructional process. Black students are inclined

to talk back when motivated by what a teacher says (Gay, 1975). Black students may

become so impressed with the speaker, such as a teacher, that the students want to hear
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what the teacher again due to an interest not in what was said but how it was said

(Abrahams & Gay, 1972). Urban Black students want to create the appropriate mood and

setting before beginning to work on a task by asking the teacher to repeat the directions

(Gilbert & Gay, 1985). Black students want gratification for classroom efforts. Blacks

argue for recognition of unsuccessful efforts toward completing a task (Gilbert & Gay,

1985). Many teachers do not expect Black students to interrupt the class by talking to

their neighbors and speak without raising their hands (Shade, 1994). Educators assume

quiet students are successful and receive rewards for making teaching an easier task

(Parker & French, 1971).

Teachers respond to students talking in the classroom without permission by

ordering, reprimanding, involving students in work, and naming the student (Wragg,

1995). Some teachers may exhibit unprofessional behavior when students talk in the

classroom without permission. When a teacher yells, uses harsh words, shames, degrades,

or embarrasses a student, such behavior influences all students (Vitto, 2003). Most

surveyed Hispanics and a little less than half non-Hispanic participants agree, “Educators

should be indirect rather than direct and frank, and respectful rather than disrespectful

when reprimanding or disciplining Hispanic students” (Grossman, 1995).

Some teachers were unfamiliar with minority student verbal behavior. One

teacher stated:

Two students decided to talk about a situation in the classroom, and it escalated to

two, three, and four other students. Then the two students were talking, and one

student said to the other one something and the other one became angry, and

threw a piece of paper at the other student.
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Puerto Ricans have verbal behavior that is consistent with this teacher’s description.

Puerto Ricans use indirectas, a form of speech that is an indirect way of making

something known (Milburn, 2000). According to Morris (1981):

Indirectas are literally, indirect statements critical of others—insinuations,

innuendo. They are disguised or purposely vague to any but the initiated, but clear

in meaning to the ones who know the circumstance or the people involved. In

form they do not give away either the person speaking or the person spoken of;

they seem not to be barbed and directed to particulars, but they are meaningful in

context. Anyone who is “in the know” does know how they are to be applied.” (p.

102)

Interviewed teachers expressed their frustration with students who interrupt the

class by talking without permission. One teacher stated:

We were having an active class, [and] everybody was participating. One of the

students was just talking. He was continuously talking, and I said could you

please be quiet. He kept talking. He was talking with another student. The other

student was quiet and paying attention. He was talking and turning around and

just not still. I asked [him] a question, and he just ignored me. I know he heard

me, but he just ignored me. I asked [him] the question again, and he ignored me

again. I told him you have to pay attention when we are doing something so get

back to work. He kept talking.

Another teacher stated:
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He was just talking and turning around and not paying attention. He did not want

to participate either. Then I asked him to participate and he refused. He just

ignored me. As if he did not hear me.

Students frequently test the limitations in an inconsistent classroom by ignoring a

teacher’s first, second, and even third request for compliance (Vitto, 2003). When the

teacher decides to deliver a consequence, the student claims the teacher is unfair because

the same misbehavior does not always receive the same consequence. Some students are

resistive and refuse to comply with a teacher’s request. Teachers who use coercion, an

attempt to manage students by applying sanctions such as detention, suspension, and

corporal punishment, are ineffective when working with resistant students (Glasser,

1990). Resistant students view this as the boss using coercion and become the teacher’s

adversary.

Black students react to arbitrary and autocratic White teacher disciplinary

assertiveness by believing that a White man is still trying to tell them what to do (Gay &

Abrahams, 1972). Most teachers respond to students who attempt to act tough with them

by threatening or talking back to the student (Spector, 1955). Removing hostile Black

students from the classroom only delays the inevitable confrontation between the teacher

and the student. Whites attempt to minimize confrontations and struggles with Blacks in

the persuasive process that they interpret as divisive while Blacks believe these struggles

unify because they care enough to struggle for something (Kochman, 1981). Abrahams

and Gay (1975) reported:

If a [Black student] expects to rise to the position of a leader, he must know how

to keep his cool. If he cannot respond to a [teachers challenge] without becoming
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frustrated and unnerved, he is not likely to have the respect of others or remain a

leader for long. (p. 205)

“When Blacks are working hard to keep it cool, it signals that the chasm between is

getting wider, not smaller” (McCarty, 1981, p. 20). According to Gay (2000), Black

students “gain the floor” or get participatory entry into conversations through personal

assertiveness, the strength of the impulse to be involved, and persuasive power of the

point they wish to make, rather than waiting for “authority” to grant permission (p. 91).

In the classroom, Black students’ power play by loud talking or back talking to make the

teacher lose his or her cool and get the last word in (Abrahams & Gay, 1972).

Students agreed with teachers that talking results in classroom disruptions. One

student stated:

I was in my [name of class] class, I was returning from a meeting. My desk is in

front of two boys, and they had asked me a question about something. I turned

around to see what they were talking about, and the substitute [said] turn around.

So I [said] ok, and I turned around. He [said] did not I tell you to turn around. So I

[said] you just told me to turn around, [Do] you want me to turn back around? [He

said] you are being disrespectful. So I [said], whatever, mister. So he [said] put

your feet on the ground. I said my feet do not touch the ground, that is not my

fault. I was short [with him]. He [said] you are so disrespectful, and he wrote me

up.

In addition to talking, document analysis and teachers reported that disruptive

behavior is the second classroom disruption source. Two teachers reported fighting and

bullying disrupted their class. One teacher stated, “In the past, I have had a few girls
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fighting in my classroom, and I had to write both students up.” Another teacher stated,

“There was one time, I sent a student down to the APO because he was disrupting the

classroom and hitting other students.”

Teachers and students report classroom disruptions result from insubordination. A

teacher stated:

A student was not willing to participate in the learning activity that was taking

place. Being obstinate, putting her head down, talking back, and not being

compliant in joining the group in a discussion.

Hispanic students may have difficulty participating in instructional activities that require

them to provide verbal feedback. Most surveyed Hispanics and a little less than half non-

Hispanic participants agree that Hispanic students are reluctant to participate in

classroom discussions of controversial topics and issues and Hispanic students may be

uncomfortable with debating issues in public (Grossman, 1998). Most surveyed

Hispanics and non-Hispanic participants agree that educators should explain to Hispanic

students that debating in the classroom is appropriate and not considered impolite or

improper. Surveyed non-Hispanic participants and a little more than half surveyed

Hispanic participants agree that Hispanic students may not volunteer answers or pretend

not to know the correct answer because of their belief that it is bad manners to try to

excel over others (Grossman, 1998).

A third source of classroom disruptions is insubordination. A teacher recalled a

student insubordination act. One teacher stated:
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She refused to read. I offered her a book. It is one of the DEAR books. She just

did not want to read, and [I said] that is the requirement for the whole school. So I

had to end up writing her up.

A student reported, “We got into an argument because I did not want to do my work.”

These students could have felt embarrassed by the teacher’s request for compliance.

Document analysis revealed other classroom disruption causes were (a) screaming

during instruction, (b) students telling other students they are going to fail, (c) refusing to

change seats, (d) throwing a paper ball at another student, (e) clowning and making jokes,

(f) using the word “nigger” during class, (g) shouting into a classroom from the hallway,

(h) playing cards in the classroom, (i) laughing, (j) sleeping in class on a regular basis, (k)

throwing a pencil at another student, (l) making nasal noises, (m) responding to another

student in a disrespectful manner, and (n) walking into a class without permission.

Students reported that they felt like victims when involved in classroom

disruptions. Teachers made students feel like victims by refusing to repeat instructional

expectations, yelling at them in the presence of other students, and responding to them

sarcastically. Sarcasm can damage teacher-student relationships (Kryston et al. 1986).

Children believe sarcastic messages are negative (Blanck & Rosenthal, 1982). Teachers

believe sarcasm may psychologically damage children (Sava, 2002). Sarcasm and

ridicule “may serve a corrective function, the long-term consequence of diminished

esteem in the eyes of students may make the immediate gains in terms of behavioral

correction not worth the costs” (Bryant & Zillman, 1988, p. 72). Interviews with high

school students removed for behavioral challenges indicate antagonistic and humiliating

teacher behaviors include responding sarcastically (Pomery, 1999). Teacher awareness
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regarding Black and Hispanic student classroom behavior would help teachers to

understand students.

Another student stated:

We were sitting and joking around in the classroom, and the teacher says

something to me real funny, like he was joking around or whatever. Then I came

back and I said a joke back to him, and he did not take it as like when he told me

the joke. So he got mad. He told me to go down to the office, and he wrote me up.

Teachers who use irrelevant jokes and humor reduce instructional time (Sullivan, 1992).

Blacks and Mexican Americans verbally communicate by using jokes and humor (Shade

et al., 1997). Teachers must use humor naturally, or else it can backfire (Bryant &

Zillman, 1988). Mexican Americans use jokes and humor to avoid disagreements (Shade

et al., 1997).

Teachers used the prescribed school district process with students who became

disruptive in their classroom. Teachers responded to classroom disruptions by sending

students to the Assistant Principal Office (APO) or writing discipline referrals. Some

teachers attempted to give students chances or choices before sending the student to the

APO. One teacher reported:

I asked them politely, would you please stop. I need your attention for a few

minutes, you will be working in groups, and you will have the opportunity to talk,

and they continued. I got the kids started. The students started on the group

activity, and then I went over and handed them a discipline referral. I [said, I

have] given you a warning, for 15 minutes. You continually talked over me. You

are going to have to leave the room now.
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Another teacher reported, “I put everything into choices, because they are teenagers.”

Teachers developed classroom strategies that decreased student classroom infractions by

providing students with chances/choices.

Students reported various responses to classroom disruptions. One student stated,

“That just made me angry. I just flipped. The whole class looked at me as if they never

see me react like that.” Another student stated, “The teacher said be quiet. The students

took it as another point of view. She just got mad over nothing.” In another incident, a

student recalled that classmates cheered his disruptive behavior. Also, a teacher reported

that students enjoy when teachers respond to classroom disruptions by becoming upset.

The teacher stated, “I find last year . . . I got upset with them. I [would say], how dare

you treat me like this. Don’t you know you are being rude and, when I got angry, it just

elevated their bad attitude?”

Some students employ strategies that will upset the classroom environment. Black

students use several verbal techniques to discover a teacher's strengths and weaknesses in

order to evaluate teachers’ racial attitudes and hopefully find the teacher's breaking points

to help empower themselves in the situation between them and the teacher (Abrahams &

Gay, 1972). Abrahams and Gay (1972) reported:

If a [Black student] expects to rise to the position of a leader, he must know how

to keep his cool. If he cannot respond to a [teachers challenge] without becoming

frustrated and unnerved, he is not likely to have the respect of others or remain a

leader for long. (p. 205)

In the classroom, Black students power play by loud talking or back talking to make

teachers lose their cool and get the last word in (Abrahams & Gay, 1972).
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Not only did students admit to employing strategies that upset the classroom

environment but the also gave recommendations for students to eliminate involvement in

classroom disruptions. One student stated, “Mind your business; that should be the first

rule about everything. Mind your business. It does not have anything to do with you.”

Another student stated:

Just be patient and wait till [the teacher] comes to you. Do not sit there asking her

[questions] because it is going to make her even more mad. [It is] going to make

you even more mad because she is going to give you an answer that you do not

want to hear. She is going to keep on telling you to wait. [But] you do not want

hear [that]. You do not want to hear nothing. It is nothing but patience.

This student may have believed that the teacher enjoyed helping all students and that he

would have to wait for his turn. High school students believe effective teachers enjoy

helping students (Tollefson, 1973).

While some students developed classroom strategies to control their disruptive

behaviors some teachers responded to students who talked excessively in the classroom

by using verbal communication. One teacher stated, “I tell them, I am not arguing with

you. I will look at them. Are you arguing with me? Do not argue with me. I say it in that

tone. Do not argue with me.” Another teacher agreed and stated, “I don’t get into the

back and forth.”

Arguments have different meanings for different cultures. For Whites, the purpose

of an argument is to ventilate anger and hostility (Kochman, 1981). “Blacks distinguish

between an argument used to debate a difference of opinion and an argument used to

ventilate anger and hostility” (Kochman, 1981, p. 18). Whites misinterpret Black
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intentions to solve a disagreement and do not believe Blacks who want to solve a

disagreement. “Blacks communicate in debates by becoming high-keyed, animated,

interpersonal, and confrontational while middle-class [W]hites communicate in debates

by becoming low-keyed, dispassionate, impersonal, and non-challenging (Kochman,

1981). Most surveyed Hispanics and a little less than half non-Hispanic participants agree

that Hispanic students may be uncomfortable with debating issues in public (Grossman,

1998).

Teachers and students did not indicate that classroom disruptions developed from

racial conflicts. Both teachers and students felt that classroom disruptions were offensive

to the instructional environment as well as to them personally. Teachers and students

developed strategies for classroom disruption encounters.

Classroom Disruption Patterns and Trends

Classroom disruption patterns and trends varied according to grade level, gender,

and ethnicity. Table 3 reveals that in September, 10th grade students had the highest

percentage in classroom disruptions while ninth graders have zero reported classroom

disruptions. In October, 10th graders continued to have the highest classroom disruption

percentage with significant decreases for 12th graders and increases for both ninth and

11th graders. In November, ninth graders had the highest classroom disruption

percentage. In December 11th graders had the highest classroom disruption percentage

while ninth graders are a close second. In January, February, and March, ninth graders

had the highest classroom disruption percentage. In February, the month before the
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required [High School State Assessment], 11th graders hade zero reported classroom

disruptions.

Table 3

Monthly Classroom Disruptions Percentages by Grade Level

Month

Grade
level

September October November December January February March

12 33.3 7.1 8.0 17.6 13.3 23.1 21.7

11 11.1 21.4 20.0 35.3 6.7 0 8.7

10 55.6 42.9 24.0 17.6 16.7 15.4 30.4

9 0 28.6 48.0 29.4 63.3 61.5 39.1

Table 4 reveals that male students had significantly higher classroom disruption

percentages when compared to female students with January as an exception. In January,

both male and female students had equal classroom disruption percentages.

Table 4

Monthly Classroom Disruptions Percentages by Gender

Month

Gender September October November December January February March

Male 100 64.3 68.0 64.7 50.0 53.8 60.9

Female 0.00 35.7 32.0 35.3 50.0 46.2 39.1
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Table 5 reveals Black students had higher classroom disruptions percentages for

September and December. Hispanic students have higher percentage involvement for all

other months.

Table 5

Monthly Classroom Disruptions Percentages by Ethnicity

Month

Ethnicity September October November December January February March

Black 55.6 42.9 36.0 64.7 36.7 23.1 21.7

Hispanic 44.4 57.1 64.0 35.3 60.0 69.2 73.9

Asian 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 7.7 4.3

White 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 3.3 0.00 0.00

Involvement in classroom disruption incidents varied according to grade level,

gender, and ethnicity. Table 6 reveals ninth graders have higher classroom disruption

percentages for two and three incidents when compared to other grade levels. Ninth

graders had less classroom disruption percentages for four incidents when compared with

other grade levels. Table 7 reveals male students had higher classroom disruption

percentages for one, two, and four incidents when compared to female students.
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Table 6

Percentages of Incidents by Grade Level

Number of incidents
Grade level 1 2 3 4

12 18.6 10.5 0.0 33.3

11 14.3 5.3 25.0 33.3

10 31.4 21.1 0.0 33.3

9 35.7 63.2 75.0 0.00

Table 7

Percentages of Incidents by Gender

Number of incidents
Gender 1 2 3 4

Male 70.0 42.1 50.0 100

Female 30.0 57.9 50.0 0.00

Classroom disruption percentages for three incidents were equivalent for both

male and female students. Table 8 reveals Black students had higher classroom disruption

percentages for two incidents when compared to other students. Hispanic students had

higher classroom disruption percentages for one and four incidents when compared to

other students. Black and Hispanic students had equivalent classroom disruption

percentages for three incidents.
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Table 8

Percentages of Incidents by Ethnicity

Percentage of incidents

Ethnicity 1 2 3 4

Black 34.30 52.60 50.00 0.000

Hispanic 61.40 47.40 50.00 100.0

Asian 2.900 0.000 0.000 0.000

White 1.400 0.000 0.000 0.000

Students involved in classroom disruption incidents had varying attendance

patterns. Table 9 reveals Hispanic students had higher absence percentages for 1 to 15

absences. Black students had higher absence percentages for 16 to 20 plus absences when

compared to other students. Table 10 reveals male students had higher absence

percentages when compared to female students. Table 11 reveals ninth-grade students

had higher absence percentages for the 1 to 5, 6 to 10, and 16 to 20 categories when

compared to other students. Twelfth graders had higher absence percentages for the 11 to

15 and 20 plus categories when compared to other students.



43

Table 9

Ethnic Attendance Patterns for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Percentage of absences

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

Black 38.2 32.4 30.8 100 100

Hispanic 59.0 64.9 69.2 0.00 0.00

Asian 1.30 2.70 0.00 0.00 0.00

White 1.30 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Table 10
Gender Attendance Patterns for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Percentage of absences

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

Male 65.4 59.5 0.00 0.00 0.00

Female 34.6 40.5 100 100 0.00

Table 11

Grade-Level Attendance Patterns for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Percentage of absences

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

12 10.3 13.5 53.8 0.00 100

11 12.8 16.2 15.4 33.3 0.00

10 30.8 24.3 7.70 0.00 0.00

9 46.2 45.9 23.1 66.7 0.00
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Students involved in classroom disruptions had tardy patterns. Table 12 reveals

Hispanic students had higher tardy percentages when compared to other students.

Table 12

Ethnic Tardy Patterns for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Tardy percentages

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

Black 35.2 40.7 47.4 33.3 33.3

Hispanic 60.6 59.3 52.6 66.7 66.7

Asian 2.80 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

White 1.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Table 13 reveals male students had higher tardy percentages when compared to female

students with the 6-to-10-tardy category as an exception. In the 6-to-10 category, male

and female students had equivalent tardy percentages. Table 14 reveals tardy percentages

for ninth graders are higher for the 1 to 5 and 6 to 10 categories when compared to other

students. Twelfth graders had higher tardy percentages for the 11 to 15 and 16 to 20

categories when compared to other students.

Table 13

Gender Tardy Patterns for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Tardy percentages

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

Male 66.2 44.4 68.4 66.7 0.00

Female 33.8 44.6 31.6 33.3 100
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Table 14

Grade-Level Tardy Patterns for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Tardy percentages

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

12 9.90 11.1 36.8 66.7 16.7

11 11.3 11.1 15.8 0.00 41.7

10 28.2 14.8 26.3 0.00 41.7

9 50.7 63.0 21.1 33.3 0.00

Students involved in classroom disruptions had Behavioral Development Program

(BDP) assignment patterns according to grade level, ethnicity, and gender. Table 15

reveals ninth graders had higher BDP assignments for the 1-to-5, 6-to-10, and 20 plus

categories when compared to other students. Tenth graders had higher BDP assignments

for the 11-to-15 category when compared with other students. Table 16 reveals Black

students had higher BDP assignments for the 16-to-20 category when compared to other

students. Hispanic students had higher BDP assignments in all other categories. Table 17

reveals male students had higher BDP assignment percentages when compared to female

students. There are zero BDP assignments for females in the 20 plus category.

Students involved in classroom disruptions had grading patterns according to

gender, ethnicity, and grade level. Table 18 reveals most female students received Cs

from the teachers who reported their classroom disruption behavior when compared to

male students. Most male students received a F.
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Table 15

Grade-Level BDP Assignments for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Number of BDP assignments

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

12 22.0 11.3 6.30 33.3 0.00

11 20.3 9.40 12.5 0.00 0.00

10 20.3 28.3 43.8 0.00 0.00

9 37.3 50.9 37.5 66.7 100

Table 16
Ethnic BDP Assignments for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Number of BDP assignments

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

Black 44.1 26.4 50.0 66.7 0.00

Hispanic 50.8 73.6 50.0 33.3 100

Asian 3.40 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

White 1.70 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00

Table 17

Gender BDP Assignments for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions

Number of BDP assignments

1 to 5 6 to 10 11 to 15 16 to 20 20 +

Male 57.6 66.0 75.0 33.3 100

Female 42.4 34.0 25.0 66.7 0.00
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Table 18

Teachers’ Grades for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions by Gender

Percentage of student grades

P A B C D F

Gender

Male 13.3 6.0 14.5 21.7 20.5 24.1

Female 14.3 12.2 22.4 41.9 26.1 23.1

% of Both 13.6 8.3 17.4 23.5 17.4 19.7

Table 19 reveals most Hispanic students received a C grade when compared to other

possible grades. Most Black students received a C grade when compared to other possible

grades. White students involved in classroom disruptions received a B from teachers who

reported them for classroom disruptions. Asian students received a pass grade or B from

teachers who reported them for classroom disruptions.

Table 19

Teachers’ Grades for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions by Ethnicity

Percentage of student grades

P A B C D F

Ethnicity

Hispanic 8.90 5.10 20.3 22.8 19.0 24.1

Black 20.0 14.0 10.0 26.0 16.0 14.0

Asian 50.0 0.00 50.0 0.00 0.00 0.00

White 0.00 0.00 100 0.00 0.00 0.00
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Table 20 reveals most 12th grade students received a pass grade when compared to other

possible grades. Most 11th graders involved in classroom disruptions received an F when

compared to other possible grades. Most 10th graders received a C when compared to

other possible grades. Most ninth graders received a B when compared to other possible

grades.

Student involvement in classroom disruptions influences student absences, BDP

assignments, grades, and tardiness. Classroom disruption variables had positive and

negative Pearson correlations. Table 21 reveals the Pearson correlations for specified

variables. Student absences increased when BDP assignments increased. Student

absences influenced student grades. When student absences increased, student grades

decreased. Student tardiness influenced student grades. When student tardiness increased,

student grades decreased. Student absences influenced student tardiness. Students choose

absences or tardiness when involved in classroom disruptions.

Table 20

Teachers’ Grades for Students Involved in Classroom Disruptions by Grade Level

Percentage of student grades

P A B C D F

Grade Level

12 23.8 9.5 19.0 14.3 14.3 19.0

11 15.8 10.5 5.3 21.1 21.1 26.3

10 14.7 5.9 11.8 32.4 20.6 14.7

9 8.6 8.6 24.1 22.4 15.5 20.7
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Table 21
Cross-Tabulation Variables Pearson correlation

Number of absences and BDP assignment .223 *

Absences and grade -.237 *

Tardy and grade -.328 **

Absence and tardy -.263 **
Note: ** - Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).

* - Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

Overall, patterns and trends classroom disruption analysis indicates a racial and

gender classroom conflict between teachers and students. Most teachers at SSHS are

White (97%), Black (3%), and Hispanic (2%) (Sunny Shade High School, 2006). Teacher

demographics are White female (50%), White male (47%), Hispanic female (2%), and

Black female (3%). Student demographics are Hispanic (60%), Black (33%), White

(4%), and Asian Pacific Islander (3%). Students were involved disproportionably in

classroom disruptions. Blacks accounted for 42% percent of the infractions while only

accounting for 33% of the student population, and White students accounted for 0.8%

classroom infractions while accounting for 1% of the student population. Most classroom

disruptions involved Hispanic males and Black females. Classroom disruptions involved

Hispanic males (43.7%), Hispanic females (11.9%), Black males (19.0%), Black females

(23.4%), White males (0.8%), and White females (0%). White female students accounted

for 0% of the classroom disruptions while most teachers were White females. Females

accounted for 36% of the classroom disruptions.

Teachers are more likely to have negative academic and behavioral expectations

regarding Black students when compared to White students (Baron, Tom, & Cooper,
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1985). White teachers have more negative attitudes toward Black children (Datta et al.,

1968; Leacock, 1969) and rate Black students more negatively (Coates, 1972; Eaves,

1975) when compared to White students. White teachers rate Black male children as

more deviant when compared to White children (Eaves, 1975). White teachers direct

more criticism toward Black males (Simpsom & Erickson, 1983) and rated Black male

children personalities more negatively (Coates, 1972) when compared to White male

children. White teachers perceive White students more positively when compared to

Black students (Washington, 1982). High prejudiced White teachers are less pleased with

Black students when compared to low prejudiced White teachers (Feldman, 1985). White

teachers showed a heightened hostility toward brighter Black children (Leacock, 1969).

Systemic Structure

Several forces caused classroom disruptions. Figures 4, 5, and 6 form a systemic

structure for classroom disruptions related to this case study. Figure 4 reveals that

disruptive student behavior, teacher compliance requests, and student noncompliance

cause classroom disruptions. Figure 5 reveals classroom disruption causes. Figure 6

reveals teachers used two communication forms when requesting student compliance.

Teachers used nonverbal behavior such as the look or verbal behavior such as choices or

chances to provide students with opportunities to comply with teacher requests for

compliance. When teachers were unsuccessful, students became noncompliant. When

teachers were successful, students complied, and the result was no classroom disruption.

Figure 7 reveals when students were noncompliant the classroom disruption occurred,

and then teachers submitted discipline referrals to the Assistant Principal. Assistant
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Principals evaluated discipline referrals and assigned students a consequence. BDP

assignment is one consequence for classroom disruptions. BDP is the Behavioral

Development program at SSHS, which was an in-school suspension program. When

student BDP assignments increased, student absences increased. Increased absences

resulted in decreased grades and an increased number of incidents. When student grades

decreased, student tardiness increased.

Analyzing the forces that influenced classroom disruptions indicated one leverage

point: teacher compliance request success. Successful teacher compliance requests

resulted in student compliance. Student compliance resulted in classroom disruption

absence. I believe if teachers experience higher success when requesting student

compliance then classroom disruptions will decrease.

Teacher
Compliance
Request

Disruptive
Student
Behavior

Student Non-
Compliance

Classroom Disruption

Figure 4
Classroom Disruptions
Systemic Structure

Figure 7

Figure 6

Figure 5
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Disruptive Student Behavior

Excessive talking, talking back, cursing, insubordination, screaming
during instruction, students telling other students that they are going to
fail, refused to change seat, throwing a paper ball at another student,
clowning and making jokes, using the word “nigger” during class,
shouting into a classroom from the hallway, playing cards in the
classroom laughing, sleeping in class on a regular basis, throwing a
pencil at another student, making nasal noises, responding to another
student in a disrespectful manner, walking into a class/shop area without
permission.

Figure 5
Classroom Disruption
Causes Structure
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Teacher Compliance Request

Nonverbal Request

Student Noncompliance

Verbal Request

“The Look”

Choices/Chances

Student Compliance

No Classroom Disruption

Figure 6
Teacher Compliance Request Structure
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Classroom Disruption

Teacher
Submits
Misconduct

Student misconduct
evaluate by AP

Student Assigned
Consequence

Increased BDP
Assignment

Increased
Absences

Decreased
Grades

Increased
Tardiness

Increased number
of Incidents

Figure 7
Classroom Disruptions
Process Structure
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Mental Models

Mental models evaluate the values, attitudes, and beliefs persons are thinking that

cause a structure to exist (Senge et al., 2000). Teachers believed that teacher-student

relationships, student attitudes, and student preparation cause classroom disruptions. One

teacher believed teacher-student relationships cause classroom disruptions. “I notice that

there are certain people who have a lot of discipline problems. I watch how they interact

with the kids, and they don’t have that relationship.” Most White teachers at SSHS have

challenges with developing positive teacher-student classroom relationships with

minority students.

Minority students are more likely to encounter teacher behavior that impedes their

progress when compared to White students (Cooper, Baron, & Lowe, 1977; Datta et al.,

1968; Dornbusch et al., 1975; Rubovits & Maehr, 1973). Minority students and White

teachers can develop positive classroom relationships. Positive relationships at schools

and in the classroom are in many ways the prerequisites for effective learning and

behavior (Pianta, 1999). Teacher-student conflicts result from a difference in desires, and

even though this difference maybe reduced, it remains in schools (Waller, 1932). The

classroom conflict between teachers and students results from the different cultural

contexts that students and teachers bring to the classroom (Hall, 1989; McDermott,

1977).

Classroom disruptions begin with student attitudes. One teacher stated:

I have one student in particular. Whenever she has a bad day, she comes in, and

she will have the worst attitude. She will not want to do any work, and that could

lead to a discipline referral because she is refusing to do [the] work.



56

As children advance in school, they become “less willing to try for fear of making

mistakes and being embarrassed in front of their peers” (Haberman, 1995, p. 76).

Teachers should encourage and praise students for doing their best, regardless of their

work when compared to other students (Ashmore & Project M.E.D.I.A, 1984; Borich,

1986; Good, 1983; Rosenshine, 1983). Encouragement has a positive impact on teacher-

student relationships in the classroom. Encouragement from teachers in a school setting

may enhance student self-esteem, thereby increasing teacher effectiveness (Sava, 2002).

Cunniff (1989) reported that teachers could facilitate the development of student self-

esteem by taking a personal interest in students, by rewarding them for all successes, and

by equating effort with ability. Another teacher stated:

I have one student . . . He comes [in] one day, he wants to answer all the questions

and do all the work, and he is happy. Another day, he does not want to do

[anything]. He is very serious. He does not want anybody to talk to him.

Teachers are sometimes surprised when students do not feel that they are acting

inappropriately in the classroom (Shade, 1994). Another teacher stated:

You can tell when they [are going to] refuse to participate. Every time I stand in

the door, I say hi to all my students. I stand in the door [to] make sure I make

contact with every student before they come to my room. Sometimes they do not

want to say hi. So I know from the door that there is something wrong.

Teaches who engage students one by one in casual conversation before class begin lose

most of the student’s interest after 20 minutes (Chappell & McCoy, 2003).

Another teacher believed other challenges cause classroom disruptions. This

teacher stated, “The student was tired, not physically ready, or mentally ready to
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participate in the activity . . . The more I persisted, the more oppositional the student

became”. While teachers believed that students were the root cause for classroom

disruptions students had a different view.

Students believed teacher behavior caused classroom disruptions. One student

stated:

That [teacher] was out of control . . . I [had] already turned around doing my

work, Why [do] you want me to turn around again? That makes no sense to me.

That does not make . . . sense at all.

Another student reflected on a teacher’s behavior. “I used to be in [one teacher’s class].

[This teacher] used to kick everybody out for no reason. We all was sitting there, [he

would say] you are not doing your work, get out.” Another student stated:

I was mad because [the teacher] just snapped on me . . . I really did not do

anything. I was just asking what the question was, and [the teacher] did not want

to repeat it because I guess he said it so many times.

Another student believed teachers yelling at students caused classroom disruptions. When

a teacher yells, uses harsh words, shames, degrades, or embarrasses a student, such

behavior influences all students (Vitto, 2003). Good teachers do not yell at students and

give them the opportunity to improve their behavior when they misbehave (Gorham,

1987). Students believe good teachers do not yell (Aksoy, 1998). Some Black students

believe that caring teachers yell and are strict as long as the teacher does not overuse

these strategies (Shanoski & Hranitz, 1991).

In addition to students blaming teachers they also admitted to causing classroom

disruptions. The student stated:
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We got in an argument because I did not want to do the work . . . I did not

understand it. Me not noticing that she was helping everybody else, I wanted her

to come directly to me before everybody else. She just wanted me to do it on my

own. I balled up the paper, and I called her crazy. I got kicked out of class.

Some minority students may have difficulty with some teacher and school selected

classroom instructional materials. Instructional materials and instructors that work well

for European students do not necessarily work well for culturally diverse students, and to

believe that they do is to assume that Black, Latino, American Indian, Asian, Arab and

African immigrants have identical personal, social, cultural, historical, and family traits

(Leiding, 2006). Teachers need to realize that constructed classroom collaboration may

be more culturally relevant and meaningful to some students (Milburn, 2000).

Cooperative learning structures provide a cultural match for Hispanic students (Moll,

1988). “African American learning seems to be influenced by the social situation in

which learning occurs” (Shade, 1997, p. 23). Blacks prefer to work in groups (Shade et

al., 1997) and socially interactive environments (Cureton, 1978; Slavin, 1983). Black

students do well when the teacher incorporates a socialization learning model (Morgan,

1981) and “will work together to benefit the group” (Gilbert & Gay, 1985, p. 134). Black

students work and function better in cooperative, informal, and loosely structured

environments where teachers and students work together to achieve a common goal

(Gilbert & Gay, 1985).

I have reported teacher verbal and nonverbal communication, student verbal and

nonverbal communication, teacher-student relationships, cultural influences, classroom
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disruptions, classroom disruption patterns and trends, systemic structure, and mental

models. I will now report leadership aspects that I believe are correlated to the case study.

Cycle 1 Leadership

Fractal Fractured Relationships

“Fractals describe any object or form created from repeating patterns evident at

many levels of scale. There are an infinite number of fractals, both natural and human-

made” (Wheatley, 1999, p. 123). I believe organizational relationships can form into

fractals. For example, Argyris (1990) reports individuals can have social virtues that

result in skilled incompetence called the caring-integrity blow-up cycle. Individuals

begin:

With caring, support, and respect, if this does not work, use strength and integrity.

Under those conditions, the individuals who have the most power or those who

can outtalk or out shout the others will have the last word. These consequences

trickle down the organization (p. 21).

Dysfunctional executive organizational relationships can trickle down to lower level

employees. Therefore, dysfunctional relationships between the principal and assistant

principal can trickle down to the relationships between teachers and students.

At SSHS there existed dysfunctional executive organizational relationships. The

executives at SSHS were the principal followed by the assistant principals and then the

Director of Guidance. The principal and assistant principals are the certificated

executives that were authorized by the North East Region Department of Education to

control the day-to-day school operations. The principal and assistant principals had and

continued to have a dysfunctional working relationship. Before SSHS employed me,
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there was a “big fight” between the principal and the assistant principals. The principal

had requested that the assistant principals work extensive hours after school and refused

to reward them with compensatory time while rewarding any other female employees

who worked extensive after school hours with compensatory time. The previous year was

the tenure year for both assistant principals and the principal did not want to grant this

tenure right. It was found, the principal had doctored the assistant principal’s personnel

files by placing memos in those files without the assistant principals’ knowledge. The

assistant principals sought legal representation and eventually received their tenure rights.

This dysfunctional executive relationship between the principal and one of the assistant

principals continued into the next year.

Assistant principals had dysfunctional relationships with teachers and students

due to the good cop bad cop role that was developed by the organizational structure.

First, assistant principals were not hired as instructional leaders. The district had an

organizational structure where the Assistant Superintendent of Curriculum and

Instruction and the professional developers were the instructional leaders. For example,

professional developers worked with teachers in the classrooms and during Data Teaming

meetings. Data Team meetings are meetings in which teachers meet together according to

subject area and discuss student achievement. However, the professional developers

wanted assistant principal support when teachers became oppositional to professional

development training. I can remember one incident when the teachers were involved in a

district professional development workshop. The principal directed the assistant

principals to circle the room and ensure teachers were doing what they were directed to

do. My personal feeling is the professional development did not have any personal
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reward for most attending teachers and therefore the teachers remained oppositional

regardless of the hammering from the assistant principals. In another incident, assistant

principals were assigned to various teacher groups who were responsible for competing

curriculum development. Central office employees and the principal demanded that the

assistant principals hover over the teachers to ensure teachers completed the curriculum

development. I decided to give the teachers the latitude conformability that they needed

to complete the tasks. All teachers under my supervision completed their tasks without

the intimidation required by the central office personnel and the principal.

Second, the principal required assistant principals to perform all tasks that

required negative interaction with teachers and staff members. Whenever staff members

had complaints regarding other employees the assistant principal who supervised the

teacher was required to investigate the issue and if the principal determined a

consequence was appropriate this duty was assigned to the assistant principal. If teachers

did not report to their duties on time, the memo for this infraction came from the assistant

principal. If teachers turned in their lessons plans late, the memo came from the assistant

principal. I remember when a custodian had a complaint regarding a teacher. After I

completed the investigation, it was found that the teacher made inappropriate comments

regarding the custodian. I was required by the principal to give the teacher a memo

regarding this behavior even though the custodian had originally complained to the

principal. In another instance, teachers were involved on meetings called Data Team

meetings. The teachers were not cooperative in these meetings and the principal required

assistant principal attendance to ensure teacher compliance.
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Third, assistant principals were directed by the principal to perform all tasks that

required negative interaction with parents. The assistant principals fielded all parent

complaints. One parent complained about my decision to protect her daughter from being

harmed. The next day the parent came to the school and filed a police complaint against

me. Many parents did not agree with the decisions that assistant principals had to make to

ensure the safety of the school, staff, and students.

Fourth, the principal directed assistant principals to perform all tasks that required

negative interaction with students. We were the designated disciplinarians in the school

and whenever I gave a student a consequence, I contacted the parent. I know students felt

this process was negative and parents may have felt the phone call inconvenienced them.

Students did not like enforcement of balloon policy. When students bought balloons into

the school, I required that they leave the balloons in the APO until the end of the day.

Students did not like enforcement of the new uniform policy. In one incident, I was

walking down the hallway and I caught a student with a hat on walking down the

hallway. I took him to my office and called his mother. I spoke to his mother and his

mother was very upset. I continued with requesting male students to tuck their t-shirts in.

I also had a young woman sent down because her blouse was to open, we called her

mother, and her mother came to school and took the two sisters home. Enforcing the

minor infraction was an attempt to continue to mold students and to let them know what

the expectations are because I believe if we pay attention to little things then maybe, we

can keep the bigger things from happening and as a result, I would not have as much

work to do. I used this “Tipping Point” strategy to attempt to keep students from

becoming involved in infractions that required external suspensions. In another incident,
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a teacher told me how all the students were talking about how tough I was on them. I felt

as minority children they needed to know that they were going to have to follow the rules

if they were going to have a chance at success in life. Students did not like the “Tipping

Point” strategy. The principal liked it so much that she insisted that I continue this

process. I believe it made her look like the good cop while I looked like the bad cop.

The organizational relationships at SSHS were dysfunctional. Assistant principals

were the designated bad cops while the principal and professional developers were the

good cops. The good cop bad cop structure caused a dysfunctional relationship between

the assistant principals and the principal, teachers, staff, students, and parents. I believe

the good cop bad cop dysfunctional relationships trickled down to the relationships

between teachers and students.

Clearing the Path

Theory X managers hold the assumption that employees are untrustworthy and

treat them as untrustworthy (Schein, 1992) by “emphasizing coercion, tight controls,

threats, and punishments” (Bolman & Deal, 2003, p. 118). It was a well-known fact that

the principal always attempted to intimidate staff and students. I can remember one day

in the hallway the principal was attempting to usher students down the hallway and

started pushing students. The principal also had an appetite for tight controls. The

principal required assistant principals to submit monthly activity and disciplinary reports.

Another example of tight controls was the weekly meeting with new staff members. The

meetings were not mandatory, but if a new employee missed the meeting, then he or she

had to meet with the principal to review what was said in the meeting. One Black teacher

stated in one of the meetings that the principal stated she did not believe that a new
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teacher should have no needs improvement. Needs improvement was a grading mark

used in teacher evaluations. The next day the principal came to teacher’s room,

completed a teacher evaluation, and gave her a needs improvement on the next post

teacher observation conference.

Therefore, I knew if my project was going to have any success, I would need the

principal’s endorsement. I decided to manage up. I believe the managing up is a process

in which an employee develops a dialogue with his or her boss to determine what the

expectations for the day or project are. I decided that this is how I would attempt to

develop a trusting relationship with the principal. I did this by meeting with the principal

every morning before the school day started. In those meetings, we discussed students,

staff, and any other pertinent challenges for the day. We also laughed and joked regarding

certain issues. For example, I can remember talking about how students were violating

their disciplinary contract. The principal stated, “Parents love to send their children to the

school because it is safe, but some students will do anything to get out.” I replied, “All

they have to do is come in the front door and bring me a knife on two separate occasions.

The district will then expel them.” The principal laughed.

Next, I initialized the project endorsement process by sending an e-mail to the

principal. I included in the proposal a requirement for interviewing teachers and students.

I was determined to do my project regardless of what the principal or any other staff

member thought. The principal sent the e-mail to the Assistant Superintendent of

Curriculum and Instruction. The principal e-mailed me back as follows:

Instead of personal rewards, can you just use data from the pre and post

assessments (and possibly from the HSPA scores if you have enough time for



65

this) to show the results of progress made through what the teachers are

developing and using in data teams?

My response was the following:

That sounds great. A study of that magnitude would require an evaluation of the

past and present lesson plans, curricular materials, curricular alignment, etc. There

are many factors that have changed since the implementation of Data Teams. I

believe the Principal Certification requirement lends itself to development of an

educational leader that can implement curricular change. An evaluation of the pre

and post assessments would not include how my leadership has developed

because of the change.

I believe the superintendent and principal were trying to use me to put the Assistant

Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction on the spot. Data Teaming had caused a

great controversy in the school district. Teachers did not want to be out of class for the

meetings. Students complained that their teachers were out of class so much that there

was no way they could learn what they needed to learn. When teachers attended Data

Teams meetings, they were replaced by substitutes. When a large number of substitutes

were in the building, classroom disruptions and other disciplinary infractions increased.

Next, the principal requested that I resubmit a proposal (Appendix M). The

superintendent and the school board approved a action research project related to

discipline.
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Cultural Insensitivity

Several incidents indicated staff members were culturally insensitive toward the

students. Students were subjected to cultural insensitivities regarding their physical

characteristics, teacher expectations, and discipline. During a classroom observation, a

teacher was conducting an experiment on static electricity. The experiment was not

working well, so the teacher combed the hair of two students. After combing the first

student’s hair, the experiment worked. When the teacher combed the second student’s

hair, the experiment did not work. The teacher stated, “Static electricity is manufactured

when you comb through someone’s hair except for when you comb through hair that is

like the [second student’s name] hair.” The second student was a Black female who was

wearing a weave. This statement by the teacher was culturally insensitive, and I made a

note of it in her observation and mentioned it in the post observation conference. During

the post observation conference, she stated, “I was not aware that the student was wearing

a weave. I was not aware that it would hurt her feelings.” Sarcasm can damage teacher-

student relationships (Kryston et al., 1986). Children believe sarcastic messages are

negative (Blanck & Rosenthal, 1982). Interviews with high school students removed for

behavioral challenges indicate antagonistic and humiliating teacher behaviors include

responding sarcastically (Pomery, 1999).

The principal believed that when students committed an infraction, they should

receive a consequence. The principal stated, “The assistant principals do the damage, and

the guidance persons put the bandage on”. The other assistant principal believed minority

students wanted to receive discipline and their parents wanted their children disciplined

for misconduct. Distrust between schools and Blacks results from hostile treatment of
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Blacks and discrimination in schools (Ogbu, 1983). Schools can work effectively with

culturally diverse students by having a safe, orderly, warm, concerning, appreciative

student-learning environment (Leiding, 2006).

One of the teachers believed that when students did not change into the

appropriate attire they should receive a consequence. I defended the student because the

school district had given a uniform to the student due to his family’s economic status.

The student had exhausted all of his uniforms and they were not appropriate to wear in

the classroom. The teacher wrote him up 16 times for the nonuniform infraction, and I

refused to discipline the student because he was poor. This White teacher was insensitive

to the student’s family economic status. “Students from poorer homes are

disproportionably sent to the office for punishment” (Lufler, 1979). White teachers may

have difficulty in motivating and understanding disadvantaged minorities due to their

rejection of the students’ lifestyles and culture (Ornstein & Levine, 1990).

In another incident, a teacher rearranged his room in such a fashion that he

relocated the classroom in a cage. The classroom had a wall on one side and the three

other sides were steel fencing. I sent him an e-mail regarding it, and eventually he had to

modify the structure. I told the principal, “We put animals in cages, not students.”

In another incident, physical education teachers required students who did not

dress for class to stand on the balcony for 90 minutes as well as receive a zero for the

day. In a predominately-White school district, this teacher behavior would have been

unacceptable. I explained to the Athletic/Activity Supervisor that it was double jeopardy

and corporal punishment. The physical education teachers ceased forcing students to

stand for 90 minutes if they did not dress in the appropriate attire for class.
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Staff members at SSHS emphasized discipline. Schools that emphasize discipline

discriminate against students by detracting from the primary function of teaching, which

decreases educational opportunities for students (Becker, 1952). Classroom interaction

studies have found that teachers discriminate against students who are not White, male,

and middle class (Entwise & Webster, 1974; Safilios-Rothchild, 1979). Teachers with

high percentages of Blacks in their classroom are more likely to use an authoritarian

classroom management approach (Grossman, 1998). Black students react to arbitrary and

autocratic White teacher disciplinary assertiveness by believing that a White man is still

trying to tell them what to do (Gay & Abrahams, 1972). Successful Hispanic students

become resistant and openly challenge the teacher’s authority when teachers display

incompetence, prejudice, or an uncaring attitude toward them (Cordeiro & Carspecken,

1993). Teachers and students developing positive interactive relationships can improve

many discipline problems (Chappell & McCoy, 2003).

Cycle 1 Case Study Conclusion

The LAFS project was Cycle 1 for this participatory action research project. The

first cycle was a case study. Recent SSHS standardized test score results revealed a slight

decline in student achievement. SSHS implemented several new district initiatives to

increase student achievement. These initiatives included Data Teaming, after-school

tutoring, new curricular resources, student dress code modifications, new special

education accommodations, a new breakfast program, and a new student recognition

program. None of these initiatives focused on developing positive racial teacher-student

classroom relationships. According to Kearney (1984), students and teachers who are

warm, compassionate, and friendly toward one another in the classroom have the
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potential to improve instruction and learning. Therefore, SSHS would benefit from a

district initiative that develops positive racial teacher-student classroom relationships.

Few interviewed SSHS teachers developed positive racial teacher-student

relationships by communicating expectations that produce a caring classroom

environment. Merton (2001) argues that teachers facilitate good teacher-student

classroom relationships by communicating to students that the teachers care about them.

Two interviewed teachers revealed they show students they care. Both teachers were

minorities. Most teachers did not indicate they attempt to show students they care.

Eroding teacher-student relationships have resulted from teacher behavior. Some

teachers attempted to use humor with little success. Colwell and Wigle (1984) and

Rareshide (1993) reported that humor influences student motivation, classroom

instruction, and teacher-student relationship development. Teacher-student classroom

relationships erode when teachers respond to students with ridicule and sarcasm (Kryston

et al., 1986). The case study revealed that some teachers yelled at and threatened

students. Negative criticism, embarrassment, and humiliation are the most frequent acts

that damage teacher-student relationships (Sava, 2002). Teacher-student classroom

relationships that erode can result in classroom disruptions.

Teachers responded to classroom disruptions by submitting a discipline referral.

Submitting a discipline referral can result in students assigned to BDP. Most students

involved in classroom disruptions are resistant. Resistant students commit classroom

disruptions more than once. Forty-seven percent of the classroom disruptions involved

repeat offenders. Teachers who attempt to manage students by applying sanctions such as

detention, suspension, and corporal punishment are ineffective when working with
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resistant students (Glasser, 1990) . Pearson correlations indicated that when BDP

assignments increased student absences increased. Pearson correlations also indicated

that increases in absences yielded decreases in grades. Therefore, resistant students

involved in more than one classroom disruption incident had lower student achievement.

Minority students had a high involvement in classroom disruptions. The

instructional staff is 95% White. Thirty-three percent of students are Black, 60% are

Hispanic, 4% are White, and 3% are Asian Pacific Islander. The majority of students

involved in classroom disruptions were Black and Hispanic students. Only 0.8%

classroom disruption incidents involved White students. According to Ornstein and

Levine (1990), White teachers may have difficulty in motivating and understanding

minority students due to differences in dialect and language, refusal to accept the learning

capabilities of working-class students, and rejection of minority students’ lifestyles and

culture. Teachers did not indicate that they use any instructional strategies that provide

minority students opportunities to excel. According to Brown (1999), teachers can match

instructional techniques and cultural values to enhance student achievement. Students are

more likely to complete assignments in classes they feel accepted by the teacher

(Morganett, 1991).

Evolving Leadership

Fiedler (1967) argues that leaders who use strategies from various different

approaches are more effective than leaders who have one approach to leadership. Even

though I claimed that I am a transactional-servant-ethical leader who uses a change

framework that includes strategies that can change organizational cultures, I have realized
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I have additional leadership characteristics that are consistent with social justice and

feminist leadership.

Feminist leaders create child-centered schools by ensuring staff members treat

students with respect and dignity (Kropiewnicki & Shapiro, 2001). One example of

ensuring that staff members treat students with respect is to provide students an

opportunity to express their opinions to staff members. SSHS had a process where a

student could voice his or her opinion regarding a circumstance with a teacher. The

process involved meeting with the teacher in the presence of a guidance counselor.

Whenever a student received a disciplinary consequence from me and disagreed with the

teacher’s decision, I assigned the student the consequence and then recommended that the

student meet with the teacher in a conference. This provided a platform for students to

voice their opinions and be treated respectfully by the teachers. This process was not used

before I came to the school. The student could also bring his or her parent(s) to the

conference. In one incident, a teacher decided to rearrange the classroom. After the

teacher re-arranged the classroom, the students were taught in an encaged classroom. I

sent the teacher an e-mail that stated, “A student complained that the new classroom

made them feel like they were in jail.” I carbon copied the principal. I was incensed with

the teacher’s insensitivity. I knew I would get faster results if I sent an e-mail rather than

have a private conversation with the teacher. In previous encounters with the teacher, I

knew the teacher was culturally insensitive. In another incident, physical education

teachers were disciplining students for not dressing for the class by giving them a zero

and making them stand for 90 minutes. Not only was this unjust, but it also created

double jeopardy, and I considered the consequences cruel and unusual punishment. I
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informed the principal, carbon copied the other assistant principal of the practice, and the

other assistant principal responded by sending an e-mail that indicated that this practice

had existed for quite some time and was the cause of many confrontations between

physical education teachers and students.

One student reported involvement with this practice. This student reported:

I was supposed to go take my entrance exam, and it was cancelled. So I ended up

not being able to change for gym, and it was excused so I did not have to stand up

upstairs. [The teacher] did not understand why I was upstairs. She called up there

and told me to stand up. I [said], miss, it is excused. I do not have to stand up. I

was upstairs and was trying to yell across the gym. So she [said], oh well get out.

I [said], miss, it’s excused, and she’s [said] well get out. I [said] you know what I

am just going to stand up, so I stood up. She [said], no, I told you to get out. So I

just left. I got out, and she [said], yeah, plus I do not like the way you talk to me.

So I just left.

This practice had existed for some time and ceased after my intervention that required

getting the other assistant principal to agree that this practice needed to cease.

Educational leaders for social justice define and create theories and practices that

ensure greater opportunities for all children (Larson & Murtadha, 2002). According to

Becker (1952), schools that emphasize discipline discriminate against students by

detracting from the primary function of teaching, which decreases educational

opportunities for students. Minority students are overrepresented with suspensions at

SSHS. The student suspension rate at SSHS was 29%, 24.2%, and 25.4% for the

academic years 2003-2004, 2004-2005, and 2005-2006, while the state average was
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13.8%, 12.9%, and 15.3%, respectively (North East Region Department of Education,

2007). Black students accounted for 45% of the processed disciplinary infractions while

Hispanics, Whites, and Asians accounted for 53%, 1%, and 1%, respectively. The

administrative demographics are White (67%) and Black (33%). The instructional staff

demographics are White (97%), Black (3%), and Hispanic (2%). The student

demographics are Hispanic (60%), Black (33%), White (4%), and Asian Pacific Islander

(3%) (Sunny Shade High School, 2006). I decided to conduct a change initiative that

promotes positive racial teacher-student classroom relationships. Therefore, a project of

this magnitude will define and create better practices that ensure greater educational

opportunities for all minority children who attend SSHS. In the next section, I will

discuss how a group of teachers and I developed a shared vision to promote positive

teacher-student classroom relationships at SSHS. This shared vision development is the

next step in promoting positive racial teacher-student classroom relationships.


