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Other reasons have also been given for school related shootings. Some say that 

music lyrics and their propensity toward anti-social behavior can be blamed; others claim 

that the violence displayed on television and graphic video games are at fault, some 

blame the internet, while still others claim that various types of mental illness might be 

the cause. It has been well documented that the perpetrators of the Columbine incident 

spent a great deal of time listening to music containing violent lyrics and chatting on the 

Internet about macabre subjects (Jipping, 1999). Both, too, had experienced diagnosed 

bouts of depression and had been treated mental health professionals (Cannon & Pooley, 

1999) however, we will never know the real reason for their actions.

The lack of significant, caring adults has been also often mentioned as a cause for 

these youthful acts of violence as has the stress and competition of academics. For 

example the young man, who in the small town of Pearl, Mississippi, shot and killed his 

mother and two of his peers while wounding seven others, claimed that he acted out 

because he felt that none of the adults in his life cared. “I just wanted to kill them,” he 

said later (Dedman, 2000, p. 1). Another example took place in Lewistown, Montana, 

where an high school student who was failing French, shot and killed a substitute teacher 

and wounded three others while another, when he had been denied graduation, returned 

to his school in Olivehurst, California, and killed three students and the social studies 

teacher who failed him in 1992.

The challenge is to identify potential offenders and prevent such acts of violence. 

According to the Secret Service (Dedman, 2000) and the Federal Bureau o f Investigation 

(OToole, 2001) there is no profile that we can use to identify such students. Some of the
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shooters were considered to be “different” by nearly everyone with whom they had had 

contact (Rossenblatt, 1999) while others came from ideal, All-American families 

(Dedman, 2000). “What caused these shootings, I don’t pretend to know, and I don’t 

know if it is knowable” observed Robert A. Fein, a forensic psychologist for the Secret 

Service. “We’re looking for different pieces of the puzzle, not whether kids wore black 

clothes” (as cited in Dedman, 2000, p. 1).

It would seem that no one has the answer. The FBI and the Secret Service 

seemed stymied at clarifying ways of determining who these students are. School safety 

experts chide various solutions none of which are foolproof and mental health 

professionals seek to find intrinsic solutions. While the debate continues, schools and 

school personnel struggle daily to prevent random acts of violence, to prevent vicious 

attacks within their confines, and more importantly to save the lives of the children to 

whom they are entrusted.

The Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative study was to seek a better understanding of how 

students perceive the actions and behaviors of educators, the perceived climate created by 

these actions and behaviors, and how said actions and behaviors were associated with the 

students’ subsequent depressive incidents. Of special interest were the perceptions of 

those students who were identified by school personnel, through the discipline process, as 

having problems and whose parents as a result of their student’s problems at school, 

sought professional help. The subjects of this study were students who experienced some 

form of major school disciplinary action such as suspension or expulsion, and who, as a
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result of said action, underwent a program of treatment from a mental health professional. 

A more detailed definition of the subjects in this study is provided in Chapter Three.

Implementing the qualitative research method known as Grounded Theory 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990), a purposeful sample of identified students was interviewed in 

the presence of a mental health professional who volunteered to assist with this study.

The student’s answers were processed using the coding methods described by Schwandt 

(1997) and Strauss and Corbin (1990). The results were then compiled, leading to the 

development of a grounded theory, describing the perceived effects that the practices and 

approaches of school personnel and the implementation of their rules and policies have 

had upon the subjects of this study.

The Research Question 

Creswell (1994) related that qualitative studies may use research questions in the 

form a grand tour question followed by sub-questions. Creswell’s (1994) 

recommendations suggested “that a researcher ask one or two grand tour questions 

followed by no more that five to seven sub-questions” (p. 3). This qualitative study was 

guided by the following grand tour question:

1. What kinds of perceptions do selected “at risk” adolescents have regarding 

their interactions with school personnel?

Sub-questions that were used in support of the grand tour question included:

1. How are students’ perceptions of school and school personnel related to their 

perceived treatment and subsequent difficulties?
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2. What emerging school related issues help to explain students’ behavior and 

stated needs?

3. Could adolescent perceptions be beneficial to schools in developing a better 

understanding of meeting the needs of potentially troubled youth?

These questions assisted in the development of a grounded theory clarifying how the 

perceptions of these students toward school assisted in explaining their behavior, thus 

enabling schools to anticipate students’ reactive behaviors. The rationale for these 

questions is provided in Chanter Three. (Methodology).

Definitions of Terms 

For the purposes of this study and the analysis of literature on which it will be 

based, the following definitions of terms applied:

Action/Interaction

Action/Interaction is: “strategies devised to manage, handle, carry out, respond to 

phenomenon under a specific set of perceived conditions” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 

97).

Adolescents/ Emerging Adolescents

The terms adolescents and/or emerging adolescents will refer to those middle and 

high school aged students between the ages of 10 and 17.

At risk youth, students, adolescents

The terms “at risk, highly at-risk, and at greater-risk” can and will be used 

interchangeably. As defined by the Recovery Foundation (1998) “at-risk youth” are
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defined as individuals between the ages of childhood and adulthood that bear the distinct 

possibility of suffering harm, loss and/or damage: in danger.

At-ereater-risk students

The California Office of Criminal Justice Planning, Delinquency Prevention 

Programs (2000) defined students exhibiting many of the risk factors demonstrated by 

some students as “at-greater- risk.” In addition to the more common risk factors, "at- 

greater-risk" students faced many challenges with high levels of adversity in their young 

lives.

Youth with one or more of the following factors are considered to be:

Table 1

Definition of At-Risk vs. At Greater Risk

At-Risk At-Greater-Risk

Poverty or Economic Disadvantage Alcohol, Tobacco, or Other Drug Use

Physical or Learning Disability Drinking and Driving

Limited Language Proficiency Low Educational Achievement

Victim of Crime Antisocial, Violence or Gangs

Alcohol or Substance Abusing Parent School Truancy or Dropping Out of School

Geographic Disadvantage Running Away

Victim of Racial, Ethnic, or Sexual 

Orientation Prejudice

Teen Pregnancy

Victim of Abuse or Neglect Depression and Attempted Suicide
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Axial Coding

Axial Coding as described by Strauss and Corbin, (1990) is, “A set of procedures 

where by data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by making 

connections between categories” (p. 96).

Causal Condition

Implementing Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) definition, causal conditions are 

’‘events, incidents, happenings that lead to the occurrence or development of a 

phenomenon” (p. 97).

Category

Category refers to a classification of concepts with reference to qualitative 

analysis. Building on Strauss and Corbin (1990) noted: “This classification is discovered 

when concepts are compared one against another and appear to pertain to a similar 

phenomenon. Thus the concepts are grouped together under a higher order, more abstract 

concept called a category” (as cited in McCaw, 1998, p. 5).

Coding

Strauss and Corbin (1990) describe coding as “the process of analyzing data” (p.

61).

Core Category

Core category, is defined by Strauss and Corbin (1990) as: “the central 

phenomenon around which all the other categories are integrated” (p. 116).
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Context

McCaw (1999) noted that context is, “the specific set of properties that pertain to 

a phenomenon” (p. 5).

Disciplinary Removal

Disciplinary removal: some form of repeated suspension or expulsion from 

regular school attendance (Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act, 1997). 

Gatekeeper

The term gatekeepers) refers to those individuals such as parents and mental 

health professionals, whose permission is required to gain access to the subjects of the 

study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Creswell, 1994).

Grounded Theory

The definition of grounded theory by Strauss and Corbin (1990) was used. 

Strauss and Corbin wrote: “The grounded theory approach is a qualitative research 

method that uses a systematic set of procedures to develop an inductively derived 

grounded theory about a phenomenon” (p. 24).

Intervening Conditions

Strauss and Corbin (1990) defined intervening conditions as “the structural 

conditions bearing on action/interaction strategies that pertain to a phenomenon” (p. 96).
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Open Coding

Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) definition was used, that is: “Open coding is the 

process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing 

data” (p. 61).

Phenomenon

This study employed Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) definition of phenomenon: “the 

central idea, event, happening, incident about which a set o f actions or interactions are 

directed at managing, handling, or to which the set of actions is related” (p. 96).

Property

For the purposes of qualitative analysis, the term “property” refers to the 

attributes or characteristics pertaining to a category (McCaw, 1999; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990).

School Climate/Culture

While the terms school climate and school culture vary in meaning in some 

educational circles, they will be used interchangeably in this study. School climate and 

thus school culture is defined as the environmental conditions to which students are 

subjected (Green, 1997).

Selective Coding

Selective coding is “the process of selecting a core category, systematically 

relating it to other categories, validating those relationships, and filling in categories that 

need further refinement and development” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 116).
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Semi-structured Interviews

This study employed Merton, Fiske, and Kendall’s (1956) belief that interviews 

be open-ended yet directed by some general questions centered about a specific topic. 

School Personnel

School personnel are school employees who are essential for the delivery of 

quality educational services (Rebore, 1998).

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 

The subjects, who constituted the sample for this research, were purposefully 

selected from a specific pool. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) praised the use of purposeful 

sampling “because they [subjects] are believed to facilitate the expansion of developing 

theory,” (pp. 71-72). The limitation of such purposeful sampling may be in the 

generalizability of the study (Creswell, 1994). Creswell (1994) reminded the qualitative 

researcher that generalizability and replication of such a study is difficult, due to the 

specificity of samples and conditions.

Eisner (1991), (as cited in McCaw, 1999) stated that, “users of research, who have 

chosen their samples by means other than by random selection, must assume the 

responsibility of determining whether these findings are appropriate to their situation” (p. 

10). Eisner (1991) also reminded the qualitative researcher that generalizations made 

from such a study are to be regarded as tools that are to be worked with in the context in 

which they were made.

All of the definitions of terms were expressed in context and therefore may be 

seen as potential limitations. One such vulnerable component was the use of the semi
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structured interview. This study restricted itself to semi-structured interviews with 

students who have already experienced problems at school. However, as McCaw (1999), 

observed “Research scholars have recognized limitations inherent when using 

interviews” (p. 10).

All interviewees offered data that had been filtered through the interviewer 

(Creswell, 1994). Bogdan and Bilden (1992) wrote that semi-structured interviews are 

vulnerable and limited given that the researcher frames the topic from the interviewer’s 

perspective. In order to mitigate these limitations, the semi-structured interviews in this 

investigation resulted in transcriptions that were analyzed from multiple perspectives, as 

described in Chapter 3.

Significance of the Study

Very little scholarly research has been done studying what perceived impact, if 

any, teachers, school personnel and their various written and unwritten rules and policies 

have on the success of students, especially those who struggle in meeting the everyday 

demands of the classroom and the school itself. Although much has been written about 

how the creation of a positive climate can lead to success, very little research has been 

directed at determining with any degree of specificity, the perceived effects such things 

as negative teacher behaviors and attitudes have on students. While the field of 

psychology is rich with assessment constructs, the voices of emotionally fragile students 

are seldom heard.

It was the intent of this study to help school personnel better understand all 

students but especially those students who, because they are considered different, are apt
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to be disenfranchised in schools. This study should be especially interesting to teachers, 

administrators, counselors, and coaches who work daily with emerging adolescents. The 

study may be o f secondary interest to those in the mental health field and to others who 

assist in helping adolescents cope with everyday life.
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CHAPTER TWO 

Review of the Related Literature

Children Learn What They Live

If a child lives with criticism,
He leams to condemn.

If a child lives with hostility,
He leams to fight.

If a child lives with ridicule,
He leams to be shy.

If a child lives with jealousy,
He leams to feel guilty.

If a child lives with tolerance,
He leams to be patient.

If a child lives with encouragement,
He leams confidence.

If a child lives with praise,
He leams to appreciate.

If a child lives with fairness,
He leams justice.

If a child lives with security,
He leams to have faith.

If a child lives with approval,
He leams to like himself.

If a child lives with acceptance and friendship,
He leams to find love in the world.

- Dorothy Law Nolte

Introduction

Discussion as to why students react to school and school problems in the way that 

they do has been ongoing for years. With school shootings in Arkansas, Oregon, and 

Colorado, student safety issues command prominence in American headlines! Internet 

websites and software programs have been created offering assistance to teachers and 

parents, yet the Secret Service and the FBI were unsuccessful at establishing profiles of 

adolescents prone to violence (Dedman, 2000).
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Many schools have the installed security systems, added security personnel, and 

adopted school crisis plans (Marcus, 1999). “Security and added law enforcement play a 

role,” observed Bill Modzeleski, director of the Department of Education's Safe and 

Drug Free Schools Program, “but if it’s all you do, you’ll fail abysmally” (Marcus, 1999, 

p. 26). Aronson (2000), chronicling events after the 1999 shootings at Columbine High 

School noted in the preface of his book:

[he].. .was appalled at the naive and feeble solutions proposed by our 

policy makers in the aftermath o f that horrifying event: more security 

guards and metal detectors in our schools, forcing students to show respect 

for their teachers by calling them sir and ma’am, and posting the Ten 

Commandments on school bulletin boards. Surely our lawmakers can do 

better than that. (p. ix)

Incidents like Columbine grab the headlines, yet America’s schools remain 

relatively safe havens for children. In 1998 alone, 1100 children died from family abuse, 

another 3300 died from auto accidents, while only 42 died in school related violence 

(Marcus, 1999). In other words, for every student killed in school, 105 are killed out of 

school. Fifty million students attend 108,000 public schools, yet less than one percent of 

adolescent homicides occur at or near school (Aronson, 2000). Neither of these statistics 

is acceptable, and efforts are continuing to lower them both. The point is, when one 

examines the whole picture, schools remain to be relatively safe places.

Scholars and experts at all levels continue to suggest ways to continually improve 

American schools. In researching these “experts” and digesting the literature on which
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this study was based, a strategy of macro to micro-analysis of what has been written was 

used (Sternberg, 1981). In synthesizing the literature regarding causes for violent 

incidences at school, assisting schools in preventing these behaviors, and predicting 

which students are most likely to commit such acts, several themes emerged. This review 

is organized and presented around these themes. Initially each thematic area delineates 

the recommendations of experts. That information is followed by a corresponding 

discussion of how today’s schools and school staff, are perceived by students and others.

The Description of Students 

The literature is rife with speculation and analysis of the students who react by 

displaying behavior problems and/or violence at school. Whether the problem is an act 

of violence, a suicide, or a classroom behavior problem, it is commonly known that 

perpetrators exhibit few common traits. Dedman (2000) backs this up in his research of 

the Secret Service’s attempt to profile these perpetrators. Dedman reported:

[the Secret Service found]...some lived with both parents in ideal, All- 

American families. Some were children of divorce, or lived in foster 

homes. A few were loners, but most had close friends. Few had 

discipline records. Some had honor roll grades and were in Advanced 

Placement courses; some were failing. Few showed a change in 

friendships or interest in school, (p. 1)

Aronson (2000), in writing about the perpetrators of the Littleton, Colorado 

shootings stated:
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.. .there was very little about their day-to-day public behavior that would 

have led us to conclude that they were dangerous individuals. They were 

functioning well in school, doing their homework, preparing for exams, 

getting reasonably good grades, and so on. (p. 37)

Generally, the children involved in acts of violence and extreme behaviors at 

school are adolescents, ages of 10 through high school (Dedman 2000; O’Toole, 2000; 

The Surgeon General of the United States, 1998). Most are boys but offending 

incidences by girls in on the increase (Aronson, 2000; Dedman, 2000; O’Toole, 2000). 

Taylor (2001), in his article for Teacher Magazine on violence in American schools also 

reports that a growing number of girls are turning to violence:

Girl arrests for aggravated assaults increased 57% between 1990 and 

1999, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. And between 1981 and

1997, the violent-crime arrest rate for girls rose three times faster than the 

rate for boys. School suspensions, though not always violence related, 

indicate a similar trend, with girl’s suspensions growing 56% from 1990-

1998, while boys’ rose 40%.

Rush Sebiston, who directs safety programs for high schools in San 

Mateo, California, has witnessed these changes first hand. The number of fights 

between young women has increased, she says, and they have gotten worse; it’s 

harder than it used to be to pull brawling girls off each other, and more knives, 

guns, and other weapons are in evidence. Gang involvement is up, too, Sabiston 

says. There’s not as much difference between boys and girls as there was in past
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years... the type o f stuff the guys are doing, the girls are doing, as well...Boys, 

however, are still perpetrating more violence, (p. 15)

Why? Dr. William Pollack, a clinical psychologist at Harvard University reported:

.. .across the country boys have never been in more trouble: They earn 70% of the 

D’s and F’s. They make up two thirds of those labeled ‘learning disabled'.. .are 

perpetrators of 4 out of 5 juvenile crimes...and account for 80% of high school 

dropouts and ADD diagnosis (cited in Mulrine, 2001, p. 42).

Aronson (2000) also writes that:

...adolescence is a time of...rapid physiological and hormonal changes. 

Adolescent boys are flooded with testosterone... a hormone that is not 

only associated with sex; it is also associated with aggression. One 

indication of this association is that convicts serving time for violent 

crimes have considerably higher levels of testosterone than do those 

serving time for nonviolent crimes, (pp. 64-65)

As our culture demands that boys grow up with a sense of “honor” and live by what Dr. 

Pollock calls “the boys code”. That is, when boys are given the choice o f losing face in 

front of their peers or resorting to aggressive actions, they usually choose what our 

culture tends to expect and sometimes even rewards, aggression (Aronson, 2000, p. 97). 

“The actions of violent boys show us what comes of our society’s poisonous belief that 

‘revenge is sweet',” stated Garbarino (1999, p. 48). The perpetrators o f Columbine, as 

many of the others involved in recent acts of school violence followed the boy code to the 

end (Aronson, 2000).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



19

In her study of the American high school, Patricia Hersch (1998) found that 

children, of both genders and from all socio-economic statuses are caught up in what she 

calls a “separate teen community” (p. 1). All have problems of varying degrees, and all 

need support. Maran (2000), in her in-depth study o f the culture of the American high 

school, echoes Hersch’s thoughts. “ .. .it [high school] is a mix of one from Column A 

and one from Column B ethnicities, genders, sexual orientations, academic levels, life 

circumstances, and personalities” (p. xv). She further stated that although teenagers 

profess to want freedom from adults and their rules, they yeam for contact with those 

who care (Maran, 2000). With little in the way of predicting who the violent student’s 

might be or what events might trigger their behavior, society continues to pressure 

schools to prevent violence. In a recently-published doctoral dissertation examining the 

effects of academic competition on school violence in Japan and the United States, 

Motoko Akiba (2000), stated:

School violence is not a simple phenomenon that can be explained by a single 

theory. It is related with a complex web of human interaction among students, 

teachers, and parents. Students’ personal traits, how to react to frustrations 

produced at and outside of school... risk factors specific to the developmental 

stages of early adolescence... environmental changes such as school transition and 

school systems practices...all have a great impact on students’ mental health and 

their problem behaviors, (p. 25)

This statement leads to the next theme regarding environmental factors and school 

system practices and how these factors affect students and school.
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The School Climate

Much has been written in educational and sociological literature regarding how 

the creation of a proper, positive learning environment is critical for the success of 

students. John Wiles (1986), an early leader in middle school reform wrote that “climate 

determines motivation, teachers determine climate; teachers can then determine 

motivation” (p. 217). William Glasser (1990) believed that letting students leam together 

did a better job of satisfying needs for power and belonging than does their working 

alone. He also argued that when teachers give up some of their “power,” students begin 

to feel more in control of their own learning. When schools and teachers embrace such 

ideas, they become learning communities (Jalongo, 1991). K.G. Short in his work on 

creating learning communities described the learning community as having the following 

characteristics:

1) Students come to know each other

2) Students leam to value what each other have to offer

3) The focus is on problem-solving and inquiry

4) Students and teachers share responsibility and control,

5) Teachers leam through action, reflection, and demonstration and,

6) Teachers establish a learning atmosphere that is predictable, yet 

full o f real choices, (cited in Jalongo, 1991, p. 42)

Linda Lantieri, National Director for the Resolving Conflict Creatively Program 

posited in her 1996 article that, “Clearly, schools today must be committed more deeply 

than ever to intentionally creating community and to paying attention to young people’s
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social and emotional lives” (p. 29). These community-building approaches could be 

implemented into to a school’s overall improvement efforts (Schaps, et al. 2001). Schaps 

and Solomon (1990) in their article regarding schools as caring communities report that, 

"All too often, meeting children's needs for belonging and contributing is the missing 

variable in the school improvement equation” (p. 42). R.L. Green (1997) of the College 

of Education at Wright State University, in his study regarding the creation of effective 

learning conditions concluded:

Maintaining structure and holding fast to strict academic standards must 

give way to seeking continuous renewal and finding ways to address the 

needs of all the students... Schools must become communities within 

themselves-accepting people as individuals and respecting the value of 

their contributions, (p. 25)

If schools are to become as suggested, “learning communities” in order to improve and 

allow children to truly succeed, great changes in the current “climate and culture” of 

many of our schools must change (Green, 1997). Still the question remains: How should 

it change?

For decades, the tetms “climate” and “ethos” have been used to describe in 

describing the culture of schools (Peterson, 1998). Culture is the environment to which 

students are exposed to daily in our schools and classrooms. J. Merrill Hansen of 

Brigham Young University and John Child’s, Principal of Orem, Utah High School 

(1998) wrote, “Improved school climate is an ideal, a goal to pursue” (p. 14). They 

further agreed that improved climate is something that professional educators should
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always be working toward. William Glasser’s (1990) writings on quality schools, Peter 

Benson’s (1994) asset building, J. David Hawkins (1985) research on risk and protective 

factors, and Bonnie Benard’s (1991) ideas on resiliency training all seem to affirm what 

Gail Tanaka and Kelley Reid (1997) of the Comprehensive Health Education Foundation 

state '‘when students feel that schools care about them, the more likely they are to care 

about school” (p. 31). William Ayers (1997) o f the University of Illinois posited the need 

for creation of a positive culture best:

.. .as a teacher, I find a familiar rhythm and a powerful focus. I learned 

long ago that in my own classroom that if I treat kids like hoodlums and 

thugs they will rarely disappoint, but if I treat them as scholars and 

ethicists, valued and valuable, they can just as easily stretch and grow into 

people of values, (p. 51)

While the need to improve school climate is obvious, many observers characterize 

present school conditions in discouraging terms. David Hill (2001) in his report in 

Teacher Magazine about The Gates Foundation’s attempt to make schools more 

conducive to learning, quoted Tim Vander Ark, the Foundation’s education guru who 

says schools at present “deal with the symptoms, not the problem” (p. 35). Today’s large 

high schools are “lousy places for adults and kids” (p. 35). “The task of dealing with 

school rage is difficult where students tend to feel marginalized and less a part of a school 

community” (Hill, 2001, p. 35). Elliot Aronson (2000) noted in his book:

From my classroom research, I have found that the social atmosphere 

in most schools is competitive, cliquish, and exclusionary. The majority
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of teenagers I have interviewed agonize over the fact that there is a 

general atmosphere of taunting and rejection among their peers that 

makes the high school experience an unpleasant one. For many it is worse 

than unpleasant -  they describe it as a living hell. (p. 1S)

Hansen and Childs (1998) affirmed that schools really are alike no matter where 

they are: “Mandates and regulations that govern many school systems make them 

impersonal, indifferent, and generally insensitive to the individuals within them” (p. 14). 

Some argue that in their zeal to get back to basics, school policy makers may be losing 

sight o f how crucial the social climate of the school can be in the lives of young people 

(Aronson, 2000). John Goodlad (1984) noted in the early 1980’s that schools and 

classrooms are to often dull and uninteresting places for students who are unable to cope 

with the current structure of the school environment. R. Soder (1996) in his book about 

democracy and education, reiterated this by claiming that schools are becoming 

preoccupied with a narrow standardization of the curriculum, excluding or failing to 

recognize the differences in students’ experiences. Scott Poland, president of the 

National Association of School Psychologists and Crosby Rogers, professor of human 

development at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University had this to say about 

today’s schools:

Academics are important, but legislatures and our current president have 

not given our educators the message that how we treat each other is [just 

as] important. Nobody is mandating time and resources to work on anger 

management and learning how to get along ...We must attend to the whole
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child. We must help our legislators understand that education must be for 

the whole child — the body, the mind and the spirit, (as cited in Eckman,

2001, p. 3)

The National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) also stated the need 

for changing how we approach teaching and learning in order to reach all students:

Often, teachers let the acquisition of facts and basic skills become the end 

product of instruction, depriving youngsters of an education rich in 

nuances and deeper meanings. We do not want to disparage the learning 

of facts; a knowledge base serves a foundation for growth. We prefer, 

though, to emphasize the acquisition and application of facts through 

thinking and problem solving. (1996, p. 24)

The Oregon Department of Education (2000) reported that educators do not often connect 

the knowledge that students already have to what the teacher is trying to teach them. This 

methodology causes frustration in many students. Activities that allow students to use 

their knowledge in situations that mimic real life are important to adolescents and 

allowed them to feel a sense of competence. This type of learning cannot be presented or 

assessed in an authentic context but it can help student’s connect to the schooling 

process.

In order to promote a positive climate in any school, not only do teaching and 

testing methods need to be changed but so do the methods of assigning students to 

classes. Programs targeted at gifted students or at the at-risk, no matter how well 

intentioned, tend to compound the inequities that may have existed in the first place
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(Oregon Department of Education, 2000). In their book Gilbert and Robins (1998) 

quoted a student, J.T., with regard to this point:

What I would like to know is why do you leave us in lower-level classes 

and learning disability classes and leave us out of a lot of your activities?

It’s kind of like saying that we are not human, so we can’t work with other 

students. Yes, it sounds as cold as ice, but that’s the way you make us feel.

(cited in Oregon Department of Education, 2000, p. 43)

Another student, R.D., echoed this point, “Maybe, if accelerated students were in my 

building construction class, I could show them a thing or two. Maybe they wouldn’t look 

down on us.” (Oregon Department of Education, 2000, p. 54)

The more students are involved in a cooperative atmosphere, the more responsible 

they become. The more responsible they become the more they feel a sense of 

connection. This feeling gives them (the students) the courage to contribute and 

participate (Meredith & Evans, 1990).

While so much has been written about the need to change the climate and culture 

of schools, schools still seem to resist any changes (Green, 1997). Combs (1988) claimed 

that the reasons schools resist needed change are not only the lack of revenue and 

resources, but the philosophical and psychological differences of teachers and their 

personal feelings, attitudes, and beliefs of what school should be.

Robert Sylwester (1999) in his article on the roots of adolescent aggression stated 

that at the school and classroom level, “educators must reduce the stereotyping and 

ridicule that alienates children...and focus on programs that develop social skills” (p. 66).
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