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ABSTRACT 

 

The study of inclusion of high school students with an emotional disturbance (ED) in 

general education classes lags behind the prevalence of the practice. To better 

understand how to support the inclusion of students with ED, the author employed 

surveys and interviews to understand general educators’ perceptions on students’ 

disturbing behaviors and academic skills in relationship to their readiness for 

inclusion and conducted a similar survey to understand the perspectives of students 

with ED. The results indicated that teachers were less tolerant of socially defiant 

behaviors and most valued cooperation. Teacher perceptions on inclusion varied 

based on teaching experience and personal experience. Contrary to the opinions of 

participating students, most general education teachers supported inclusion of 

students with ED. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 

Emotional Disturbance (ED) is one of thirteen categories recognized in the 

Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) and makes up 6% of the total number of 

students receiving special education (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). 

 As defined by IDEA: 

 Emotional disturbance means a condition exhibiting one or more of the 

following characteristics over a long period of time and to a marked degree 

that adversely affects a child’s educational performance: (A) An inability to 

learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors. (B) 

An inability to build or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with 

peers and teachers. (C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under 

normal circumstances. (D) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 

depression. (E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated 

with personal or school problems. (ii) Emotional disturbance includes 

schizophrenia.  The term does not apply to children who are socially 

maladjusted, unless it is determined that they have an emotional disturbance. 

(Title 34, §300.8(c)(4)(i)) 

 Students who meet special education eligibility criteria are entitled to receive 

special education services, which are outlined in their an Individualized Educational 

Plan (IEP). Within IDEA are core principles to ensure the educational rights of 
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students with disabilities and their parents, which include zero reject, free appropriate 

public education (FAPE), least restrictive environment (LRE), nondiscriminatory 

evaluation, parent and family rights, and procedural safeguards (Friend, 2011). 

 Of the core principles of IDEA, LRE concerns how the placement of where 

students with special needs receive FAPE. LRE refers to providing students 

instruction “in the setting that is most like that of typical peers in which they can 

succeed when provided with the needed supports and services” (Friend, 2011, p. 14). 

The presumption is that the LRE for most students with disabilities is the general 

education classroom. However, other settings are outlined in IDEA, including 

separate schools and residential facilities (Friend, 2011). 

 According to the United States Department of Education, there were 373,000 

students in the U.S. who receive services for emotional disturbances. Of those 

students, 82% of them attend general education classes, with more than 40% of the 

students spending 80% or more time in the general education classroom (2014). The 

statistics indicate that a large number of students with ED are receiving instruction in 

the general education setting, alongside their non-disabled peers. 

 The inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education setting has 

been found to be beneficial. When compared to students with disabilities in a self-

contained class, those in inclusive settings made greater academic gains, such as 

improved test scores, had an improved attitude toward school and more positive 

interactions with their peers (Hunt, Soto, Maier, & Doering, 2003; Salend & 

Duhaney, 1999; National Center for Educational Restructuring and Inclusion, 1995). 
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 The benefits of inclusion are not limited to students with mild and moderate 

disabilities. Fryxell and Kennedy (1995) found that students with severe disabilities 

who were educated in a general education classroom received more social support, 

had more social contacts and could develop richer friendships with non-disabled 

peers than their counterparts in self-contained classrooms. Despite these findings, 

general education teachers had concerns about teaching students with disabilities, 

especially students with ED, who present significant deficits in social interactions, 

academic performance, and behaviors that are often magnified when placed in general 

education settings (Simpson, 2004). Additionally, more than 85% of general 

education and special education teachers felt there were not enough resources 

available to manage the behavior problems of students with ED in the general 

education setting, nor could they meet students’ learning needs without support from 

special education teachers or trained instructional aides (Lopes, Monteiro, Sil, 

Rutherford, & Quinn, 2004).  

 Preservice teachers shared concerns about the inclusion of students with ED in 

the general education setting. McHatton and McCray (2007) found preservice 

teachers were more inclined to disagree that students with behavioral disorders could 

be educated in the general education setting and secondary preservice teachers had 

less buy-in about the benefits of inclusion; feeling it was a less desirable practice.   

Theory 

 Weiner’s (1974) attribution theory of motivation may explain the concerns 

general education teachers and pre-service teachers have toward the inclusion of 
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students with ED. Weiner’s theory states that there are three stages to determine 

attribution. First, observing the behavior; second, determining whether the behavior is 

deliberate or accidental and finally, determining whether students have internal or 

external locus of control. The attribution theory states that the key factors affecting 

one’s attributions are ability, effort, task difficulty, and luck. Of these attributions, 

ability and effort are related to internal locus of control; and task difficulty and luck 

to external locus of control.   

In addition to locus of control, Weiner’s theory (1974) states that there are two 

other causal dimensions related to attribution: stability and controllability. Stability 

refers to the degree of change and controllability to the amount of control an 

individual has over an event. Motivation can be affected by an individual’s perception 

about the stability of the event and how much control they have over the event 

(Weiner, 1974).   

 Students with ED who are educated in the general education setting may 

display specific behaviors that general educators view as disturbing, causing general 

educators to “blame” students with ED, creating concerns about the successful 

inclusion of students with ED. On the other hand, general educators may perceive 

specific disturbing behaviors as accidental, in which students with ED have limited 

control over these accidents; and therefore beget acceptance or forgiveness toward 

these “accidents.” Based on Weiner’s Attribution Theory (1974), how one perceives 

the cause of an events, affects future motivation.  So the perceptions of general 
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education teachers’ about students with ED may determine inclination toward the 

inclusion of students with ED.  

Another theory that may explain general educators’ attitudes toward the 

inclusion of students with ED is Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior. This 

theory explains the relationship between attitude and behavior, with three factors 

forming behavioral intention and ultimately leading to the behavior. The three factors 

are attitude, subjective norms, and perceived behavior control. Attitude refers to one’s 

attitude toward an act or behavior. For example, a general education teacher and a 

student with ED may have different interpretations on students’ attitudes toward 

disruptive behaviors. Subjective norms can include dominant cultural norms and the 

norms of the subcultures of one’s social groups, such as peers and colleagues. 

Students with ED and general education teachers may differ on whose views and 

opinions matter. Perceived behavior control is the extent of ease or difficulty to 

behave in a certain way. If general education teachers and students with ED agree on 

the subjective norms (e.g. it is important to adhere to school rules) and both believe it 

is easy for students with ED to conform to the norm, then students with ED will likely 

behave according to the subjective norms and the teacher will regard students’ 

behaviors as appropriate and even take it for granted. On the other hand, if general 

teachers and students disagree on subjective norms, for example teachers may think 

students with ED were defiant by interrupting the class to defend their own behaviors 

and if there is disagreement on the perceived behavior control, students with ED may 

consider so-called disruptive behaviors as trivial or accidental, whereas, other 
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teachers may consider those as deliberate violations of expected behaviors 

(MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013).  

 Based on Ajzen’s (1991) theory, if a general education teacher has a positive 

attitude toward inclusion and prior experience with the inclusion of students with 

disabilities in a general education setting, the teacher may have a positive attitude 

about the inclusion of students with ED. If the teacher has a negative attitude toward 

inclusion, has no experience with individuals with ED, and has a less favorable 

opinion about these individuals, then that educator may have a negative attitude 

toward the inclusion of students with ED. The likelihood of the behavior occurring 

decreases as the number of favorable factors decreases.   

 Weiner’s (1974) Attribution Theory and Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned 

Behavior can both provide plausible explanations on how general educators and 

students with ED formulate their beliefs about inclusion and react during the events 

that occurred in the process of inclusion, such as inappropriate behaviors displayed by 

the student with ED. To date, there is limited research on how teachers’ experience 

with individuals with ED affects attitude toward inclusion of students with ED. 

Furthermore, no research has been conducted to explore the possible discrepancies 

between high school general education teachers’ and ED students’ beliefs or attitudes 

on the idea of inclusion. In the context of action research, there are no explicit 

teaching recommendations about how to improve the likelihood of future success of 

inclusion of students with ED in high school. 
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Statement of the Problem 

 Most studies on students with emotional disturbance have focused on 

elementary school-aged students with ED (MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013; Mattison, 

2011); few studies examine high school students with ED, or the inclusion of students 

with disabilities in high school general education classes. Of all the students in the 

U.S. served under the ED category, 82% spend time in an inclusive setting, but this 

does not necessarily translate to successful outcomes for students with ED, nor the 

general educators that serve them (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). To better 

understand how to support students with ED in inclusion, it is important to explore 

the variance of disturbing behaviors students with ED may display in the inclusive 

setting and the differences of their social impacts on general educators’ attitudes 

towards the inclusion of students with ED.   

Research indicates students with ED lack proper social skills, leading to 

unsuccessful inclusion (Lane, Carter, Pierson, & Glaeser, 2006; Cullinan, Evans, 

Esptein, & Ryser, 2003; Nickerson & Brosof, 2003). Research is limited on 

identifying particular social skills that would help high school students with ED be 

successful in the inclusive setting (Nickson & Brosof, 2003; Lane, Givner, & Pierson, 

2004; Lane, Pierson, & Givner, 2003). Identifying essential social skills can help 

special education teachers provide students with ED targeted instruction in 

preparation for their inclusion.  

No known research exists on how experience with individual with ED impacts 

general education teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion. This study explored whether 
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teachers’ experience in both their professional and personal lives affected teachers’ 

attitudes toward the inclusion of students with ED. By understanding if experience 

affects attitude, special educators can match students with ED with general educators 

who have a positive attitude.   

Finally, the attitudes of high school students with ED toward inclusion were 

explored. No research exists in this area. It is important that students with ED have a 

voice when it comes to their own inclusion, as their attitudes and beliefs can influence 

their perceptions and experiences with inclusion and can help teachers provide an 

environment that fosters a positive and encouraging attitude for these students 

(Friend, 2011). 

This study will explore four research questions: 

1. Which disturbing behaviors do high school general education teachers find 

acceptable for the successful inclusion of students with ED? 

2. Which non-academic skills do high school general education teachers find 

critical for the successful inclusion of students with ED? 

3. How does a general education teacher’s personal and professional experience 

with individuals with ED influence his or her attitude towards the inclusion of 

high school students with ED? 

4. How do students with ED feel about inclusion in the general education 

setting? 

The purpose of this study was to explore different factors that influence the 

attitudes of high school general education teachers’ toward the inclusion of students 
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with ED, in regards to disturbing behaviors and social skills. Such exploration will 

extend to general education teachers’ personal and professional experiences and the 

attitudes of high school students with ED on inclusion.  

Significance of the Study 

This study is important for three reasons. First, this action research is 

significant because it can impact the researcher’s teaching practice. The results can 

allow the researcher to tailor her instruction based on the results. Additionally, the 

methodology used could be replicated to help other practitioners in a similar situation 

find contextual-fit answers.  

Secondly, this study can help begin dialogues between general education and 

special education teachers about their values and beliefs about inclusion. Such 

conversations can help general educators develop awareness on their own readiness 

of supporting students with ED.  

Third, special educators work directly with students with ED and are 

responsible for providing services to these students. Being aware of what is needed 

for successful inclusion could lead to changes in curriculum and instruction so that 

instruction is tailored to prepare ED students for the inclusive setting, while general 

educators could continue to teach social skills for generalization to occur (Nickerson, 

Brosof, & Shapiro, 2004; Friend, 2011). Counselors could focus on social skills and 

behaviors during sessions with students and administrators could make certain the 

appropriate strategies are being implemented in classrooms to ensure successful 

inclusion of ED students (Ball & Green, 2014). 
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Definition of Terms 

The following definitions assist in understanding this research study: 

 Emotionally Disturbed/Emotional Behavioral Disorders- (used 

interchangeably), as defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Act, a condition 

exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics over a long period of time and 

to a marked degree that adversely affects a child’s educational performance: (A) An 

inability to learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors. 

(B) An inability to build or maintain satisfactory intellectual interpersonal 

relationships with peers and teachers. (C) Inappropriate types of behavior or feelings 

under normal circumstances. (D) A general pervasive mood of unhappiness or 

depression. (E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated with 

personal or school problems. (ii) Emotional disturbance includes schizophrenia.  The 

term does not apply to children who are socially maladjusted, unless it is determined 

that they have an emotional disturbance. 

 External Behaviors- Behaviors observed by others and have a more direct 

impact on others; examples include hitting, kicking, yelling. 

 Inclusion - The practice of educating children with disabilities in the general 

education setting while providing the necessary accommodations, which may include 

modified curriculum and extra support staff. 

 Internal Behaviors- Behaviors that are less observable by others and have a 

less direct or immediate impact on others; examples include nervousness, anxiety, 

depression. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 A large percentage of students with ED spend time in the general education 

setting (U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Yet students with ED tend to exhibit 

problematic behaviors that cause general educators to question their readiness for 

inclusion and their lack of appropriate social skills can create additional obstacles for 

them to have a positive experience and outlook in general education classes (Friend, 

2011). In this literature review, the author focused on the stakeholders’ attitudes 

toward inclusion, and the student exhibiting skills or behaviors that can either hinder 

or facilitate the process of inclusion. 

Process in Identifying Studies 

 The literature review was conducted using the following computer databases: 

JSTOR, SAGE Premier, EBSCOhost, Springer Link, PsychINFO, Wiley Online, and 

Academic Search Premier. Key words and phrases used to locate articles included 

emotional disturbance (or emotionally disturbed), social skills (or nonacademic 

skills), teacher perceptions (or attitudes) toward inclusion (or mainstreaming), and 

disturbing behaviors. 

 Next, the articles found were reviewed for relevance. The articles selected for 

use directly addressed the attitudes of different stakeholders (administrators, teachers, 

pre-service teachers, parents, students without disabilities) toward the inclusion of 

students with disabilities (with some specifically focusing on students with ED), 



 

   
12 

 

 

 

characteristics of students with ED, and the skills and behaviors needed for successful 

inclusion. In all, eighteen articles were found that matched the selection criteria for 

this literature review.  

Results of Literature Review 

 Three themes have emerged in the research of the inclusion of high school 

students diagnosed with an emotional disturbance. The first theme involves 

stakeholders’ (e.g. teachers, administrators, students without disabilities, and parents 

of students without disabilities) attitudes toward the inclusion of students with 

disabilities. The second theme identifies the academic, social, and behavioral 

characteristics of students with ED and the third theme aims to identify the skills and 

behaviors needed by students with ED for successful mainstreaming. These themes 

are important because they impact how general educators view the inclusion of 

students with ED (Ball & Green, 2014; MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013; Cassady, 

2011). 

Stakeholders’ Attitudes toward Inclusion  

 The first theme examines the attitudes of various stakeholders toward the 

inclusion of special education students into the general education setting.  These 

stakeholders include administrators, general education teachers, pre-service teachers, 

students without disabilities and their parents. 

 A study by Ball and Green (2014) investigated the attitudes of school leaders 

toward the inclusion of students with disabilities in the general education setting. The 

sample of this descriptive study consisted of 138 principals and assistant principals 
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from multiple K-12 schools in one school district, who completed “Principals and 

Inclusion Survey” (PIS) by Praisner (2000). The self-reporting survey consists of four 

sections of questions: (a) characteristics of the school and students, (b) training and 

experience of principals and assistant principals, (c) school leaders’ attitudes toward 

students with disabilities, and (d) the perceptions of principals and assistant principals 

about appropriate placement of students with disabilities. The first section collected 

demographic information about the school and students. The second section collected 

demographic information regarding training and experience of the administrators.  

Section three and four of the survey consisted of items in a 6-point Likert Scale. For 

section three, ‘1’ represented strongly agree and ‘6’, strongly disagree. On section 

four, ‘1’ represented the least inclusive environment and ‘6’ the most inclusive. 

Ball and Green (2014) found that school leaders were supportive of inclusion 

as a general idea, but opinions about inclusion varied based on student’s disability 

categories. Administrators were most accepting of including students with orthopedic 

impairments, speech or language impairments, and other health impairments in 

general education classes and indicated that students with emotional disturbance, 

deaf-blindness, intellectual disabilities, and multiple disabilities should be placed in 

the least inclusive environment. 

MacFarlane and Woolfson (2013) investigated general education teachers’ 

attitudes and behavior toward the inclusion of children with social, emotional, and 

behavioral difficulties in inclusive schools. One hundred elementary general 

education teachers participated in this study; completing a questionnaire pack 
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consisting of five assessments, given in random order. Several major findings were 

identified in this study. First, the more positive a teacher’s beliefs and the higher the 

level of perceived behavioral control, the greater the behavioral intention to engage in 

inclusive practices in working with students with ED. Second, teachers’ perceptions 

of their school principal’s expectations predicted teacher behavior. Third, the more 

in-service training a teacher had, the more positive a teacher’s attitude toward 

students with ED. More training did not predict beliefs or willingness to work with 

these students and the more experience a teacher had with ED students, the less 

willing the teacher was to work with students with ED. 

Research by Cassady (2011) examined general educators’ views toward the 

inclusion of students with autism and students with ED. The sample consisted of 25 

general educators who completed a survey containing 15 statements regarding their 

willingness to include students with autism and students with ED in their classrooms. 

The results indicated that general education teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion were 

influenced by the type of disability, with teachers being more inclined to the inclusion 

of students with autism. Teachers were more accepting of students who were 

nonverbal, made little to no eye contact, and became easily upset when routines were 

changed compared to students who ignored directions, were argumentative, and 

refused to complete class assignments. Participants indicated greater confidence in 

teaching students with autism and more willingness to provide supports for successful 

inclusion compared to students with ED. 
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A quantitative study by Lopes et al. (2004) found that out of 357 general 

education teachers, 85% felt there were not enough resources available to teach 

students with learning and/or behavior problems in the general education setting. 

Additionally, the needs of students with learning and/or behavioral problems could 

not be met in the general education classroom without special education support and 

general education teachers of older students felt less able to effectively deal with 

learning and/or problem behavior students than teachers of younger students. 

Additional studies (McHatton & McCray, 2007; McCray & McHatton, 2011) 

on perceptions of elementary and secondary preservice teachers toward the inclusion 

of students with disabilities found negative attitudes toward inclusion by preservice 

teachers. McHatton and McCray’s (2007) study used a survey completed by 

preservice teachers prior to enrollment in a course addressing the integration of 

students with disabilities in general education settings. The results indicated that both 

elementary and secondary preservice teachers were more inclined to disagree that 

students with the following disabilities could be educated in the general education 

setting: mental impairments, multiple disabilities, and behavior disorders. Compared 

to elementary preservice teachers, secondary preservice teachers were less positive 

about whether inclusion was beneficial to all students and about inclusion being a 

desirable practice. 

McCray and McHatton’s 2011 study examined the attitudes of elementary and 

secondary preservice teachers before and after completing a course on the integration 

of students with disabilities. The findings of this study suggested that preservice 
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teachers had a more positive perception toward the inclusion of students with 

disabilities after completing the course, with no significant difference between 

elementary or secondary preservice teachers. Results indicated that out of 115 

participants who completed the survey prior to and at the end of the course, 30.4% 

were undecided or disagreed that students with disabilities could be educated in the 

general education setting and students felt “most leery” about including students with 

intellectual or multiple disabilities. 

In addition to the attitudes of educators, few studies have been conducted 

examining the attitudes of parents of students without disabilities toward inclusion of 

special education students. According to Gottlieb & Leyser (1996), these limited 

studies have shown parents of students without disabilities have negative attitudes 

toward the inclusion of students with behavioral disorders.   

A study by Staal and Norman (2000) explored the perceptions of parents of 

students without disabilities toward the inclusion of students with disabilities, whose 

characteristics were described academically and behaviorally. The study’s fifteen 

participants were given three hypothetical student vignettes intended to obtain 

parents’ perception about inclusion of students with disabilities. The first hypothetical 

student had a physical disability with few demands placed on the teacher’s time and 

classroom disruptions. The second vignette included a student who had an 

externalizing emotional/behavioral disability with a high demand placed on the 

teacher’s time and increased classroom disruptions. The third hypothetical student 

was diagnosed with a mental disability with increased demands on the teacher’s time 
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and some classroom disruptions. The findings revealed that the participating parents 

were most accepting of the first student, who presented few demands on the teacher’s 

time and had a physical disability and least accepting of the student with an 

emotional/behavioral disability. The student with a mental disability resulted in 

varied responses from the parents; some were accepting and other parents were not. 

Berryman (as cited in Staal & Norman, 2000) found similar results, finding that 

parents had a negative attitude toward those students who “exhibited externalizing 

behaviors and made more demands on teachers’ time and exhibited more disruptive 

behaviors in the classroom”(p. 61). 

A review of literature by Safran (1995) found few studies on the perceptions 

of students without disabilities toward students with emotional and behavioral 

disorders. The research that was reviewed indicated that students without disabilities 

were less accepting of disruptive externalizing behaviors and tended to agree with 

teachers on which behaviors were unacceptable. Students indicated a negative view 

toward students with aggressive behaviors (Hazler, Hoover, & Oliver, 1991; Safran, 

Safran, & Rich, 1994). 

In summary, nine articles were reviewed to understand stakeholders’ attitudes 

toward the inclusion of students with ED in general education settings. Multiple 

studies suggest that the attitudes of general educators tend to be less favorable toward 

students who exhibit externalizing behaviors; with one study finding that educators 

who had experience working with students with ED were less willing to work with 

these students. Students without disabilities and their parents have been found to have 
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a less accepting attitude toward the inclusion of students with ED. No studies were 

found examining the attitudes of students with ED toward inclusion in the general 

education setting. 

Academic, Social and Behavioral Characteristics of Students with ED 

 Teachers, students without disabilities and their parents have unfavorable 

attitudes toward the inclusion of students with ED, leading to the second theme of the 

review of literature; how students with ED differ from students without disabilities 

academically, behaviorally, and socially? Six articles were found that focused on the 

characteristics of students with ED (See Table 1).  

According to The National Dissemination Center for Children with 

Disabilities (2010), students with ED often exhibit one or more of the following 

behavior traits: 

Hyperactivity (short attention span, impulsiveness); Aggression or self-

injurious behavior (acting out, fighting); Withdrawal (not interacting socially 

with others, excessive fear or anxiety); Immaturity (inappropriate crying, 

temper tantrums, poor coping skills); and Learning difficulties (academically 

performing below grade level). [Furthermore] children with the most serious 

emotional disturbances may exhibit distorted thinking, excessive anxiety, 

bizarre motor acts, and abnormal mood swings. (p. 2) 

 Lane, Carter, Pierson, and Glaeser (2006) found significant differences in 

social, behavioral, and academic skills between high school students with emotional 

disturbances and those with learning disabilities (LD). The participants of their study 
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consisted of 45 high school students with ED and 49 high school students with LD. 

The results indicated that both students with ED and LD performed significantly 

below average on academic achievement and “teachers viewed students with LD to 

be more academically competent than students with ED” (p. 112). Another important 

finding of the research was that high school students with ED exhibited substantially 

lower levels of social competence and school adjustment and teachers rated those 

with ED as having more severe problem behaviors. These findings are not unique to 

students with ED.   

 Cullinan, Evans, Esptein, and Ryser (2003) found differences between 

students with ED and their non-ED peers. The researchers investigated the five 

characteristics of ED as defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act; 

inability to learn, relationship problems, inappropriate behavior, unhappiness or 

depression, and physical symptoms or fears, in addition to the variables of socially 

maladjusted and overall competence. The extent of comorbidity among students with 

ED and differences between comorbid and non-comorbid students with ED was 

investigated. The participants included 336 students with ED and 548 students 

without ED, whose teachers completed the Scale for Assessing Emotional 

Disturbance (SAED) for each participant. Researchers found a significant difference 

between the students with ED and those without ED for each of the five 

characteristics, strengthening the case that students with ED lacked behavioral 

competence, leading to the risk for school failure. “Students with ED exhibited much 

greater maladaptive functioning than those without ED” and had lower Overall 
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Competence; strengthening the case that students with ED “tend to have relatively 

few strengths and resources that help them resiliently mitigate ill effects of their 

maladaptive emotions, behaviors, and thoughts” (p.101-102). Students with comorbid 

disabilities had higher Socially Maladjusted scores and lower Overall Competence 

scores than students without comorbidity of disabilities. 

Nelson, Babyak, Gonzalez, and Benner (2003) conducted research on the 

problem behaviors of students with ED. Participants included 166 students from K-

12, all receiving special education services under the category of ED. The researchers 

found that when classified by teachers, students with ED were more likely to be 

identified as having substantial externalizing behaviors, such as aggression and 

delinquency rather than internalizing behaviors, like withdrawal, somatic complaints, 

and anxiety/depression. There were a larger percentage of elementary students with 

ED who displayed more severe problem behaviors than did high school students with 

ED. Gender differences were found, with girls having a higher percentage of problem 

behaviors. Students with ED also had inferior academic performance when compared 

with their non-disabled peers. 

A study conducted by Nelson, Benner, Lane, and Smith (2004) examined the 

academic achievement of 155 K-12 randomly selected students with ED and if age, 

gender, and problem behaviors impacted their academic achievement. The results 

indicated that a significant number of students with ED scored below the mean of the 

norm group, students with externalizing behaviors were more likely to have academic 

deficits than students who evidenced internalizing behaviors; there was no significant 
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difference in achievement based on gender, and secondary school students showed 

larger deficits in math than did elementary school students. Overall, emotional and 

behavior disorders affected students’ academic achievement across grade levels.  

According to Nelson, Martella, and Marchand-Martella (2002), “students with 

emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) are at risk for school failure because they 

lack behavioral competence, exhibiting extremes in behavior that are far removed 

from the norm and are not well tolerated by teachers” (p. 348).  

 In summary, four of six selected studies found that students with ED perform 

academically below their non-disabled peers, and five of these studies reported that 

teachers reported that students with ED had more frequent and severe behavioral 

problems and fewer social skills than their peers, disabled (not ED) and non-disabled. 

These conclusions, which can be grounded in reality and perception, create unique 

challenges to those who are responsible for educating students with ED. It is plausible 

that based on these conclusions, teachers may think students with ED are not 

academically ready, nor possess the social skills for inclusion. So what skills and 

behaviors do students with ED need for inclusion? 
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Table 1 

Summary of Characteristics of Students with ED by Selected Articles 

Selected Articles Characteristics of ED 

Author(s), Year A S EB IB 

1. Cullinan, Evans, Epstein, & Ryser (2003) X X X X 

2. Nelson, Babyak, Gonzalez, & Benner (2003)   X  

3. Nelson, Martella, & Marchand-Martella (2003) X  X X 

4. Nelson, Benner, Lane, & Smith (2004)  X    

5. Lane, Carter, Pierson, & Glaeser (2006) X X   

6. The National Dissemination Center for 

Children with Disabilities (2010) 

  X X 

Number of Articles 4 2 4 3 

A=Academic; S=Social; EB=External Behavior; IB=Internal Behavior 

 

Skills and Behaviors for Successful Inclusion  

  Students are expected to possess certain skills that will allow them to meet the 

academic and social demands of the school setting. When students lack requisite 

skills, such as being able to follow directions and problem-solve, they are at risk for 

academic failure and poor social relationships (Walker & Severson, 2002). However, 

to maximize student outcomes, students need to be taught the most useful and most 

needed skills for success in the classroom (Raymond, 2000). Additionally, teachers 

need to identify which problem behaviors can be seen as most problematic for 

inclusion, for not all problem behaviors are created equal. It is crucial to look at the 

problematic behaviors typical of students with ED to identify which of these 
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behaviors are more likely to be considered problematic by general education teachers. 

Using these guidelines, four articles were selected (See Table 2) to answer the 

question: What skills and behaviors do students with ED need to be successful in an 

inclusive class? 

Nickerson and Brosof (2003) examined the behaviors and skills of students 

with emotional or behavioral disorders (E/BD) who attended a private school 

specifically for E/BD students. The sample consisted of 89 E/BD students between 

the ages of 9 and 19 and data was collected using the “Scales for Predicting 

Successful Inclusion” (SPSI), the “Devereux-Behavior Rating Scale-School Form” 

(DBRS-SF), and the behavioral level system used at the private school. 

 The results found that overall, 85% of the students scored below average on 

the SPSI, having rated poor for coping skills, peer relationships, and social maturity, 

while work habits were below average. On the DBRS-SR, 63% of the students rated 

borderline for behaviors indicating ED, including interpersonal problems and 

depression; with the exception of inappropriate behavior/feelings and physical 

symptoms/fears. The findings suggest a large majority of students with ED lack the 

necessary skills for success in LRE, while highlighting the importance of teaching 

social skills in both the segregated and general education settings. (Nickerson & 

Brosof, 2003) 

 Nickerson and Brosof (2003) concluded that students with fewer 

emotional/behavioral problems and greater skills should be carefully transitioned to 
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less restrictive environments; with those who are able to meet the behavioral 

expectations of the general education environment more likely to succeed. 

Lane, Pierson and Givner (2003) examined the skills general and special 

educators deemed important for school success. Three-hundred sixty-six teachers of 

kindergarten through twelfth-grade completed a two part survey. Teachers completed 

a list of 30 social skills items from the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS; Gresham & 

Elliott, 1990) and the items constituted three domains; assertion, self-control, and 

cooperation. The second part of the survey collected demographic information. The 

results indicated that teachers, as a whole rated assertion skills as least important for 

success in school and self-control and cooperation were rated as equally important. 

The importance of skills was the same for elementary, middle school, and secondary 

teachers. Five skills were found to be critical for success in the classroom: follows 

directions, attends to your instructions, controls temper in conflict situation with 

peers, controls conflict situation with adults, and responds appropriately to physical 

aggression from peers, by elementary, middle school, and secondary teachers. 

However, middle school teachers placed the highest importance on these skills 

relative to elementary and secondary teachers. None of these five critical skills were 

assertion skills. The study also compared the results of general educators and special 

educators. General educators rated assertion, cooperation and self-control as more 

important for school success when compared to special educators’ ratings.   

Another study by Lane, Givner, and Pierson (2004) examined the social skills 

considered necessary for school success by elementary teachers. One-hundred 
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twenty-six general education and special education teachers used the Social Skills 

Rating System (SSRS; Gresham & Elliott, 1990) to rate 30 social skills items, with 

these 30 items creating three domains: assertion, self-control, and cooperation. The 

survey also collected demographic information. The results were similar to Lane, 

Pierson and Givner’s (2003) study. Self-control and cooperation were viewed equally 

important and of greater importance than assertion for success in school. Researchers 

identified seven skills as critical: controls temper with peers, uses free time 

appropriately, controls temper with adults, follows directions, responds appropriately 

when hit, attends to instructions, and gets along with people. Results indicated that all 

the skills were part of the self-control or cooperation domains. General and special 

educators placed the same importance on assertion and self-control skills. However, 

cooperation was viewed as more important by general education teachers than by 

special education teachers.   

 In addition to examining the social skills necessary for school success, it is 

also of importance to examine behaviors that are found to be less tolerable to general 

educators. Johnson and Fullwood (2006) examined the characteristics of secondary 

general education teachers relative to problem behaviors. The sample consisted of 84 

sixth through twelfth grade general education teachers. Teachers completed the 

“Disturbing Behaviors Checklist I” by Algonzzine (2000). The checklist consisted of 

55 items, of which were grouped into four behavioral clusters; social immaturity, 

social defiance, motor disturbance, and socialized delinquency.   
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 Johnson and Fullwood (2006) survey data suggested that most teachers found 

social defiance most disturbing, followed by socialized delinquency, motor defiance, 

and social immaturity. No significant difference was found based on teacher’s gender, 

age, or years of teaching. Researchers found a correlation between the highest 

educational degree attained and socially defiant behavior, meaning teachers with less 

education rated items in this cluster as more disturbing than teachers with more 

education. The researchers also found a correlation between subject area taught and 

perception of disturbing behavior. Those who taught in the following areas: art, 

music, business, computers, vocational, social studies/physical education rated 

behaviors as much more disturbing than educators who taught English, mathematics, 

and sciences. 

 Teaching students with ED appropriate social skills, along with decreasing 

disturbing behaviors can help these students achieve success in the inclusive setting. 

Additionally, the attitudes of general educators play a critical role in successful 

inclusion for students with ED. The four studies (Johnson & Fullwood, 2006; 

Nickson & Brosof, 2003; Lane, Givner, & Pierson, 2004; Lane, Pierson, & Givner, 

2003) indicate the skills and behaviors expected by general educators for success in 

the general education classroom.  
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Table 2 

Summary of Skills and Behaviors for Successful Inclusion by Selected Articles 

Selected Articles Types of Skills and Behaviors 

Author(s), (Year) S A D 

1. Lane, Pierson, & Givner (2003) X   

2. Nickerson & Brosof (2003) X X  

3. Lane, Givner, & Pierson (2004) X   

4. Johnson & Fullwood (2006)   X 

Number of Articles  3 1 1 

S=Social Skills; A=Academic Skills; D=Disturbing Behaviors 

 

Summary 

 The review of these eighteen selected articles indicate that general education 

teachers and other stakeholders (administrators, parents of nondisabled students, 

nondisabled students) have a negative perception about the inclusion of students with 

ED. This negative attitude can be attributed to the severity and frequency of 

problematic behaviors exhibited by students with ED, with external behaviors being 

especially challenging. Among those problematic behaviors, social defiance has been 

found to be the most disturbing behavior by general education teachers and other 

stakeholders. In addition, students with ED have been found to perform at a much 

lower academic level and possess fewer non-academic skills when compared to their 

non-disabled peers. Researchers have identified the nonacademic skills needed for 

success in the general education classroom and have found that a majority of students 
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with ED lack these skills, which include coping skills, peer relationships, and social 

maturity. 

Furthermore, there are limited studies about high school students with ED and 

no studies were found about attitudes of students with ED toward inclusion. The 

research lags behind the needs of how to support high school students with ED in 

inclusion, which justifies the need of conducting an action research to deal with this 

problem in practice. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 A large number of students with ED spend time in the general education 

setting. Yet, a limited number of studies have been conducted on the inclusion of high 

school students with ED in the general education setting. The existing research 

indicates that the attitudes of general education teachers are less favorable toward the 

inclusion of students with ED (Lopes et al., 2014; MacFarlane & Woolfson, 2013). 

As a result, the researcher conducted action research exploring the attitudes of high 

school general educators toward inclusion of students with ED at her job site. The 

study was based on a hypothesis that teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion were shaped 

by the absence of specific social skills, along with the type of disturbing behaviors 

displayed by students with ED. The study included an exploration to seek 

understanding the attitudes of high school students with ED toward inclusion because 

students’ attitudes may have an influence on general education teachers as well.  

  The four major questions that guided this action research were: 

1. Which disturbing behaviors do high school general education teachers find 

acceptable for the successful inclusion of students with ED? 

2. Which non-academic skills do high school general education teachers find 

critical for the successful inclusion of students with ED?  
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3. How does a general education teacher’s personal and professional experience 

with individuals with ED influence his or her attitude towards the inclusion of 

high school students with ED? 

4. How do students with ED feel about inclusion in the general education 

setting? 

Research Design 

The research for this study was conducted under the guidelines of action 

research .The purpose of action research is to gather information about an issue 

specific to the researcher’s teaching environment to improve or resolve the issue 

(Mills, 2007). The study consisted of three parts: a survey of general education high 

school teachers (See Appendix A); follow-up interviews with a new teacher, a 

veteran teacher, and a reluctant teacher (See Appendix B); and a survey of high 

school students with ED (See Appendix C). 

Purposeful sampling, or intentionally selecting sites and individuals to 

understand the central phenomenon, was used because the researcher was only 

interested in the attitudes of general education teachers and students with ED at the 

same high school (Clark & Creswell, 2010). The participants for the first part of the 

study consisted of 64 general education high school teachers who worked at the target 

school and taught 9-12 graders. All the teachers taught only general education 

courses, which included English, Mathematics, Science, Social Sciences, Physical 

Education, and Electives. Additionally, all the teachers held a single subject 
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credential in the state of California. Voluntary and informed consent (See Appendix 

D) of these selected high school teachers was obtained prior to the study.   

The second part of the study was a follow-up interview of three teachers 

selected from the pool of 64 general education teacher participants. These three 

targeted participants were one new teacher (less than two years of experience), one 

veteran teacher (more than 20 years of teaching), and one reluctant teacher (self-

described as unwilling or disinclined to the inclusion of ED students). The researcher 

emailed all 64 high school teachers an invitation to participate. The first teacher who 

met the inclusion criteria and consented (See Appendix E) was invited to participate 

in the second part of the study. 

 Participants for the third part of the study were the researcher’s students. The 

students attend a county-operated self-contained class, on a comprehensive high 

school site. All of the students have met the criteria for receiving special education 

services. Of the eight students, seven had a primary disability of ED and one with a 

primary disability of Other Health Impairment. Six of the students spent part of the 

school day in a general education setting. Parental consents and student assents (See 

Appendix F) were obtained for these minor students prior to their participation in the 

study. The University Institutional Review Board approved thesis #1516-159 on 

September 13, 2016. 

Instruments 

  Attitudes toward inclusion were assessed via three instruments: the teacher 

survey data, the semi-structured interview of selected teachers, and the student survey 
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data. The teacher survey consisted of three sections of questions. The first section of 

survey questions was adopted from Disturbing Behavior Checklist I (DBCI) 

(Algozzine, 2000), which was used to rate how accepting general education high 

school teachers were of each disturbing behavior listed. The DBCI consists of 55 

items, each describing a problem behavior and rated on a five-point Likert type scale. 

For the purpose of this research, 1 meant “not accepting” and 5 “very accepting.” The 

problem behaviors are grouped into four behavioral clusters on the DBCI; social 

immaturity, social defiance, physical disturbance, and socialized delinquency.  

 The second section of the teacher survey consisted of 30 items regarding 

nonacademic skills and was adopted from Social Skills Rating System Teacher Form 

(SSRS; Gresham & Elliott, 1990). A five-point Likert type scale was also used, 

allowing teachers to rate how important they felt each skill was for successful 

inclusion, with 1 being “not important” and 5 “very important”. The social skills scale 

for teachers contained 3 subscales for the teacher form; cooperation, assertion, and 

self-control.   

 The third section of the teacher survey collected demographic information 

about the teachers. This information included gender, years of teaching, subject area 

taught, units of special education credential course work, and personal experience 

with emotionally disturbed individuals. Responses to all parts of the teacher survey 

were anonymous. 

 The second part of the study consisted of a semi-structured one-on-one 

interview between the researcher and a new teacher, a veteran teacher, and a reluctant 



 

   
33 

 

 

 

teacher. The interview consisted of four open-ended questions in regards to attitudes 

toward the inclusion of students with ED; lasting approximately 30 minutes in 

duration, was audio-taped and later transcribed. Interviewees received the list of 

questions one to two days in advance of the interview and the researcher was able to 

ask additional follow-up clarifying questions, as needed. 

 The third part of the study consisted of an on-line survey completed by 

students with ED. The four open-ended questions asked about students’ attitudes 

toward inclusion in the general education setting. There was also one background 

question. All responses were anonymous. 

Data Analysis 

  This action research had three data sources; teacher survey, teacher 

interviews, and student survey. The teacher survey yielded quantitative data with 

years of teaching experience, subject area taught, and experience with an individual 

with ED as the independent variables and disturbing behaviors and social skills as 

dependent variables. Due to a low response rate, the author only reported descriptive 

statistics of teacher survey data.  

 Data from the teacher survey were analyzed utilizing Microsoft Excel. The 

researcher inputted the data from the surveys and labeled the various variables. The 

independent variables were evaluated by examining the mean score for each of the 

subgroups, while the dependent variables were evaluated by looking at the mean 

score for each of the seven pre-determined subscales as defined by the adopted 
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surveys. The descriptive statistic data of teacher surveys was used to lay the 

foundation of the first three research questions. 

 Qualitative data gathered from the teacher interviews and open-ended 

questions from the student survey were analyzed utilizing open coding (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990). By using open coding, the author looked for distinct themes in the 

responses given. A second rater was used to code the responses. If differences 

appeared, the researcher and second rater would meet to review the codes and reach a 

consensus on any differences. Themes derived from interviews and students’ 

responses included, but were not limited to the following: inclusion, experience with 

an emotionally disturbed individual, and social skills. The qualitative data gathered 

from the teacher interviews and open-ended questions of student surveys were used to 

add to the breadth and width of the first three research questions. The final research 

question was answered using qualitative data from the student survey.   

Summary 

 This study is an action research that aims to seek understanding of a “burning 

question” in the author’s practice: How to best solicit buy-in from general education 

teachers to facilitate successful inclusion of high school students with ED.  

The author employed purposeful sampling in selecting participants because 

the findings derived from the study can be directly translated and implemented in the 

author’s practice because it has an excellent contextual fit. Three divergent sources 

provide the breadth and depth of the data as to assist the author to have a better 

understanding to the proposed research questions. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

Overview of the Sample 

 A total of seventeen teachers completed the survey. One participant failed to 

answer background information questions, resulting in the participant’s responses 

being omitted for analysis. Sixteen completed surveys were analyzed. The sixteen 

participants represented 25% of the general education teachers at the target school. 

The participants were current high school general education teachers (9
th

-12
th

 grade). 

Of the participants, ten were male (63.5%) and six were female (37.5%), which 

amounted to a disproportionate representation as the actual percentage of male and 

female general educators was an equal 50%. Eleven of these participants taught core 

subjects; English, mathematics, science, social studies, and foreign language 

(68.75%), while five taught elective courses; courses chosen by the student (31.25%). 

Teaching experience ranged from two years to twenty-eight years, with one 

participant having two years or less of experience (6.25%). Thirteen participants had 

three to nineteen years of experience (81.25%) and two participants had twenty or 

more years of experience (12.5%).  Of the sixteen participants, one held a special 

education credential (6.25%). Ten participants had personal experience with an 

individual with an emotional disturbance (62.5%), while six had no prior experience 

(37.5%). Table 3 displays the background information of the participants. 
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 Three of the sixteen teachers participated in a follow-up interview. These 

teachers represented the following groups: novice teachers, veteran teachers, and 

teachers who described themselves as unwilling or disinclined to the inclusion of 

students with ED.  All three participants taught core subjects at the target school.  

 Additionally, five students enrolled in a self-contained class for students with 

ED at the target school participated in the student survey. These students represented 

62.5% of the students in the self-contained class for students with ED. Of these five 

students, two were female (40%) and three were male (60%) and was not 

representative of the class as a whole. All of the female students and half of the male 

students in the ED class participated in the study. The purpose of the add-on student 

survey was to explore the students’ perspectives on similar questions asked in the 

teacher interviews so as to provide additional insight.   
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Table 3  

Background Information for Teacher Respondents 

  # of Teachers % 

Gender Male 10 62.5 

 Female 6 37.5 

Subject Area Core Class 11 68.75 

 Elective/Other 5 31.25 

Teaching Experience Y > 19 2 12.5 

 3 < Y < 19 13 81.25 

 Y < 3 1 62.5 

Special Ed Credential Yes 1 6.25 

 No 15 93.75 

Knows Individual 

w/ED 

Yes 10 62.5 

 No 6 37.5 

 

Results 

 The results of the teacher survey and interviews, along with the student survey 

yielded quantitative and qualitative data, which were used to answer the four research 

questions

RQ1: Which disturbing behaviors do high school general education 

teachers find acceptable for the successful inclusion of ED students?  

Table 4 shows the teacher survey data on types of behaviors that were most 

and least problematic for general education teachers, along with their corresponding 
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scores in the Likert Scale; with 1 meaning ‘not accepting’ and 5 meaning ‘very 

accepting’. The scores for teachers’ attitudes toward disturbing behaviors were 

measured by calculating the means for all items known to fall into each behavioral 

cluster, followed by a pooled mean, a minimum and maximum score for each of the 

four behavioral clusters (social immaturity, social defiance, motor disturbance, 

socialized delinquency). Higher scores reflected more positive, accepting attitudes, 

while lower scores reflected more negative, intolerant attitudes.   

The results indicate that teachers were most accepting when students with ED 

exhibited “physical or motor disturbance”, which included behaviors such as 

restlessness (fidgety) and hypersensitivity (sensitive to noise, lights, etc.); and were 

least accepting of “socialized delinquent” behaviors, such as truancy from school, 

having bad companions, and using profane language (See Table 4).    

In regards to specific behaviors, teachers were most accepting of acts of self-

consciousness; such as appearing to be easily embarrassed (with a mean score of 

4.44), which fell into the behavioral cluster of “socially immature/social facilitative” 

behaviors. Furthermore, masturbation was found to be the behavior least accepted by 

general education teachers (with a mean score of 1.13).  
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Table 4 

Means for Behavior Clusters from Teacher Survey Data 

Behavioral Cluster  Mean Lowest Score Highest Score 

Motor Disturbance 3.97 2.50 5.00 

Social Immaturity 3.80 2.59 5.00 

Social Defiance 2.55 1.33 5.00 

Socialized 

Delinquent 

2.41 1.33 4.43 

  

 The mean for each behavior cluster was also calculated for subgroups based 

on years of teaching experience (See Table 5). New teachers were most accepting of 

“social immaturity” (with a mean of 3.63) and least accepting of “socialized 

delinquency” (with a mean of 1.29). Teachers with three to nineteen years of 

experience were most accepting of students who displayed “motor disturbance” (with 

a mean of 4.00) and least accepting of those with “socialized delinquency” (with a 

mean of 2.32). The veteran teachers with 20 years or more of teaching experience 

were most accepting of students with “social immaturity” and least accepting of 

“social defiance.” 

 Overall, new teachers were less accepting of disturbing behaviors, having the 

lowest mean scores across all four behavioral clusters. While veteran teachers were 

more accepting of these same behaviors, having the highest mean scores for every 

behavioral cluster. Among these groups, veteran teachers were most tolerant of 

disturbing behaviors by students with ED.
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Table 5 

Means for Behavior Clusters Based on Teaching Experience 

Behavioral Cluster Years of Teaching Experience 

 2 years or less 3-19 years 20 years or 

more 

Social Immaturity 3.63 3.69 4.52 

Motor Disturbance 3.00 4.00 4.50 

Social Defiance 1.73 2.50 3.26 

Socialized Delinquent 1.29 2.32 3.33 

 

 Table 6 shows the mean scores for disturbing behaviors based on the subject 

area taught. The results indicate that teachers who taught elective courses were more 

accepting of problematic behaviors of students with ED. The data show similar 

patterns between these two groups. Both of the groups were most accepting of 

behaviors that can be classified as “motor disturbance” and least accepting of 

behaviors that can be classified as “socialized delinquency.”   
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Table 6     

Means for Behavior Clusters Based on Subject Area Taught 

Behavioral Cluster Subject Area 

 Core Subject Elective/Other 

Motor Disturbance 3.95 4.10 

Social Immaturity 3.67 4.05 

Social Defiance 2.35 3.00 

Socialized Delinquent 2.28 2.62 

 

 Table 7 shows the mean scores for disturbing behaviors based on one’s 

personal experience with individuals with ED. Teachers with personal experience had 

higher mean scores for all four behavioral clusters than teachers without such 

experience. Again, both groups were most accepting of “motor disturbance” and least 

accepting of “socialized delinquent” behavior.   

Table 7 

Means for Behavior Clusters Based on Experience with Individuals with ED 

Behavioral Cluster Experience 

 Personal Experience No Personal 

Experience 

Motor Disturbance 4.25 3.58 

Social Immaturity 4.01 3.44 

Social Defiance 2.91 1.94 

Socialized Delinquent 2.70 1.86 
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 The teacher interview did not include any specific questions about disturbing 

behaviors, but participants mentioned one disturbing behavior, cursing at the teacher. 

The veteran teacher’s response to this behavior was neutral, while the reluctant 

teacher had low tolerance for it. 

 Although student participants were not specifically questioned about 

disturbing behaviors, two of the students (40%) stated they displayed behaviors that 

were considered disturbing. They associated the fact that they were placed in a self-

contained class for students with ED, a more restricted setting, with their undesirable 

behaviors, such as depression, anxiety, and rage. Depression and anxiety were 

behaviors that fell into the social immaturity behavioral cluster, while rage or 

destruction of property was considered to be social defiance (Algozzine, 2000) 

 The findings indicate that high school general education teachers were most 

accepting of students with ED who exhibited “physical or motor disturbance” 

behaviors. These same teachers were least accepting of “socially delinquent” 

behavior.  Differences were found among the subgroups based on years, subject area 

taught, and personal experience with an individual with ED. The more years of 

teaching experience, the more accepting teachers were of disturbing behaviors. The 

same was true for teachers who taught elective courses and teachers who had personal 

experience with someone who was ED. The teacher interview indicated that the 

reluctant teacher had a low tolerance for defiant behaviors, while the veteran teacher 

remained neutral and the new teacher did not give any responses about disturbing 

behaviors.  
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 RQ2: Which non-academic skills do high school general education 

teachers find critical for the successful inclusion of ED students?   

Table 8 shows the categories of social skills that were most and less important 

for successful inclusion, along with their corresponding scores in the Likert Scale; 

with 1 meaning ‘not important’ and 5 meaning ‘very important’. The survey scores 

for teachers’ attitudes toward social skills were measured by calculating the means for 

all items known to fall into each social skills category, followed by a pooled mean, a 

minimum and maximum score for each of the following categories (assertion, 

cooperation, self-control). Higher scores reflected more important, critical skills, 

while lower scores reflected less important social skills.  

The teacher survey data indicate that teachers found “cooperation” to be the 

most important category of social skills, which included behaviors such as “attends to 

teachers instructions” and “produces correct schoolwork” and found “assertion” to be 

the least important of the social skills categories, with behaviors that included 

“initiates conversations with peers” and “invites others to join in activities”.  

Specifically, teachers indicated that the most important social skill necessary 

for successful inclusion was “complying with directions” (with a mean score of 4.5), 

which fell into the category of “cooperation.” On the other hand, teachers indicated 

that “giving members of the opposite sex compliments”, which was considered to be 

an “assertive” behavior, was the least important skill necessary for successful 

inclusion (with a mean score of 2.69). 
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Table 8 

Means for Social Skills Categories 

Social Skills 

Categories 

Mean Lowest Score Highest Score 

Cooperation 4.13 3.20 4.80 

Self-Control 3.93 2.60 5.00 

Assertion 3.43 2.10 5.00 

 

The mean for each social skill category was also calculated for subgroups 

based on years of teaching experience (See Table 9). New teachers indicated that 

“self-control” was the most important (with a mean of 4.33) and “assertion” was the 

least important (with a mean of 4.00). On the other hand, teachers with 3 to 19 years 

of teaching experience stated that “cooperation” was the most important (with a mean 

of 4.15), while “assertion” was the least important (with a mean score of 3.44). 

Veteran teachers ranked “self-control” and “cooperation” as equally important (with a 

mean of 3.70), followed by “assertion” (with a mean of 3.10). 

Overall, new teachers placed greater importance on social skills, having the 

highest mean scores across all three social skills categories. While veteran teachers 

indicated that social skills were important, they did not place as much importance on 

social skills compared to novice teachers. 
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Table 9                                                

Means for Social Skills Categories Based on Years of Teaching Experience 

Social Skills 

Categories 

Years of Teaching Experience 

 2 years or less 3 to 19 years 20 years or more 

Self-Control 4.33 3.94 3.70 

Cooperation 4.20 4.15 3.70 

Assertion 4.00 3.44 3.10 

  

Table 10 shows the mean scores for the categories of social skills based on the 

subject area taught. The results indicate that teachers who taught core subjects had 

higher mean scores, compared to those who taught elective subjects for all three 

categories of social skills, meaning as a group, teachers of elective courses place 

greater importance on social skills. The data indicate similar patterns between the two 

groups.  Both ranked the categories the same, with “cooperation” most important and 

“assertion” least important. 

Table 10    

Means for Social Skills Categories Based on Subject Area Taught 

Social Skills Categories Subject Area 

 Core Subject Elective 

Cooperation 4.19 3.90 

Self-Control 4.07 3.64 

Assertion 3.55 3.16 
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Similar results were found in the teacher interviews. The representative of the 

new teacher group stated that self-control, appropriately regulating emotions, and 

being able to respond to others actions or behaviors appropriately were important 

social skills for successful inclusion, which were all “self-control” skills. This 

response aligns with the quantitative results, which found “self-control” to be the 

most important social skill category for new teachers.   

The representative of the veteran teacher group stated during the interview 

that anger management and tolerance of others were the skills he found most 

important for successful inclusion, which fall into the categories of “self-control” and 

 Table 11 displays the mean scores for social skills based on one’s personal 

and professional experience with individuals with ED. Teachers with no personal or 

professional experience had higher mean scores for “cooperation” and “self-control” 

than teachers without such experience. Again, both groups agreed that “self-control” 

was most important and “assertion” was the least important category of social skills. 

 Table 11   

Means for Social Skills Categories Based on Experience with Individuals with ED 

Social Skills Categories Experience 

 Personal Experience No Personal Experience 

Cooperation 4.03 4.21 

Self-Control 3.87 4.05 

Assertion 3.46 3.38 
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“cooperation.” Again, the quantitative results reflect the responses given by the 

representative of the veteran teachers. 

It is noteworthy that the representative of the reluctant teacher group was 

unable to state any social skills. Instead he stated that students needed to “make an 

effort or make an exit” (Teacher interview).   

In addition to the general education teachers, students with ED were asked 

about the social skills they felt were important for being in general education classes.  

Student responses varied. Three of the students (60%) focused on social skills that 

they felt made them likeable to their peers and conform to the norms, such as 

introducing themselves to their peers, giving compliments, and having conversations 

with their peers; all these behaviors belonging to the category of “assertion.” The two 

other students (40%) gave responses that focused on teacher expectations, such as 

“responding” and “listening”; being able to cooperate with the teacher.   

In summary, teacher survey data indicate that “cooperation” was the most 

important type of social skill for the successful inclusion of students with ED. 

“Assertion” was the least important.  Similar results were found amongst the 

subgroups based on the subject area taught and personal experience. Differences were 

found amongst the subgroup based on years of teaching experience. General 

education teachers with two years or less of teaching found “self-control” to be the 

most important type of social skill, while teachers with 20 years of teaching or more 

found “self-control” and “cooperation” to be equally important. Teachers with three 

to nineteen years of teaching experience found “cooperation” to be the most 
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important. “Assertion” remained the least important skill for the three groups. The 

teacher interviews produced similar results, with the representative of the new 

teachers group indicating “self-control” to be the most important type of social skill, 

while the representative of the veteran teachers stated “self-control” and 

“cooperation” as the most important social skills for successful inclusion of students 

with ED. The student survey results found that “cooperation” and “assertion” were 

the types of social skills students with ED found to be important for successful 

inclusion. Results from the teacher survey and teacher interviews echo student survey 

results indicating that “cooperation” was the most important type of social skill. 

However, teachers did not agree with students’ findings that “assertion” was equally 

important, instead finding assertion to be the least important type of social skill. 

 RQ3: How does a teacher’s personal and professional experience with 

individuals with ED influence his or her attitude towards the inclusion of high 

school students with ED?  

 The teacher survey data indicate that a teacher’s personal and professional 

experiences influence one’s attitude towards the inclusion of students with ED. As 

indicated by Table 7, the mean scores for disturbing behaviors were higher for 

teachers who had personal and professional experience with someone with ED, 

indicating that they were more accepting and tolerant of students with ED. As shown 

in Table 11, teachers with no experience with individuals with ED placed greater 

importance on social skills compared to those with experience. However, this was not 

true for assertion. Although both groups ranked it the least important of the types of 
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social skills, those with experience placed more emphasis on the importance of 

assertion.   

 The teacher interviews produced varied results. The teacher representing the 

new teachers group did not have any experience with individuals with ED. When 

asked if her lack of experience shaped her belief toward inclusion, she stated, “I’ve 

never worked with them, so I might say that it’s important, but maybe having them 

might be different. It might change my view”. Her response indicated a neutral 

attitude toward inclusion. 

 The representative of the veteran teachers had experience, but it was limited to 

the school setting. However, he stated that his experience did not impact his belief 

about inclusion because it was the school’s responsibility to “service everybody” and 

it was a “kind of core value” that resulted in his beliefs toward inclusion. The 

reluctant teacher, on the other hand could not say whether he had any experience with 

students with ED as he did not read student files to avoid “unconscious bias”. 

Despite the different levels of experience with ED, all three representative 

teachers; new, veteran, and reluctant stated that inclusion was a desirable practice. 

The representative of the new teachers and the representative of the veteran teachers 

both stated it was an important practice because students needed to know how to 

work with others. The representative of the reluctant teachers stated that inclusion 

could be a desirable practice dependent on the subject matter and if the student’s 

needs could be met within the ‘herd’ (large class).   
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Furthermore, all three representative teachers stated that the majority of 

students could be educated in the general education setting, but inclusion was 

dependent on the severity of the student’s behavior. The representative for the new 

teachers stated a larger class size may not work for students with ED. The 

representative for veteran teachers shared that accommodations and modifications 

were necessary to educate students with ED in general education. The representative 

for the reluctant teachers stated that it was important for students with ED to be with 

the “herd” and that allowing them to be in the general education setting gives them 

the opportunity to find a subject or teacher they click with. 

In conclusion, teacher survey data suggest that a teacher’s experience with a 

student with ED could shape one’s attitude. Having experience resulted in higher 

tolerance of disturbing behaviors and less importance placed on social skills. The 

teacher interviews found that all three groups; novice, veteran, and reluctant teachers 

were open to the idea of inclusion. The new teacher did not have experience with 

students with ED and stated that not having experience could shape her beliefs toward 

inclusion. The representative for the veteran teachers had experience with students 

with ED, yet he did not believe this impacted his attitude toward inclusion. The 

representative for the reluctant teachers did not know if he had experience with 

students with ED, choosing not to “take the time” to “dwell on them [paperwork].” 

Regardless of his experience or inexperience, he was open to the inclusion of students 

with ED in the general education setting. Having personal and professional 

experience with students with ED can have some impact on teachers’ attitudes, but 
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the absence of experience does not necessarily have a negative impact on a teacher’s 

attitude toward inclusion.  

RQ4: How do students with ED feel about inclusion in the general 

education setting? 

According to the students’ responses, the majority of students with ED who 

were surveyed had a negative attitude toward inclusion. Of the four students who had 

been in general education (80%), none of them liked it. Three of the four mentioned 

having negative experiences such as being bullied and/or being an outsider. One 

student felt that the general education setting was academically challenging and there 

was a “sink or swim” mentality. The one student who had no experience in general 

education stated that inclusion could be beneficial to him because he could “learn 

more things”.   

The same four students who had had experienced inclusion (80%) did not 

think that all students should be in general education classes. Students’ reasons 

included feeling overwhelmed in the general education setting, problematic behaviors 

due to mental illness, and a lack of sense of belonging that was in the special 

education setting. One student believed all students should be in general education 

classes. Unlike the four students who did not agree that inclusion was for all students, 

this student was the only student amongst the participants who had no experience 

attending general education classes. He had attended non-public schools before 

attending the author’s self-contained class.  
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As indicated by their responses, all of the students recognized that they had 

weaknesses that required them to stay in a more restrictive educational setting, where 

they could be provided with additional supports. However, reasons varied on the 

types of supports and the students’ disabilities themselves. Three of the students 

mentioned the more restrictive setting was due to needing additional help. Of these 

students, two stated it was related to academics. The third made no mention of what 

areas she needed extra support in. Another student stated it was due to social-

emotional issues; “major depression, as well as anxiety and social disorder”. The last 

student gave the response that he was “different”.   

Analyzing individual student responses provided additional insight. The first 

student, who had never been in general education showed a lack of understanding 

about the instructional norms or behavioral expectations in general education classes. 

His responses gave a sense of a student who thought his only area of concern was his 

learning difficulties and that being nice and respectful were enough for him to 

succeed in a general education setting. This student made no mention of having poor 

social skills or mental illness. 

The second student was a young lady who may have had bad experiences in 

the general education setting and resulted in a negative attitude toward inclusion. She 

did not agree with all students being in general education, stating she “did not like 

being in those classes”, and did not feel there was anything a general education 

teacher knew that could benefit her. 
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The third student seemed well informed about her social-emotional issues and 

was content with her current placement. Although the student had experience 

mainstreaming, she did not feel others could relate to her. Her attitude however, was 

not negative toward mainstreaming, instead that it just was not for her. 

The fourth student had mixed feelings about mainstreaming. There were 

aspects he liked and disliked about it. His responses indicated that the academic 

demands of general education were too challenging for him. He did not seem to 

realize that he had social-emotional issues that warranted him being in the target 

class; focusing solely on academic struggles. 

The fifth student knew that he had social-emotional issues that created a 

challenge for him at school. He came across as not being able to conform within 

general education, stating that he was “different” and when he had been in the general 

education setting, he “did not like it at all.”   

In conclusion, students who had previous experience in the general education 

setting did not like it and did not believe that inclusion was for all students. The one 

student who did not have prior experience believed all students should be in an 

inclusive setting. All of the students understood they were in the self-contained class 

due to weaknesses. However, some stated it was for academic weaknesses, while 

others stated it was due to social-emotional weaknesses. Students’ self-assessment 

was partially inaccurate, as all of the participating student either lack proper social 

skills and/or struggle with mental illness.  
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Summary 

The author explored general educators’ attitudes toward inclusion of students 

with ED in the high school setting. This study yields four major findings. First, 

general education high school teachers were most accepting of students with ED who 

exhibited motor disturbance behaviors and least accepting of socially delinquent 

behaviors. Differences were found amongst the subgroups, with those who had more 

years of teaching experience, taught elective courses, and had personal experience 

with an individual with ED to be more accepting of disturbing behaviors. 

Second, that cooperation was the most important set of social skills needed for 

successful inclusion of students with ED. The teacher interviews supported these 

findings. Novice teachers identified “self-control” as the most important social skill.  

The majority of participants identified “cooperation” as the most important, which is 

closely related to “self-control.”  

The third research question resulted in mixed findings. The teacher survey 

data indicated that educators with personal or professional experience with an 

individual with ED were found to be more accepting of students with ED. However, 

the teacher interviews painted a different picture; the new teacher had no experience 

and therefore did not know if this would affect her attitude toward inclusion. The 

veteran teacher stated that his attitude toward inclusion was not based on his 

experience with students with ED, but rather a moral value he held. The reluctant 

teacher was not sure if he had experience, but indicated he was accepting of all 

students.   
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The final question asked students with ED about inclusion. All of the students 

with ED who had previously been in general education classes did not like the 

experience and did not believe inclusion was for all students. All of the students were 

aware of weaknesses that justified their placement in the target ED class. However, 

not all the students were able to identify the appropriate reasons for the placement.   

In Chapter 5, the author will examine the meanings behind these findings and 

explain how they help in developing understanding of how to best solicit support 

from general educators for inclusion of students with ED.   
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to explore high school general education 

teachers’ attitudes toward the inclusion of students with an emotional disturbance 

(ED) and the factors that influenced teachers’ attitudes. Since students with ED are 

stakeholders of inclusion, their perceptions on exclusion were examined. Sixteen high 

school general education teachers that taught at the author’s high school participated 

in this survey. Additionally, three teachers representing new, veteran, and reluctant 

teachers participated in follow-up interviews. Five students with ED that were in the 

author’s self-contained class completed a survey about their opinions about inclusion.   

 This chapter will discuss the limitations of this study and the lessons learned 

from each of the research questions by comparing and contrasting these findings with 

the existing literature. Recommendations for successful inclusion will be made.     

Limitations 

 The limitations of this study are the small sample size and the composite of 

participants may not proportionally represent the general education faculty at the 

author’s school in terms of years of experience and subject matter taught. In spite of 

repeated efforts of sending email reminders and sharing the information at the faculty 

meeting, only 25% of general education teachers participated in this study. Due to the 

small sample size, no correlations could be made between the independent variable 

(years of teaching, subject area taught, and experience with an individual with ED) 
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and the dependent variables (teachers’ opinions on target students’ disturbing 

behaviors and social skills). Readers should be aware of these limitations when 

discerning the findings to each research question and subsequent discussions.  

Discussion 

Lessons Learned from RQ1 

 The first research question examined which disturbing behaviors high school 

general education teachers were most accepting of. Teacher survey data indicated that 

teachers were most accepting of behaviors categorized as physical or motor 

disturbance such as restlessness and hypersensitivity. Teachers were found to be least 

accepting of socialized delinquent behaviors. These findings differ from findings by 

Mullen and Wood (1986) and Johnson and Fullwood (2006). Both studies utilized the 

same disturbing behaviors survey tool to determine the perceptions by general 

educators of disturbing behaviors. Although Johnson and Fuller focused on secondary 

teachers and Mullen and Wood focused on middle school teachers, both studies found 

social immaturity to be the least disturbing, while socialized defiance was the most 

disturbing category of behaviors. 

 According to the survey tool used for the studies, delinquent behaviors 

included “staying out all night, loyal to delinquent friends, truancy from school“, 

while defiant behaviors included “disruptive, tendency to annoy and bother others, 

temper tantrums” (Algozzine, 2000). Socialized delinquent behaviors border on 

behaviors that could be considered illegal, minor crimes; defiant behaviors are 

indicative of noncompliance. Delinquent and defiant behaviors could be problematic 
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in the general education setting; dependent on an individual teacher’s tolerance.  

Some teachers may have less tolerance for delinquent behaviors that are against the 

law and have greater acceptance for defiant behaviors that are legal. As for 

differences found between the most accepting behaviors, motor disturbance and 

social immaturity could be considered less problematic in general education; 

dependent on the subject area. For example, if a student is in a class that requires less 

use of social skills, social immaturity would be less obvious. Computer Applications 

would be an example of a course in which fewer social skills would be used 

compared to a course such as Theater Arts. Computer Applications requires students 

to work individually on their computers, while Theater Arts involves interacting with 

peers to recite lines or create stage sets. If the class required the student to sit for 

longer periods of time, the student’s restlessness and fidgety behavior could be more 

apparent and more problematic for the general education teacher. However, there are 

many factors that could impact teacher tolerance; experience with individuals with 

ED, years of teaching, subject area taught, grade level taught, trainings, supportive 

administrators, and so forth. This leads to an important question, how to help teachers 

build tolerance. 

 One way to increase tolerance and acceptance of students with disabilities is 

to provide general education teachers opportunities to practice inclusion. The more 

practice general education teachers have with inclusion, the more skilled they become 

at accommodating students of various learning and performance levels (Idol, 2006).  

By building tolerance, general educators are able to benefit from inclusion.  These 



 

 
59 

 

benefits include an increase of confidence in their teaching abilities and being more 

aware of the impact they have as positive role models.  Other stakeholders that 

benefit from inclusion include special education teachers, students with disabilities, 

and their non-disabled peers. Special educators benefit from inclusion by observing 

the success of their students in inclusive setting and feelings of importance in the 

school community. The benefits of inclusion to students without disabilities include 

the development of meaning friendships with peers with disabilities and an increased 

acceptance, understanding, and tolerance of individuals with differences (Salend & 

Duhaney, 1999). Benefits of inclusion for students with disabilities include greater 

academic gains, an improved attitude toward school, and more positive interactions 

with peers (National Center for Educational Restructuring and Inclusion, 1995). 

 There are many factors that can contribute to the variance of tolerance of 

disturbing behaviors and acceptance of social skills. The teacher survey data indicate 

that “motor disturbance” is the most tolerated and “socially delinquent” behavior is 

the least tolerated. “Cooperation” is the most important social skill and “assertion” is 

the least important. The teacher survey results indicate that teachers’ tolerance and 

expectations vary on an individual basis. Special education teachers need to build 

tolerance in general educators by collaborating with individual teachers to find out 

what “being ready” for inclusion looks like to individual teachers. Special education 

teachers need to know the general education teachers’ expectations for behaviors and 

social skills to prepare student with ED for the inclusive setting. If the general 

education teacher declines to provide this information, the special education teacher 
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would depend on this data and hypothesize that delinquent behaviors are the most 

problematic for most general educators, including this teacher. On the same token, the 

lack of input could signal that a particular general education teacher may be a 

reluctant teacher, which goes back to the low participation rate for this study. The 

author will discuss the ways to approach and collaborate with reluctant teachers after 

discussing the findings of each research question. 

Lessons Learned from RQ2 

 The second research question sought to identify the social skills needed for 

successful inclusion. The teacher survey indicated that general education teachers 

found cooperation skills, such as following directions to be the most important and 

assertion skills, such as complimenting others to be the least important. During the 

interviews, new and veteran teachers respectively identified self-control and 

cooperation as the most important social skills needed for inclusion, aligning with the 

survey data. The reluctant teacher failed to name any specific social skills students 

with ED needed. Instead, he sent out a direct statement that if students are not ready 

to meet his expectations, they do not belong in his class. 

 It is important to understand why general educators value self-control and 

cooperation in the context of inclusion. One reason teachers may find self-control to 

be such an important skill is because when a student possesses this skill, the 

likelihood of disruptive outbursts decreases. A reason for the importance of 

cooperation is that teachers want students who are compliant and follow the rules.  

Research indicates that general educators have less favorable impressions of students 
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with disabilities in their classrooms when students have serious behavior problems 

and are disruptive to the class (Idol, 2006). The variance of teachers’ responses may 

be attributed to the different expectations for each class. For example, if a student is 

in a class where much of the time is spend working independently (such as Computer 

Applications), the teacher may expect students to demonstrate cooperation; following 

directions and completing most assignments with limited or no assistance. On the 

other hand, in a class when most of students’ learning activities are independent 

seatwork, students would have fewer opportunities for peer interaction, therefore less 

emphasis on assertiveness or cooperation may be expected in this setting. 

 By understanding what social skills general education teachers at the target 

school find necessary, the researcher is able to directly teach these skills to her 

students with ED. However, it is not enough that the ED teacher teach these social 

skills. Downing, Simpson, and Myles (1990) concluded students with ED will likely 

continue to experience social difficulties in the general education setting. Therefore, 

general education teachers must be included in the teaching of social skills so that the 

skills generalize to the inclusive setting. 

 The data collected from the student survey indicated that students with ED 

self-identified as having poor social skills; including not being able to relate to peers 

or working well in groups. It is imperative for teachers to be aware of these learning 

needs to assist in the planning of teaching social skills to students with ED.  

Moreover, the special education ED teacher can provide ample opportunities for 

students to work on the areas that prove most troubling to the students. 
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 Student survey responses produced different results than those of the teachers’ 

responses. Students indicated that assertion and cooperation were the most important; 

teachers’ results indicated assertion was the least important. One explanation for the 

differences may be the value placed on social skills by the various stakeholders. The 

students’ responses indicated the students wanted to have a sense of belonging and 

acceptance by their peers. Teachers valued following the rules (cooperation) over 

positive interactions with peers (assertion).  

 An alternative explanation may be that general education teachers and 

students with ED can have different perspectives and different interpretations on uses 

of social skills. For example, a student with ED who tries to self-advocate against 

bullying, but general education teachers may overlook students’ intent and instead 

focus on behaviors and impact on class (i.e. yelling out, cussing at bully). 

Consequently, the general education teacher may interpret this act of self-advocacy as 

a lack of cooperation (not following rules) and lack of self-control (lashing out). This 

scenario highlights research by Nickerson and Brosof (2003), who found that a large 

majority of students with ED lack appropriate social skills for successful inclusion. 

So, although the student was practicing his social skills (self-advocating), he 

responded in a manner that others would consider socially inappropriate. 

Lessons Learned from RQ3 

 The third research question explored how a teacher’s personal and 

professional experiences influenced his/her attitude towards the inclusion of students 

with ED. Results from the teacher survey indicated that teachers who had experience 
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with an individual with ED were more accepting of students with ED. The findings 

from the teacher interviews indicated that experience did not necessarily impact a 

teacher’s attitude toward inclusion, that despite differing levels of experience, all 

three general education teachers agreed that inclusion was a desirable practice. 

Although the participating teachers indicated being open to inclusion, research has 

indicated otherwise about students with ED. Wagner et al. (2006) found that general 

educators were more negative about students with ED than any other group with 

disabilities and they often felt unprepared to work with these students. 

 Ross-Hill (2009) examined teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion practices, 

finding mixed results. The majority of teachers in the study indicated that inclusion 

was a desirable practice, but there were some instances in which teachers were not 

accepting of inclusion; dependent on experience, academic training, and years of 

training in special education. However, Ross-Hill did not specifically look at students 

with ED. The inclusion for students with ED has been contentious. Reason for the 

controversy is that the demands of academic standards in the inclusion class could 

cause students with ED to develop further problems, students with ED tend to face 

social rejection by peers and teachers alike and general education classrooms are not 

designed to provide the mental health supports found in more restrictive settings 

(Friend, 2011). 

 MacFarlane and Woolfson (2013) examined teacher attitudes toward the 

inclusion of students with ED, finding that the more experience a teacher had with 

students with ED, the less positive the attitude toward inclusion and less willingness 
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to work with these students, helping  to explain the results of the interview with the 

new teacher representative. The new teacher representative was neutral about 

inclusion, stating that she had no experience with students with ED. However, 

experience could impact this neutrality, for better or worse. Did the teachers in 

MacFarlane and Woolfson’s (2013) study have negative experiences with students 

with ED, leaving them less inclined to want to work with students with ED in an 

inclusive setting? If so, it is important that general education teachers have positive 

experiences with students with ED. The author’s findings from the teacher survey 

indicated that the more experience a teacher had, the more accepting one was of 

students with ED, which may be a result of these general educators having had 

positive experiences with students with ED. This is important because if a teacher has 

had a positive experience, this will likely mean a better attitude toward students with 

ED, resulting in a greater likelihood of successful inclusion. On the other hand, a 

negative experience could lead to a negative attitude, thereby leading to a bad attitude 

toward students with ED in the inclusive setting and resistance to future inclusion 

opportunities.  

 This leads to the question, how to increase the likelihood of a general educator 

having a positive experience with a student with ED? Collaboration between general 

and special education teachers is the key to general educators having a positive 

experience with the inclusion of students with ED. Collaboration positively affects a 

teacher’s attitude toward teaching (Welch, Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999; Scurggs, 

Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007). Collaboration provides innovation in curriculum, 
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site-based decision making that increase success of inclusion for students, and context 

focused teacher development (Brownell, Yeager, Rennells, & Riley, 1997). However, 

general educators are not the only stakeholders to benefit from collaboration. Students 

with disabilities in the inclusive setting had an increase in academic skills. Students 

also engaged more in classroom activities, had more interactions with peers, and had 

an increase in initiated interactions with peers. (Hunt, Soto, Maier, and Doering, 

2003). 

 In conclusion, general educators need to have positive experiences with 

students with ED to create a positive attitude toward inclusion of these students. 

Collaboration helps create a positive attitude in general educators and benefits 

students with disabilities. The key criteria for successful collaboration include a 

personal commitment to collaboration, good communication skills, interaction to 

accomplish a mutual goal, design appropriate programs and services, and a supportive 

environment (Friend, 2001). 

Lessons Learned from RQ4 

 The fourth research question explored the perspective of students with ED on 

inclusion. The student survey indicated that a majority of students with ED had a 

negative attitude toward inclusion in the general education setting. One explanation 

for the students’ negative attitudes may be that their former general education 

teachers did not provide them with the support they needed for a positive experience. 

In the survey, the researcher asked students what they would want general education 

teachers to know about them if they were in an inclusive setting. All of the students 
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indicated that they would want their general education teachers to know they have 

weaknesses that require additional support from the teacher. This raises an important 

question, have these students had the opportunity to share with teachers what supports 

they need. Furthermore, the students may have lacked appropriate social skills, 

drawing more negative attention to themselves; which in turn, led to them being 

labeled as “different/difficult” by their peers. Not having the proper support and poor 

social skills could lead to a negative experience for students with ED.  

 Successful inclusion is possible with careful planning that includes teaching of 

social skills before and after placement in the inclusive setting and matching students’ 

social skills with the expectations of the target general education classroom. General 

educators’ attitudes must also be considered when deciding on inclusion. When 

students come with the expected social skills, they are more likely to feel a sense of 

belonging in the new environment (Downing, Simpson, & Myles, 1990; Lane, 

Givner, & Pierson, 2004). 

Additional Reflections on the Limitations on the Study 

 As previously noted, of the 64 general educators, only sixteen educators 

participated in the study. The researcher made several attempts to increase 

participation, including a presentation to all 64 teachers about the research, several 

email reminders, extending the window for survey completion, and having other staff 

on campus encouraging teachers to participate. The small sample size left the 

researcher feeling segregated and ignored by co-workers. The author concluded that 
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this may be how students with ED feel as indicated by their responses in the student 

survey of being different and not fitting in.   

 For successful inclusion, students with ED must learn to move on from 

feelings of segregation. They need to feel included and accepted which can be 

achieved by including them in the process of their inclusion. One way this may be 

accomplished can be through collaboration; finding out what students with ED want 

their general education teachers to know about them. This can help both the student 

and the general educator by creating a connection and allowing the teacher the ability 

to provide the supports the student will need. Another recommendation is to set a goal 

for when a student will move to an inclusive setting, and knowing in advance the 

specific setting. This information allows the special education teacher to begin 

teaching the skills required for a specific inclusive setting. 

Recommendations 

 The purpose of action research is to use the data derived from inquiry to guide 

future practice. The results of this study provided the author with data that could be 

used to prepare students with ED for inclusive settings. One recommendation is that 

general educators need to provide students the supports needed for the maintenance of 

social skills when learning opportunities present themselves.  The social skills learned 

in the more restrictive setting will not necessarily transfer over to the inclusive 

setting.  Instead, there needs to be a continuation of teaching the skills in order for 

generalization to occur, followed by maintenance (Downing, Simpson, Myles, 1990). 
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 To achieve this goal, both general and special educators need to collaborate.  

The special educator needs to act as a bridge connecting the student with ED to the 

general educator. Understanding what the general educator expects from students, 

allows for instruction and exposure of expectations in the more restrictive setting.  It 

allows for specific goals to be created and accomplished in order for the student with 

ED to transition into the inclusive setting. Collaboration also provides the general 

educator and the student with ED the supports and services needed for successful 

inclusion.  Collaboration can be challenging and there may be different reasons why 

teachers do not collaborate, including not believing collaboration is meaningful, poor 

communication skills, or a school-wide environment that does not foster collaboration 

(Friend, 2011).  

 The special educator can assist with making the transition to inclusion 

smoother by matching her practices with that of general educators, whose classes are 

being considered. This allows the students exposure to the expectations of the 

targeted general education class in order to adapt slowly to the changes of a new 

setting.  

Conclusions 

 The purpose of this study was to explore different factors that influence the 

attitudes of high school general education teachers’ toward the inclusion of students 

with ED, in regards to disturbing behaviors and social skills.  The study also explored 

the attitudes of students with ED toward inclusion in the general education setting. 

The results indicated that teachers were more accepting of some disturbing behaviors 
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than of others and certain social skills were more important for successful inclusion. 

However, differences were found between the teacher survey data and teacher 

interview responses; indicating differences between perceptions and reality among 

different stakeholders in the inclusion process. Overall, general education teachers 

indicated that inclusion was a desirable practice. Students with ED did not believe 

that the practice of inclusion was appropriate for all students. Finally, the author’s 

findings contribute to the limited research on the topic of social skills needed by 

students with ED to successfully mainstream 
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APPENDIX A 

TEACHER SURVEY 

 

1. "In working with ED students, how accepting 
of"...behavior..."am I?" 

  

       

 

Not 
Accepting 

Less 
accepting 

Neutral Somewhat 
accepting 

Very 
accepting 

Decline 
to 
answer 

1. Oddness, 
bizarre 

behavior 

      

2. Restlessness, 
inability to sit 

still 

      

3. Attention-
seeking, "show 

off" 

      

4. Staying out 
late at night 

      

5. Doesn't know 
how to have fun 

      

6. Self-
consciousness; 

easily 
embarrassed 

      

7. Fixed 
expression; lack 

of emotional 
reactivity 

      

8. Disruptive; 
tendency to 
annoy and 

bother others 

      

9. Feelings of 
inferiority 
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10. Stealing in 
company with 
others  

      

11. 
Boisterousness, 
rowdiness  

      

12. Crying over 
minor 
annoyances and 
hurts  

      

13. 
Preoccupation; 
"in a world of 
his own"  

      

14. Shyness, 
bashfulness  

      

15. Social 
withdrawal; 
preference for 
solitary 
activities  

      

16. Dislike for 
school  

      

17. Jealously 
over attention 
paid other 
children  

      

18. Belonging to 
a gang  

      

19. Repetitive 
speech  

      

20. Short 
attention span  

      

21. Lack of self-
confidence  

      

22. 
Inattentiveness 
to what others 
say  

      

23. Easily 
flustered and 
confused  
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24. Incoherent 
speech  

      

25. Fighting        

26. Loyal to 
delinquent 
friends  

27. Temper 
tantrums  

      

28. Reticence, 
secretiveness  

      

29. Truancy 
from school  

      

30. 
Hypersensitivity
; feelings easily 
hurt  

      

31. Laziness in 
school and in 
performance of 
other tasks  

      

32. Anxiety; 
chronic general 
fearfulness  

      

33. 
Irresponsibility; 
undependable  

      

34. Excessive 
daydreaming  

      

35. 
Masturbation  

      

36. Having bad 
companions  

37. Tension; 
inability to relax  

      

38. 
Disobedience; 
difficulty in 
disciplinary 
control  

      

39. Depression; 
chronic sadness  
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40. 
Uncooperative 
in group 
situations  

      

41. Passivity; 
suggestibility; 
easily led by 
others  

      

42. Aloofness, 
socially reserve  

      

43. Clumsiness, 
awkwardness; 
poor muscular 
coordination  

      

44. 
Hypersensitivity
; always on the 
go  

      

45. 
Distractablility  

      

46. 
Destructiveness 
in regard to his 
own and/or 
others' property  

47. Negativism; 
tendency to do 
the opposite of 
what is 
required  

      

48. 
Impertinence; 
sauciness  

      

49. 
Sluggishness, 
lethargy  

      

50. Drowsiness  
      

51. Profane 
language; 
swearing, 
cursing  
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52. 
Nervousness, 
jittery, jumpy; 
easily startled  

      

53. Irritability; 
hot tempered; 
easily aroused 
to anger  

      

54. Enuresis  

      55. Often has 
physical 
complaints, 
e.g., headaches, 
stomachaches  

 

2. How important is it for an ED student to have this skill for success in my class? 

      

 
Not 
important 

Less 
Important 

Neutral 
Somewhat 
important 

Very 
important 

1. Produces 
correct 
schoolwork  

     

2. Keeps his or 
her work area 
clean without 
being reminded  

     

3. Responds 
appropriately to 
physical 
aggression from 
peers  

     

4. Initiates 
conversations 
with peers  

     

5. Volunteers to 
help peers on 
classroom tasks  

     

6. Politely refuses 
unreasonable 
requests from 
others  
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7. Appropriately 
questions rules 
that may be 
unfair  

     

8. Responds 
appropriately to 
teasing by peers  

     

9. Accepts peers' 
ideas for group 
activities  

     

10. Appropriately 
expresses feelings 
when wronged  

     

11. Receives 
criticism well  

     

12. Attends to 
your instructions  

     

13. Uses time 
appropriately 
while waiting for 
your help  

     

14. Introduces 
himself or herself 
to new people 
without being 
told  

     

15. Compromises 
in conflict 
situations by 
changing own 
ideas to reach 
agreement  

     

16. Acknowledges 
compliments or 
praise from peers  

     

17. Easily makes 
transition from 
one classroom 
activity to 
another  

     

18. Controls 
temper in conflict 
situations with 
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peers  

19. Finishes class 
assignments 
within time limits  

     

20. Listens to 
classmates when 
they present their 
work or ideas  

     

21. Appears 
confident in social 
interactions with 
opposite-sex 
peers  

     

22. Invites others 
to join in 
activities  

     

23. Controls 
temper in conflict 
situations with 
adults  

     

24. Ignores peer 
distractions when 
doing class work  

     

25. Stands up for 
peers when they 
have been 
unfairly criticized  

     

26. Puts work 
materials or 
school property 
away  

     

27. Appropriately 
tells you when he 
or she thinks you 
have treated him 
or her unfairly  

     

28. Gives 
compliments to 
members of the 
opposite sex  
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29. Complies with 
your directions  

     

30. Responds 
appropriately to 
peer pressure  

     

 

 

  

Background Information 

3. What is your gender?

          Female 

          Male 

4. Which type of course do you teach?

         Core class (English, Mathematics, Social Science, Science) 

         Elective/ Other (Physical Education, Art, Music, Foreign Language, Business, Computers, Vocational Course) 

5. How many years of teaching experience do you have?

6. Do you hold a Special Education Credential?

Yes 

No

Indicate units of course work in Special Education 

7. Do you personally know an emotionally disturbed individual? (Family member, friend, co-worker)

          Yes 

         No 
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APPENDIX B 

TEACHER INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview Questions  

 

1. Do you believe inclusion is a desirable practice?  Why or why not? 

 

 

2. Do you have any life or working experience with students or individuals with 

ED? If so, explain. 

a. Does having/not having this experience shape your belief about 

inclusion of students with ED? 

 

3. Do you believe that most students with an emotional disturbance can be 

educated in the general education setting? Why or why not? 

a. If so, what are the necessary modification/accommodations for 

successful inclusion? 

b. If not, which behaviors do you believe make it difficult to educate 

these students in the general education setting? 

 

4. What do you believe are the three most important social skills for the 

inclusion of students with ED? Why? 
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APPENDIX C 

STUDENT SURVEY 

* 1. Do you think all students should be in general education classes? Why or why 

not? 

 

* 2. Have you been in general education classes?  If so, how do/did you like it?  

Explain. 

 

* 3. What do you believe are the three most important social skills for being in 

general education classes? 

 

* 4. If you are in a general education class, what would you like the teacher to know 

so that he/she can help you? 

 

* 5. Why do you think you are in this class? 

 

6. What is your gender? 

 

      Female   

      Male   
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APPENDIX D 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM – TEACHER SURVEY 
 

Dear Participant: 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research project that is being done to fulfill 

requirements for a Master’s degree in Special Education at CSU Stanislaus. We hope to learn 

what the attitudes are of high school general education teachers towards the inclusion of 

students classified as emotionally disturbed (ED).   The duration of the study will be one 

month and will include a one-time survey.  The survey consists of six questions.  The first 

question has fifty-five items in regards to disturbing behaviors and the second question has 

thirty items focusing on non-academic skills.  The remaining questions are demographic 

questions. The survey takes approximately 15 minutes to complete.   Approximately sixty 

general education teachers will participate in the study.  

 

There are no known risks to you for your participation in this study.  

 

It is possible that you will not benefit directly by participating in this study. The information 

collected will be protected from all inappropriate disclosure under the law. All data will be 

kept in a secure location.  

 

There is no cost to you beyond the time and effort required to complete the survey described 

above. Your participation is voluntary.  Refusal to participate in this study will involve no 

penalty or loss of benefits.  You may withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. 

 

If you agree to participate, please indicate this decision by clicking on the link below. If you 

have any questions about this research project please contact me, Christina Smith, at (xxx) 

xxx-xxxx or by email at xxx@xxx or my faculty sponsor, Dr. Kimy Liu at (209) 664-6743. If 

you have any questions regarding your rights and participation as a research subject, please 

contact the IRB Administrator by phone (209)667-3493 or email IRBAdmin@csustan.edu . 

 

Sincerely, 

Christina Flores Smith 

Special Education Teacher 

 

By clicking on the link below, I agree to and have read and understand the information 

provided above.  All of my questions, if any, have been answered to my satisfaction.  I 

consent to take part in this study.  I have been given a copy of this form. 

 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/XF6SFWX 
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APPENDIX E 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM – TEACHER INTERVIEW 

 
Dear Participant: 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research project that is being done to fulfill requirements for a 

Master’s degree in Special Education at CSU Stanislaus. We hope to learn what the attitudes are of 

high school general education teachers towards the inclusion of students classified as emotionally 

disturbed (ED).  If you decide to volunteer, you will be asked to participate in a four question 

interview.  The questions will be in regards to the inclusion of ED students.  It will be a one-time 

interview lasting approximately 30 minutes.  A total of three general education teachers will be 

participating.   

 

There are no known risks to you for your participation in this study.  

 

It is possible that you will not benefit directly by participating in this study. The information collected 

will be protected from all inappropriate disclosure under the law. All data will be kept in a secure 

location.  Additionally, responses to the survey will remain anonymous. 

 

There is no cost to you beyond the time and effort required to complete the interview described above. 

Your participation is voluntary.  Refusal to participate in this study will involve no penalty or loss of 

benefits.  You may withdraw at any time without penalty or loss of benefits. 

 

If you agree to participate, please indicate this decision by signing below. If you have any questions 

about this research project please contact me, Christina Smith at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by email at 

xxx@xxx or my faculty sponsor, Dr. Kimy Liu at (209) 664-6743.  If you have any questions 

regarding your rights and participation as a research subject, please contact the IRB Administrator by 

phone (209) 667-3493 or email IRBAdmin@csustan.edu . 

 

Sincerely, 

Christina Flores Smith 

Special Education Teacher  

 

I have read and understand the information provided above.  All of my questions, if any, have 

been answered to my satisfaction.  I consent to take part in this study.  I have been given a copy 

of this form. 

 

Signature         Date      

 

Name (printed)            

 

Signature of person obtaining consent       Date    

 

Printed name of person obtaining consent        

 

In addition to agreeing to participate, I also consent to having the interview audio-recorded. 

 

Signature         Date      

 

Name (printed)           
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APPENDIX F 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM – STUDENT SURVEY  
 

Dear Parent/Guardian: 
 
Your child is being asked to participate in a research project that is being done to fulfill requirements 
for a Master’s degree in Special Education at CSU Stanislaus. We hope to learn what the attitudes are 
of high school students classified as emotionally disturbed (ED) towards inclusion. If you give your 
child permission to participate, your child will be asked to participate in an on-line survey consisting 
of four open-ended questions about inclusion of students.  The survey takes approximately 10 
minutes to complete and eight students will be asked to participate in the study.  
 
There are no known risks to your child for his/her participation in this study.  It is possible that your 
child will not benefit directly by participating in this study.  The information collected will be 
protected from all inappropriate disclosure under the law.  All data will be kept in the researcher’s 
personal password protected laptop.  All responses to the survey will remain anonymous.    
 
There is no cost to your child beyond the time and effort required to complete the procedure(s) 
described above. His/her participation is voluntary.  Refusal to participate in this study will involve no 
penalty or loss of benefits.  You may withdraw your student at any time without penalty or loss of 
benefits. 
 
If you agree to have your child participate, please indicate this decision by signing below. If you have 
any questions about this research project please contact me, Christina Smith, at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by 
email at xxx@xxx  or my faculty sponsor, Dr. Kimy Liu at (209) 664-6743. If you have any questions 
regarding your rights and child’s participation as a research subject, please contact the IRB 
Administrator by phone (209)667-3493 or email IRBAdmin@csustan.edu . 
 
Sincerely, 
Christina Flores Smith 
Special Education Teacher 
 
I have read and understand the information provided above.  All of my questions, if any, have been 
answered to my satisfaction.  I consent to take part in this study.  I have been given a copy of this 
form. 
 
Signature         Date      
 
Name (printed)            
 
Signature of person obtaining consent       Date    
 
Printed name of person obtaining consent        


