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 This Study-examinés“teachers’”c¢h¢éptua}i2ation of

' students’ problematic behavior as it relates to classroom

“functioning. A comparison is made of behavioral versus = . .

pSyéhbéocial’cbﬁdeptualizations;,ThisiS£ﬁdy7tékés'é>qualitatiﬁe

approaChfquiﬁgjintérViéw détavto éxplore7the]associatibn ofhfﬁt'

- teachers’ behavioral response and their non-clinical

“1_céﬁéeptualizatibﬁjpfiprdblematic'behaviors}éﬁd”the.studeﬁtsiwho

enact them.

By approaching problem behaviors from a behavioral qua

| diséiplinarYFperépéétive} teacheré}blacefthémselVes’ihﬁéﬁl-{;%: 

C‘f,adﬁérsérial'rQle;HCreatiﬁgkthé,éXpebtatiQﬁchétfproblémf Q;

'1 'behayi6rs~will eliéitfé_pﬁnitiVe ré$p¢née.‘StﬁdentS,Who;may»:  

'5_benefit.frdmvCIiﬁi¢alfintervehti9ntéré_therefore like1y tolbe’ ' 
'?gkfpéndered puﬁiShmént“inste?d;“A’CyéiéféffnegéﬁiVe feinfdrcémént'

»'f”i$h§3t§bli$hed:thaﬁfbbth€hindérS}ﬁéééherjpéﬁférmahée'éhd:féils =

' 'to extinguish the problem behaviors..

' The purpose here is to educate the reader regarding the |

" need for clinicians in schools to address students’ behavioral
' fdifficulﬁiésffiﬁfﬁéiédﬁgéSﬁéd:tbat gchool“cL;Qiéians qua RN
’?v thérapists;W§dld:reduééftﬁéjﬁeéd fov teachers to assume a .

' Cclinical or disciplinary rols, thereby fresing educational




resources to be used as they were intended. The etiology and
‘tréatmeﬁt of disorders may then be dealt_with by mental héalth
professionals, and the education of our children may then be

attended to by teachers.

]
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INTRODUCTION

The sanctity of the schoolyard and the classroom has
become a curiosity of history as violence and other
behavioral problems increasinély plague these oﬁce hallowed
havens of learning (U.S.Department of Justice, 1994;
‘Noguera, 1995; Boothe, Flick, Kirk, Bradley & Keough,
1993) . Violence and other antisociél behavidrs have made
education a difficult task at bést. Classroom discipline is
now hindered by threat of legal éction. Students, teachers
and administrators"stand by helplessly as the disruptive
behavior of fhe few renaers arduous the task of‘éducation.
(Coben, Weis, Mulvey & Dearwater,v19§4; Boothe, et al.,
1993). This is a»trehd that affects rural schools as weli
as those in the inner city (Bachus, 1994). |

In the past ten years, adult violent crimes have
decreased, while these crimes committed by youth'have
increased dramatically (Dohrn, 1995). Other studies have
found that youth are increasingly at risk‘of committing or
being victim to a violent crime (Kachur, et al., 1996}
‘Hammond & Yung, 1993). The cost of these behaviors iS, of
course, passed oh to taxpayers. For the 1995/96 schéol year

alone, the cost to counties in California for property



crimes committed. 'in the schools was over twelve million - .

"dbilars,fand'it hé§liﬁ¢réaéedlstéédilyiOVerfﬁhefpastjdecadef”?&,

(CaiifdrniéfStaté'DepartmehtfdfvEddcaﬁiéh,g1997); va?

The néed»to'find;aﬁnew”meanstfhéddﬁeséihg ﬁﬁisufrend

has notfgone_unnoticed.’HoWeyeryfaSﬁéhefauthor;ppints*but, 3
thefe"is Stillﬂ“ah overwhelming tendency to employ

unsystematic, reactive, punitive responses to aggressive

and violent behéﬁiér? (Neison, i997}5b;‘251);'For those’who'

.ﬁuét'déalwifhjéhfghicfbéhé#ibr'pfobiéﬁsf patiéﬁCéyofteﬁ '
'sﬁcéuﬁbs to fruStfatioﬁ;:and‘héither teéchérsvﬁoé Studéhfsw
géin fﬁoﬁthe éxChéﬁée;  |
fiiﬁ:ofher:reséaféh;Ii£ wés féupdithat'themos# ¢§meﬁ,>
apprbach £5cpro51em'£éhavi§r ié:to ¢ontrol:aﬁd Supp:ess it(

which'is notvvérY‘efféctive‘(Bear,‘l998);,Further

'complicatiﬁg the‘abilitY”of sChodl 6fficials to réspondfis B

‘the;décisidnvih_HOnig v;bee‘(iQ88,‘as citedfby Nelson,
,_i997);NWifh thi; ruiiﬁg, the cbart pﬁt'én'end td‘u§iﬁg
HSuspensioﬁvand e%pUléioh é$é résp§n§e.to behaviors”ﬁhaf
méy,be'cthidefedéharacteriétiévof.é di%abiiity) éﬁch 3?
iactingboﬁfibéhaviéis‘thét:méy;bé due to~eﬁoti§ﬁal disﬁress
_ or diStur5anceQ‘ H | | N

Teachers and administrators are thus becoming

: ihéreasingly»ftuétfatéd’byithe influence of‘schbol vibleﬁde'




on the education process. School environments are

' -incréasingly,perCéiVed as unstable and therefore

' unpredictable} In a recent survéy; s¢th1s that'expériehced‘ﬂﬂ

more incidents of crime were found to also have the most

' disCipliné prbblems (Heaviside,-RoWahd,;Williaﬁsv& Farris, 1998) .

“fIn related research, the authors found that students,

teéchers, édministfétbrS'aﬁd péréﬁtsytend_td percéiVe théi;
séhoolsvas‘qnééfé,_eVenin:tﬁe:abséﬁée of §ﬁpp§rtin§ daté v
(Fafum &‘Hbylé,‘i996} Sﬁeblaﬁs,‘Sdhwarti, Vaﬁgh§n; &
Tunick,_19§6). ‘This péfcéptioﬁ helps to create-a:: 
psyéholoéical én§ironméht.ﬁhat:ié‘éonduCive~to the
vgndesiréd behavibfé, which fhédvserves to'jdétifynthé
’pérceptionJthét échoo1s'a£éunéafé,orvuhpredi¢£able.v
fénVirOnmeﬁts;”StudentS WithbehaViO?Probiems:éré thus cast
into én_énvironmeht Where'théirbehaQioral prpbiemS’are,
. expected as a:hatura1 ¢Qur§e of‘ihtéraCtion;‘:  ‘
'Sewall-éndvthaﬁberlain k1997)7examinéd.ﬁhis

phenomenon;'andiféund‘that pérents;\téabhérs,and

administratorstere‘inclined”to‘int?rtWine issues of safety -

and discipiine,’It«isbnoted that‘safety‘issuesiare_thosé

that address the préVehtiOn‘of‘viCtimization} whereas

discipline issueS'relate_to'the means byfwhiCh"control’iég o

aChieved‘and‘maintéined. Itgis not inconceivablelthatvq_‘



 s¢ho§l7s disciplihary §;oble@$[may éffééﬁéaﬁé;viqieﬁce;fQr
‘that:cambus §iQienCe i$ acted oﬁ£ iﬁ £hé>¢lééerom,.only,tb
a léSéer dégreg. Theré>is é hee&.féijfeéearéh;iﬁ‘thié aréa;
,_:The;dﬂfusioﬁ~6f safé£y Wi£H disciplinary:issuéé-
suggests that associating disciplinary problems in
pérﬁicdlar'with scﬁ§oi¥§i6iénéé;;élgéhef;lmanhinderﬂthe
“'treafmeht Qf.bpth.'Ptogﬁéﬁsiintéﬁaéd £o addfé§sjschopl'
‘§iolenge may fevéal some ﬁéagu#éfpf Su¢cé$s..ﬁdweVer;'
ﬁnléés the pe£petrator§'ofbclaséroom misbehavior are,fhé,
samé students Who are &iolentfbutsidesof thé cléSSfoom,‘. 
theserprogramé will have}littléfeffééf on ciaééroom‘
behaﬁioriand thus oﬁ teachersf>abiliFy.ﬁoitéééh, This
dilemﬁa‘brOVideS,thé impefﬁstfpr thi§ $tﬁdy._ |
Thére have been é variet§ df programs créatedbﬁo'

vaddréss the problem df campﬁs §ioieﬁce. ManyvsChobls haﬁé.
emploYedkprogréms'for quial skillslﬁraining,'whiéh is‘ 
coﬁsiaeréd a.universal intérvénti¢n;]A;récent’meta—aﬁaiysis
of these‘programs reVealégﬁ§ sighifiéant effécts‘(Kavéle,
Métthew,»fornéés{Ruthérfbrar,&aguiﬁh;1997), One of the

salient prOblems with social Skills<tfaiﬁihg‘is_that these

behaviors are nbffeaSily genéralizéd dué to'the effects of .

‘preexiSting and more dOminant:behaViors7(Gresham, 1997).; 




_This‘was found to be a direotfeffeCt'of3treating behajiéré-fﬁﬁ

that are~not*spe¢ific'to.thefschool domainj(NelSOn,:1997);5“'

" In other7words} children with problem behaviors:arev

~llkely to exhlbit these behav1ors 1n other life domains L

(O'Neill, Williams, Sprague, Horner, & Albin, 1993) he'h,.ﬁ’

'suggestion here is that the problem of classroom
’misbehav1or is actually the case of 1ntrapsychic

difficulties manlfesting,in the school_milieu It would B

thus appear that schOOIs are‘respondingrto mental health;‘

issues, such as personality and behavior disorders, with

_either disciplinary measures or with programs such as

. soCialfSkillthraining'thatﬂare'deSigned’thtreat-thef:”_uf

effects of behaviors rather than their underlying causal

“mechanisms.

‘Where_social,skills_trainingfhasvnotshad thehdesiredv
effect, other univerSal‘interventions such'as wraparound :
planning are used ThlS approach engages both the child and

their family, and,requlres the»supportgof»serVice.prOViders

" as well;as indiVidual'familybmembers:(VanDenBerg'&lh
varealish, l996l;'Wraparound.planning*iS'the approaoha

‘commonly used by Chlld welfare agenc1es and juvenlle

' justice systems, and 1t prov1des treatment of greater R

1nten51ty than may be afforded through more - traditlonal’ﬂ”




f'means at the school 31te (Eber, Nelson, &*Miiés)f1997y;*fﬁ¢u,

‘use ofuwraparound,plann;ng, however, 1s often contlngent

» not‘upon‘thevneed»Of the7StUdent,_but ‘on’ the flscal ab111ty“~

’Vof the school dlStrlCt to prov1de such an 1nterventlon. :f”
Wraparound plannlng has only recently been applled as

a response to school v1olence. The dlfflculty here is that

o using wraparound‘planning~injthe:school;environmenthplacéS"
- professional educators in the role of social worker or . = .

clinician.insofar as;they*mustffirStTasSeSSjthe Child’Sfﬁa;“

‘needslbeforejinplementing;suehbabresource—intenSive:;;

jintervention.vlt.alsoplaces teaehers,rnhtherposition‘tor~

“make.precursoryuasSessmentSﬂinelieuof'ardisciplinaryf

_responSe»that may be»more~traditional, Where assessments
are eonductedibyindividuais:trained~asjeducatorsiratheri
than elinrcians} the‘posSibiiity_for‘errorisquite ‘
obvious. | | o | |

This imposes a burden on eduoatlonai ‘resources by

holdlng teachers and admlnlstrators aeeountable‘for

| assessing and;responding to their studentS/*developmentaib
needs. Furthermore,ﬁit present$ a_oiffioultsituation‘t'
whereinustudent’s'Who»nisbehaneandwho»are involved‘in
treatment'maylnot”be discipiined in the samgamanner as;

other students, The task_of'addressing'student’misbehavior



‘thus becomes oné of enacting an inconsistent and unjust = =

:'disciplinary policyf'both>StudentSvand theirdparentsfwouidﬁ7ﬁl-“

hlikelyfbefintolerantfoffsuCh-afpolicy:"”

"Other:responsesftojstudent‘violencefincludértheeﬂ;%}a; ﬁfh'

.1mplementatlon of programs such as peer medlatlon and

VCanlict.resolutlonf(Carruthers;.SWeeney, Kmltta & Harrls,“d

. v1996) These programs have been shown to be qulte ’
fSuCCeszul,vwithpmediatlon“SUCCeSS hoverlng.aroundeO%héndﬂ

‘:reports by parents and teachers 1nd1cat1ng a marked

11mprovement 1n the behavlor of the medlatlng student ,@Asig*f.
‘(Carruthers, et al 1996) ThlS research dld not report 1f ;;g

there;were,pOSitive effects*on’stUdent/teacher’conflictﬁﬂorad'

,1f classroom behav1or overall was p051t1vely affected =

7Further, 51nce a good portlon of student/student confllct

1s enacted out51de of the classroom, the p051t1ve effects_l

of.peei,mediatibnﬁénd;Conflict resolUtion,mayfnot be“j*f

hE g‘j_ene'raiifz"a‘ble "to.:'befhvavi‘orﬁ? in thé" c‘ia‘s»srfdom;g‘—- o

The problem of school v1olence 1s a dlsparaglng aspect'ﬁhqf

of the educatlonal env1ronment The varlety of programs

'developed’;n response‘to thls‘lswrecervlng1mlxedgrevlews;x,’”"

“researchers and educators continue to develop various means

for assessing their effectiveness. Interventions are =




_commonly developed according to some theory that seeks to

explain the phenomenon for which intervention is necessary. . - °
In cases where a particular intervention is .. o

 ineffective, it is not uncommon for new interventions to be

developed, albeit emerging from a similar theoretieal . © .

v bfientatioh.aWhére'new'interVentionS?érékdévelOPed fromAthé:

- same fcundation aS¢previous-intérVéﬁtioﬁsfthatvwere’shOWn{
to be ineffective, why is it so surprising when the new =~ = .

interventions are similarly°iheffective?»The 1ogi¢a1’ [”'

'épprbacﬁ#6‘de§e16bihgzﬁewjand éfféqti§é iﬁtérveﬁti0n§ “’:fQ  '
calls fof a ng&:ébﬁcépfﬁéiiéétioﬁfdfiéﬁé bfoglem,beiﬁg 
'vaddfeééed. Tﬁis‘éﬁaeaﬁofihéstéﬁgégedvmény bérsﬁéb#ifegvonﬁ‘ '
_tﬁelproblem'beﬁéViérsIOf yéﬁtﬁ:,u - | | .

. Current thébrieséf'deliﬁqﬁént.béhéﬁior'coﬁCeptualiZé'”
thé beﬂaQibrjéﬁch that,yout§ are:pérqeiVed aé f:éély;-  ;
vchoosing_to:éhaé£ithéfébhériént béﬁé§i¢¥i‘Théqénsisféﬁt_“ﬂ,ft:¢¢
ﬁse of diééiplihe?éﬁggééts thé£-studéﬁ£$?é£é perceiyed 5$;f. “'!
an endogénéus élem§ﬁ£vin aééﬁgal-éhaiﬁ'fhét indludes‘ “ f
stﬁdeﬁtffthéir-béhéﬁiof, aﬁd{the‘effédts 5f.theifvbéhaVidrf
Such‘as‘ciassrbomsdisrubtibﬁ;-Wﬁen‘sﬁudehts aCt buﬁ,‘théﬁ; :;‘
,'the 1ogical.£es§onse iéfabehévibfaliiﬁfer§éntionjdésignéd:;v
'ﬁo réduée or‘elimiﬁatgithevéffééfs.§f £hé‘disrupti§egvv ?1,';'[

behavior. The focus in,this study'131thé.exteht'td which‘  f



‘teachers conceptualize problem behaviors according to this

causal schema.

PERSPECTIVES ON YOUTH VIOLENCE

The problem of yoﬁth violenée is not a recent
phenomenon. It is primafily throughvthe misdeeds of
youthful drug-related gangs that society has begun taking
notice  (Burgess & Akefs,'1996), As a result, several
theories have been dévelbped that seek to explain youth
'Violence.

Differential Association looks toithe.influence of
peers and significént individuals (Sutherland & Cressy,
1978) . Social’Learning.fheory presumes that behaviors such
as violence are learned throﬁgh'modeling (Hirschi, 1969).
And theories of Subjective Expected Utiiity posit that
violence is chosen in the absence of acceptable means of
coping and adaptatioﬁ kBaﬁman, 1980) .

Other macro theoriéts assert that delinquent behavior
is the result of weakened ties to conventional
institutions, such as family, churéh and school (Bailey &
Hubbafd,‘1990). Proponents of thi§ theofy believe that the
primary reason for the absence bf violent behaviors is

association with individuals or institutions that are



resistant to such behavior-(NeWCoﬁb~& Earleywiﬁé;f199§y;;itl 

is interesting to note that association with individuals

'aéhd/or iﬁStitutiohsffequires activé,ﬁarticipatiohféh thefy*f S
tﬂ.partvOf the youth;fit.reqﬁirésﬂthatfawChoice‘be‘made;f;iﬁf3 
Conversely('nbh—asgoéiation_With*thesé*entities sug§estéf’f 8

that'violent behavior is a Choiée.the”youth]makes}“éﬁdgmﬁSt1{”

theréforé be an_iﬁherentaquality of the youth;'inﬂthis; f.
“guise, problem behavior doé$‘iﬁdeéd meritva disciplinéry*

‘response.

The’socialgtheofies'méhtiOned above share thé ﬁoti§h:“_

-that béﬁaviéf.suchfas.ydﬁth vi6léﬁde'isla ghoiqe;the f” '

|  indiVidual ﬁake$; which iSa;péﬁeffu1 but miéiéadin§q ’"

'lsuggestion‘df.pe%éoﬁél acéoﬁn£ability; F5£.probiemf :
behaViors’Céﬁceptﬁaliied\aCco?diné td ohe'or m§£e'0f thegé'

“_fheérieé,’disciplipé~wdﬁid_be;£he”¢6mmon reépOQSéfbécéu§¢ 

youth are_pérceived“as.éblely‘responsiblefforfthéir ,

miSbehaVior.bthle_this may justify the use of disciplinary

measures,‘studiesvhavevfound‘diSCipliﬁe to be ‘an

ineffective,respthe_to‘schooi'violencéu(Nelsdn,‘1997;'ff11 v”

Bear, 1998). .

Asvmehtioned earlier,'formulatingfa different mode of =

- response to studentvmiSbehaviOrvrequires'redefiniﬁg the a

"phenomené.thét‘eliéits‘the response. A.psychQSOCial

100



perspective provides an alternative means of’
conceptualizing énd responding to problem behavioré in‘the
school environment. The position of this author is.thét the
most effectivé response to school violence and.classroom
misbehavior emerges not from the pen of the disciplinarian.
Rather, it is found in helpingitroubled students to develép
new mechanisms for coping with and adapting to their
environment. | |

Children and édoiescenté do not develop in a vacuum.f
They must contend with transitions, losses and other
phenomena like any other human being; In cases where youth
do not have the benefit of guidance and sqperyision, their
psychosocial development becomes a difficult taék at best.
The addition of abuse or neglect renders this‘taSk nearly
insurmountable. Problem behaviorsvare but a single

manifestation of these difficulties.

FACTORS AFFECTING PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT IN ADOLESCENCE

The means employed here for reconceptualizing
students’ problem behaviors involves using a psychosocial
approach. In this manner, the student’s behavior, its

etiology, variations in each Studentfs development, and the
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 effects of environmental adversity are taken into =
consideration.

Pr@pdnents of a disciplinafy~approéch to'probleml,x

,behaviofs,Would'likely agreé,that‘discipiihé is;fairléﬁdf;f-_

' just when consideration is given to all of‘the,faétsw_Byf' 

.ﬁinCIUdingbpsy¢hoéOCiél dataﬁ'a.gréater body Of:factsfléndé -

itself to'investigation. The;purpo$e here,,then,'is tdllj

expose the reader’téaa body of informétion that ié perhé§s 

- overlooked in the:diéciplinary pfocess;‘

 Many resear¢hérsfregard adolescence (i.e., erm'12,’-

'throughg18'YQars)vas‘the~éritical,périod'fbr~pérsonality; =

‘deveiopment.ﬁACCOrding téfoiksbni([1963], éited'in‘Newman1
& Newman, 1995), children at fhiS~stage.negotiéte,a” 

,'developmental_crisis, the‘SUCcéssful_outcome of which is

ego identity, the unsuccessful outcome identity confusion.
"'YQuth-ih this_StageﬁaréTdéveloping”many’charadteriSticé'and

. traits-thatfwill‘be endurihg,aSpebts-bf their'personalifyﬁff

they:arévestablishing Who.théy1aré.~7

in»anothéi VOlumé; Eriké§n (196§) br§ffer§ hi$ cdngept.
of Negatlve Identlty This 1s thecase where the adt?iié.scéeil'lft‘ B
R By T SRR S O
.dis#réﬁf‘éﬁdiﬁﬁn%édnfofmity;gThé'éhiid:Whg.éxpefiénéééf;$ ~~

rejéétion;due5t0jphéirfbehévidr"will liké1y fofm-a;négétivé
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identity. The child’s tendency to act ourﬁight then be
regarded‘as internalized and a saiient ﬁart.df their self-
peréeption. |

In related research, it Was'found that‘adolescence is
the developmental period wherein children are Subjéctéd to
the strongest influences from the»greatest number of sources
(Kerns & Stevens,:l996; Noshpitz, 1994).‘Adolescents are
inclined to seek out peers who.arevsimilarly dissociative
of parents (Walsh, 1992), and who will thérefare seek out
similar sourées for relief from tha'reaulting dissonance,
such as violence, drugs and-alc0hol (Lewinsohn, thlib &
Seeley, 1995). The‘focus of inquiry becomes one df coping
skills and adaptive ego mechanisms in the contexf of
developmental variations. Problem béhaviors can then be
reconceptuaiized‘and effective responses can be developea
therefrom.

According to Cashwell & Vaac (1996), family
functioning»is a major factor in adolesaent behavior.
Affected are thebadOléscent's intérpérsonal style, their
inclination toward deviant peers; and their group
involvements as mediated by a coercive interpersonal style
(Cashwell & Vaac, 1996; p 105). This may be considered an

abridged version of the Coercive Theory'of juvenile

13



 aelinqﬁeﬁé§; which_isvsoméwhét'removéa_fr§m tﬁé‘-
 psy¢hoéociai'app;oééhbih1that"it,fé@lﬁs'jﬁ%éniiéSffof‘tﬁé '
ultiﬁété aéeiSioh'to'behQVe»ih.a:particﬁléf:fashiohf>  |

:  Whiléit5ésé findihgs érévmerelyiéuggééti§é of‘ o
,deVéiopﬁéntai,QériatiQné;.it is1diffiéultkin theﬁ‘reélg‘.v

, WOrld"to separaté,déVelopmental Qa;iétibns'fromftheirﬁf

outcomes;'A’child’s-preSent‘situation-SpeakS'Veryflittlé tof‘

their develbpméntal history, except in the products of that

~ development. In this context, discipline is the rational

response to.problem behavioré at s¢thl'be¢auséfthé problem -

béhaviors are reéérd¢d asfoﬁtc§ﬁe meaéurés §£ thé»éhild's
chéﬁactet. The more pragméti¢:réspbnée;'howeVér, involves:
égémining théﬁany prede¢esé§rs,ofsuéhvbehaviot'and
'»addressihg ﬁhem‘as wéll‘és theiproblem‘behévior;
A pSYChQSOCial'épproéCH‘tb ¢oncep£ualiZingthe probiem

of student violence presents a body of information that is.

~commonly overlobkéd'by_the diSCiplinarian,“Oﬁe of the most -

‘obvious factors is‘the‘a5sociétion”of,maltreatment and v‘r‘,

academic performance. In a study examining the association

of'maltreatment, academicuaChiévemeﬁt'and disbiplihe

'problems, Eckénrode,.ﬁaird,fahd”Doris (1993)ffound that C

children who are abused or neglected have:lbWér academic -

achievement-than:their‘noh;ébuSed countérparts; They also -
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found that maltreated students consistently showed a
significantly higher rate of referrals and suspensions than
non-abused students (Eckenrode, et al., 1993).

Other studies have found little difference in academic
achievement between children who have suffered different
types of abuse or neglect and those who have not
(Augoustinos 1987; Carlson, Cicchetti, Barnett & Braunwald,
1989). However, these findings have been questioned because
there was no differentiation between types of maltreatment,
and sample size may have produced misleading results
(Eckenrode, et al., 1993).

Research indicates not only that there are differences
in academic achievement across maltreatment types, but also
that neglect may have a more pronounced effect on
achievement than any specific type of maltreatment
(Eckenrode et al., 1993). A study by Kendall-Tackett and
Eckenrode (1996) found that neglect alone was a robust
predictor of academic performance, especially in the
transition from elementary school to middle school. The
suggestion here is that problematic student behavior may
very well be effectuated by phenomena such as emotional
abuse and attachment issues that commonly go undetected by

individuals who are not trained in this area.
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~ In one.study;‘the.authorsﬁfound‘that ﬁeithér5physical},J

nor sexual abuse need be préseﬁt'to'affeét‘afcﬁild’s}sélf L

(Mullen, Martin, Anderson, -

eéteem_or sbcial'fﬁnctiCniﬁg'(
_ Romans, & Hérbison, 1996),:Their daﬁa’alsdféuggests_that“-

b;kids who are abused are more likely,tbfdevélop‘patholbgies,V

such as eatihg disorders and subétaﬁcé,abuse, and-they arejg,‘.

at'iﬁcreésédvfiék‘ofvéttempting Sﬁiéide;(Muilen,.éfial;  ’
"l9§éf.vGiven*thié-ihférmatign( oﬁé:fihaSathézplausibility
;bf’how abQSe/negleCt'might,alsbulead to.behé&iérélvbroblems
fin:the SChOol énviroﬂment. 7 » | | - | .
llThe literatgfe éﬁgges£§ tﬂét‘ineffé§#i§é”parenting;;

whichisalcéﬁmon'featuré of nééie¢£; iS.évfactof;iﬁ. -
Iéhiidfen's éntiéoéial béhaviof andvconduct~di50rderé'as'ﬁ
'Wellaas”lack>§f3$§ciél Skills-(PatferSOﬁ; DgBaryshé,‘&

'Ramsey,,1989), And,‘as-previou31y_cited@=neglect-has been

shown to be a sélientﬁfactbr'inyaﬁéhiidfsrbéhavior_and ‘ o

academic performance{‘SomeQStudéntS”tﬁat;aCt 6ﬁt'may be

 éXpériencingfthése difficultiés;xHoWever;/accouhtabilityf ﬂ

. for problem behavior remains with the student until such =

time as they diScloSe,the'idéntity;of'afperpetratéf'ofg 8

abusefor neglect. T

v'vThe task ofjdbtéihing any3type_of diééléSureffrém’the -

abused child is often hindered by the child’s attachment to



their abuser (Blizard & Bluhm, 1994). This would likely
apply to the neglected child as well. A child’s apprehension
of naming a perpetrator of abuse or neglect renders that
child entirely responsible for their actions. These are the
conditions under which children are disciplined for their
behavior when more appropriate responses could be formulated
in the presence of additional information.

There are certainly many more factors involved in each
individual’s development than have been addressed here. The
point is that students’ problem behaviors are perceived as
a discipline problem because they are conceptualized in that
manner. The manner in which problems are conceptualized, in
turn, dictates the manner in which they will be addressed.
One now begins to question the way such behaviors are
regarded, and how this may serve to justify discipline as
the normative mode of responding to kids who act out in
school.

MAKING CAUSAL ATTRIBUTIONS

As recently as 1994, the California Commission on
Teacher Credentialing (CTC) lobbied for legislation aimed
at alleviating the problem of school violence (American

Association of Colleges for Teacher Education [AACTE],
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1997). Not surprlslngly,

‘fresponse to thlS was a requlrement for teachers to

1“complete approprlate tralnlng in pr1nc1ples of school 7*7"*“

safety as outllned by the comm1351on” (AACTE

fmessage”here;is that we’are presently unablejto‘effectively-fl“

'iaddress behav1or problems 1n the schools
are almed at reduc1ng the effects of those behav1ors
’,As;cited earlier,;_

separate,issueseiThevcohclﬁsion here‘might becthaththesr.ff

' government’s response to school violence has thus far been'

direCted‘toward-lsSues of preventingfyictimizatioﬁ‘rather‘
- than actually addre331ng the problem By thlS leglslatlon,*

the attrlbutlonal style of those who deal w1th problem' .

behav1ors 1s~not challenged, and by default the »'v

dlsc1pllnary approach is. annealed.

A studyuregard;ng1teachers’

'problem found,thatuteacherSjare:incllned to relate problem~;~y

behav1or w1th 1ssues that relate to thelr teacher role

(Astor, Meyer, & Behre,

" most interested in~issues relating to rates of turnover and

absenteeism and teacher burnout. Their concerns. were:

primarily’ih*thechntextlof theirycapacity;ofleducator'ahd‘

 disciplinarian (Astor, et al., 1997).

the7cﬁ1y“1é§i51atiéﬂ‘passédfin;¢?;,:v

1997) The"d;"” “
Instead,fpolicies-,f

‘Safétyfand‘dlsCLpllnevare twozve;y~* -

conceptuallzatlon of the;[f

1997). SubjectSiinyth;s‘study'wereffﬁ>'



It has been noted in the literature that teachers most
commonly utilize punitive and controlling strategies for
addressing behavior problems in the classroom (Beér, 1998;
Brophy & McCaslin, 1992). It is proposed here that
teachers’ attributional‘style regarding problem behaviors
is a product of their training as well as their
professional environment, wherein disciplinary responses
may be the normative way of dealing with these problems.
Teachers learn to utilize classroom management skills as a
proactive measure, and to ﬁtilize discipline as a reactive
measure.

It is cértainly not the intent of the professidnal
educator to exacerbate behavior problems in the classroom;
quite the contrary. However, research findings suggest that
attention from the teacher tends “reliably to be associated
with disrﬁptive pupil behavior” (Nelson, 1997; p 254),
rather than with academic iésues.lFurthermore, as another
study points out, teachers are less inclined to have
academic interactions with students who are disrﬁptive
(Carr, Taylor, & Robinson, 1991). In this situation, the
attributidns of both teaéhers and students help create the
psychological environment conducive to the problem

behavior.

19



‘AsopreViOuSly_cited;,students/hparents;fandjteaohersﬁ?fghﬁ‘

‘are inclined to perceive the school environment as unsafe, .

eVen'whenfthis peroeptiOn is{unfounded‘(Fatuﬁ'é'HoYle;;7“
v>1996° Sreblaus; et al 1996) ThlS 1s another causal

attrlbutlon that helps to create a psycholog1¢al

environment conduc1ve to the (mls ) percelved phenomenon.*w"

 Other studles have found that hlghly aggress1ve students

are percelved negatlvely by teachers,‘admln;strators, andt}ﬁ1

' other students (Calrns & Calrns,'1991° Younger & PiCCinin,lfﬁlm“

1989) Not Surprisingly; the students toward whom others'f
" make negatlve attrlbutlons tend to w1thdraw and 1solate o

, from peers and activities‘associated,withfthe,schoolJqua

social system (Coie,vUnderwood, &‘Loehman; 1991; Cairns &

Cairns, 1991). In this manner, a social pecking order is
established;and ﬁaintained,‘and nedatiuely’judged Students
enact theirvexoeotedrole,indthevSChool:miiieu.,_'

The researohscited‘ahove is'nOtdintended‘tohbe‘a S

comprehensive review of attributionai{styles‘orjofftheir”

causal foundation.eIt is,vrather;ﬁan"overView of-many_Offlﬁsv“~
the phenomena-that‘work againSt:those'students‘Who°enaotf‘ -
thelr psychologlcal dlfflcultles 1n the school env1ronment.‘jh

'It‘lS_th‘lntended to fault or otherW1se~lay blame; but to‘j



expose the reader to some of the unseen factors that
contribute to problematic behaviors at school.

To further explore this phenomenon, the next section
provides an overview of the psychological phenomenon known
as the fundamental attribution error. This brief review
will help to describe the human tendency to make erroneous
causal attributions. More specifically, it will explore how
each of us makes attributions regarding another’s internal
psychological mechanisms based upon external indicators,

such as verbal and non-verbal behavior.

THE FUNDAMENTAL ATTRIBUTION ERROR

The troublesome behavior of children commonly elicits
from the observer a negative attribution of the child’s
character. The child’s behavior is thus perceived as
emerging from a character flaw. This is an example of the
fundamental attribution error (FAE). This is the tendency
to predict the content of a person’s character according to
one’s own interpretation of their behavior, or, conversely,
to predict their behavior based upon perceived (qua
attributed) personality characteristics (Fiedler, Semin, &

Koppetsch, 1991; Meyers, 1993).
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In the case of kids who are problematic, this results
in making children responsible for their behavior. The a
priori perception of these children is one of deviance and
personal accountability. Students are thus divided along
lines of ‘good’ and ‘bad,’ and treated accordingly. One
might regard this as attacking the messenger because the
message is unfavorable.

In a recent study, Nelson (1997) found that student
behavior that disrupts the classroom or schoolyard is often
regarded as malicious in intent due to the effects of the
behavior. This opens the way for these children to be
regarded as ‘bad’ rather than in clinical terms that may be
more accurate. Indeed, this is reflected in student/teacher
interactions, where teachers are inclined to have less
academic contact with problematic students (Nelson, 1997).

Less teacher involvement could very well be a factor
in lower academic achievement, from which commonly emerges
the student’s need to act out to hide their deficiency.
Where students’ problematic behavior is perceived as
emerging from some character flaw (i.e., the behavior is
freely chosen by the student) the use of discipline is

indeed the logical, if ineffective, response.
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There are numerous studies that describe the FAE in
terms of negative attribution. A body of research suggests
that commission of the FAE is likely a means of reducing
cognitive dissonance, which is the psychological stress
created in the presence of conflicting thoughts or ideas.
In other words, it is a means for self-justification
(Myers, 1993). When a student’s problem behavior is
uncontrollable, it creates considerable stress by violating
the role expectations and boundaries of others present.

When classroom behavior gets out of hand, the
boundaries of all present are being violated. It would be
the observer’s inclination to direct their negative
attribution to the errant youth, rather than to make a
negative self-attribution regarding one’s own inability to
negotiate the problem behavior. The difficult student is
thus regarded as ill motivated and their misbehavior is
considered in terms of extinguishing the behavior (rather
than addressing predicating factors) with disciplinary
measures.

A psychological phenomenon that plays a major role in
the FAE is belief perseverance. This is the “persistence of
one’s initial conceptions, as when the basis for one’s

belief is discredited but an explanation of why the belief
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might be true survives” (Meyers, 1991; p 44; emphasis
added) . In other words, misperceptions tend to be resistant
to change, even with supportive evidence that is contrary
to the belief.

This is possibly one factor in the chronic nature of
problem behaviors at school. Where a student has developed
a track record of being difficult, the perception of
teachers and others is likely one that will reinforce the
manner in which the particular student and their behavior
is conceptualized. This, in turn, serves to justify the use
of discipline or other behavioral strategies in response to
the acting out student.

A cycle of negative reinforcement is thus created and
maintained that will serve to justify the erroneous
attributions. The ‘bad’ student’s behavior can therefore be
perceived in a manner that allows the attributing
individual to maintain their own positive self-image. This
presents an obstacle to the student’s ability to change,
move forward, and enact a different range of behaviors.

It may be a little difficult to imagine a professional
environment wherein a selected few clientele are denied
services or resources based upon benefactors’ misperception

of those clientele. However, because school officials must
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, deal.with suchja'Wide'varietyfoflclientelefand;theirff,;w

difficultieS}fthere are scantfresourcesfayailedrto.the"”“°"””°

1nd1v1dual who 1s prejudged as belng unrespon31ve to any

_treatment (qua;dlsclpllne)_afforded them.w:f‘

Once atstudent (or teacher, for that matter)'hasxbeenf;f{'

labeled and a means for justlfylng the endurance of that

label has been establlshed 1t becomes extremely re51stantyf_ﬂ

to change The dlfflcult student thus enters the school

env1ronment each day w1th two strlkes the expectatlon that
they w1ll be" problematlc, and a’ reglmen of 1neffect1veﬂvicyﬁnsi

d1501p11nary measures in’ response. Thls,,ln turn, may veryr””

well contrlbute to the Chlld'S 1nternallzatlon of a ‘ .

Negatlve Identity, as]diSCussed earlier;f”‘

The careless use of dlSClpllnary measures effectlvelyfl
punlshes the Chlld for behav1ng 1n the manner of thelr .””}:.d
Condltlonlng@*Themchild that striveSZtolmake‘Sense=0f'SUChﬂ”;rf

treatment 1s forced to choose between maklng negatlve ;;5-Jt:*"

“attrlbutlons toward thelr persecutors (qulte the uphlll

battle, student agalnst school or. school dlStrlCt pOllcy) ff"'

or} conversely,vto make negatlve self attrlbutlons. The‘

ch01ce to make negatlve self- attrlbutlons then serves to ny”
justlfy, to the Chlld both the renderlng of dlsc1pllne and

the enactment of the problem behav1or OHCe,thlS_has:been 1*‘
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internalized by theichild, they have indeéd forméd}a
negative identity. - . » - : o

As mentioned earlier, erroneous attributions are
resistant to change, especially when they sérVe the:purpose .
of self—justifiéation. And‘itvseems that humans have the
tendency, the>need, to arrivevat justification‘ahy time
there is conflict. Either'the'SOurce,of éonflict, the
response to conflict, or the outcdme need‘té be jﬁstifiéd,;

In this manner, we are able to Qrganize informafion and‘
make sense of‘oﬁr wofld.

Looking at the problem of school violencebthrbugh a
péychosocial lens, we find that children With problemé in
other arenas of their life,aré likely to have difficulties
at school also. The school énvironment-is poésibly the most
populated social arena in which the child participates. In
other words, the child:that hasjdifficulty.aﬁ home; a
relétively‘smali social'arené, will,commonly have : |
difficulty in'their'neighborhood, a somewhat largér,soﬁial
arena. It is not‘ﬁnfathomable that such a child‘would also
have difficuity ét school.

Relational hardships that(studenfs have in other
arenas Will likely be eﬁhénced in the broadér school social

setting. And, it is a common trait that people act out when
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.Ithey-thinkutheydare[inaa}hostiie;environment;;This-raises L

the'poSSibility thatfsbmefproblemvbehaViOrs'arepreactiver_

:rather than 1ntentlonal A reactlve posture may be a 31gnal

of emotlonal dlstress. And the effects of emotlonal stress o

‘on canitiVetability have beeaneil documented,in‘the

: reSearch‘iiterature; ’ | | | |

| ~From a behav1oral standp01nt; problem students are

' punlshed for thelr dlsorderly behav1ors From‘ae |

. dpsychosoc1ai persbectlve,’developmentai difficuities‘are i

'1mpllcated Wthh do not warrant punlshment C11n1c1ans 1n

'schoolsvwould.help students tO‘overcomeetheir difficulties,”ﬁ

rather‘than‘befdisciplinedbfor acting“theﬁdout,s

CLINICIANS IN SCHOOLS
B The need to address problematlc student behav1or,‘rorﬁ
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