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STUDENTS’ SELF-PERCEPTIONS OF SUPPORT 

Abstract 

The purpose of this dissertation was to examine students with disabilities self-perceptions 

of their academic and social supports in the general and special education classroom and 

the impact of the students’ counterstories to inform the design of classroom supports.  

This study was anchored in organizational theory, critical race theory, and the special 

education inclusion literature that supports the positive achievement and positive social 

effects for students with disabilities in the general education program. I make a case for 

the use of Critical Race Theory as a means to address ableism and argue for the use of 

more qualitative and transformative research to address the research-to-practice gap in 

the special education literature. The dissertation was a case study of eight high school 

students and six of their teachers. The experimental design was an explanatory mixed-

methods approach collecting five cycles of quantitative and qualitative data. The cycles’ 

collected data related to the students’ preferred classroom supports, their academic 

identity, teachers’ classroom supports, and the impact of the students’ counterstories on 

their teachers’ instructional design.  Findings suggest students prefer individual supports, 

feel more successful in their general education classes that are challenging than in special 

education classes, and possess many of the positive non-cognitive factors associated with 

student success.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Obstacles to Inclusion 

Including students with disabilities in the general education setting, or inclusion, 

has numerous factors and obstacles that affect its successful implementation (Copeland & 

Cosbey, 2008). These factors include limited teacher pre-service training, specialized 

professional development, and pedagogical practices (Bain, Lancaster, Zundans, & 

Parkes, 2009; Carrington & Saggers, 2008). Additional factors include teacher and 

administrator belief systems and attitudes that create a school culture or structure, which 

limit or restrict inclusive programs. These obstacles influence the organizational 

structures within and around inclusive programs in schools. Furthermore, O’Rourke and 

Houghton (2006) argued that schools did not consider students with disabilities 

perceptions and thoughts in the design of their educational settings and systems of 

support. 

Rueda (2011) reported similar results:  

 …[W]e must keep in mind that more expansive frameworks help remind us that 

when we “take apart” students’ behavior and performance for analysis, diagnosis, 

and intervention, it is incumbent upon us to remember that there is a whole child 

that must be accounted for in the end. (p. 181) 

Schools are currently structured for the success of certain groups of students and 

rarely accept and act upon the viewpoint of students with disabilities (Powell, 2009). The 

current culture of schools perpetuates this structural bias through built-in structures and 
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systems that become barriers to change. According to Powell (2009), special education 

expanded during the past century and developed a subordinate relationship within the 

existing educational structures. Students in special education are relegated to the 

periphery and left as the sole responsibility of the special education staff. Powell (2009) 

stated that some districts and schools change the structure of special education to 

overcome this subordinate position while other schools retained the status quo.  

Since many districts and schools continue to view special education programs as a 

subsidiary of the general education programs, administrators and teachers may not view 

students in special education as their responsibility. Schools often segregate students with 

disabilities in separate classes with limited exposure to their peers and their grade level 

curriculum (McHatton & McCray, 2007). Such a stance runs counter to past and present 

special education law and court decisions that stressed a Free and Appropriate Education 

(FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) (Almazan et al., 2009). 

Special Education Litigation 

The issues of accountability, FAPE, inclusion, and student adequate progress 

continue to be concerns within special and general education. LaNear and Frattura (2008) 

stated that since the 1982 Supreme Court decision of the Board of Education of 

Education v. Rowley (1982), the question of what was a “free and appropriate 

education?” for students with disabilities relied heavily upon the Individualized 

Education Program (IEP). According to Baglieri (2006, para.13), in considering the four 

to three decision of Rowley, the majority of justices viewed an appropriate education 

more as an “act of charity” than as an educational opportunity equal to that of their 
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school-age peers. In contrast, the dissenting opinion stated that special education law was 

created in response to a civil rights issue and as such should allow for equity in education 

(Baglieri, 2006). 

In reviewing special education court cases the issue of FAPE and the least 

restrictive environment continues to be in the forefront of the decisions. Parents brought 

forward many of these court cases by legally advocating for a better education for their 

children. Similar to Brown v. the Board of Education (1954), however, the intent of the 

law and the implementation of the law may not always have the desired effect (Fine et al., 

2005; Gordon & Bridglall, 2006; Hunter, 2009). Just as Brown v. the Board of Education 

(1954) sought to end “separate but equal education” for students of color, IDEA sought to 

end the exclusion of students with disabilities from the general education program. Both 

laws attempted to provide a segment of the population with an equal opportunity for 

education.  

Marginalization of Students in Special Education  

 Students in special education are dually marginalized by our current school 

systems. Recent state data on the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE) showed 

a large discrepancy between the scores of Asian and Anglo students and the scores of 

students of color and students with disabilities. The Asian and Anglo students’ CAHSEE 

passing rate was 91.5 % and 90% respectively. Latino students’ CAHSEE passing rate 

was 76.4% and African American students’ passing was 72.2%.  Students in special 

education had the lowest passing rate of 39% (California Department of Education, 

2010a). In examining the proportionality of students in special education, similar trends 
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to those found in student achievement become apparent. Asian children are enrolled in 

special education at the lowest rate, and African American students are enrolled at the 

highest rate (Parrish, 2002). In addition, Parrish (2002) pointed out that African 

American students were most frequently diagnosed with the disabilities such as 

emotional disturbance, mental retardation, and learning disabilities, which require a more 

subjective diagnosis than a medically based disability. Similarly, Latino students are 

disproportionally over represented in the categories of learning disabled and speech and 

language impaired.  

This “dual marginalization” of African American and Latino students with 

disabilities has led to their increased marginalization within the current educational 

system (Banks, 1993; Fine et al., 2005). Frequently placed in self-contained classes, 

students with disabilities are separated them from their same-age peers and from the 

general education curriculum (Gordon & Bridglall, 2006). According to Lipscomb (2009) 

55% of students in special education in the United States spent less than 21% of their 

time in the general education program. By not exposing students with disabilities to the 

rigor and the content of the general education classroom, these students often do not 

receive the opportunity to learn the grade level core curriculum (Lipscomb, 2009). This 

in turn decreases both their postsecondary and future career opportunities.  

Critical Race Theory and Counterstorytelling 

Students historically marginalized by mainstream education can be powerful 

informants about their experiences in school. Yosso (2005) grounded her work in critical 

race theory and advocated the use of counterstorytelling to combat the hegemony and 
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majoritarian storytelling present in schools and popular culture. The author defines 

majoritarian storytelling as the recounting of the tales or stories of the dominant culture. 

Yosso (2005) has asserted, “The legacy of racism and White privilege determines whose 

stories are recounted as historical and whose experiences are dismissed as merely 

anecdotal” (p. 9). Although critical race theory focuses on the marginalized student, it  

does not address students with disabilities who may face not only White privilege and 

racism, but abelism.  

By extension, much of the research with children with disabilities foregoes 

context and continues to be a reflection of a society that pushes children with disabilities 

to the margins. In addition, the general education program has the expectation that 

expensive, specialized services are in place to address students with disabilities outside of 

the general education program. Klingner and Boardman (2011) advocated the use of 

qualitative research combined with quantitative research to fill in the gaps of knowledge 

as to why these expensive programs oftentimes did not work. The authors stated that 

quantitative methods were not “well-suited for addressing the complex issues found in 

today’s culturally, linguistically, and socio-economically diverse classrooms” (Klingner 

& Boardman, 2011, p. 216). 

Students of color, students with disabilities, gay, lesbian and transgender students 

have personal experiences based in their own constructs of reality. Counterstorytelling by 

those outside the mainstream, such as students with disabilities, allows them the 

opportunity to inform school staff of their perceptions concerning inclusion and support, 

thereby, empowering them to construct their own knowledge and learning. 
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Counterstorytelling is an important piece of the IEP process since it helps to strengthen 

the student’s self-advocacy skills and can be used to increase the student’s role in the 

development of the IEP (Curtin & Clarke, 2005).  

Artiles et al. (2011) argued that the role culture played in current learning 

disabilities research was limited at best to the examination of socioeconomic 

demographics as they related to disproportionality. In their article the authors argued for a 

more complex view of learning disabilities which placed culture at the center of the 

research, “We make a case for using a more sophisticated view of culture in the LD field 

that places culture at the core of all human activities, acknowledges its historical 

underpinnings and uses it to understand institutional practices” (Artiles et al., 2011, p. 

168). They suggest using a cultural lens to reframe the work on the “research to practice 

gap” and to pull from the work of Cole (2007) that assumed “learning and human 

development are ontologically cultural” (Artiles et al., 2011, p. 168). Cole (2007) 

advocated the use of a cultural lens and an interdisciplinary approach in the special 

education research as a means of providing a clearer understanding of human 

development and behavior.  

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act and No Child Left Behind 

The intended policy goal of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) was to reduce the marginalization of students with disabilities and provide equal 

access for a free and appropriate education (GAMUT Online, 2011). IDEA combined 

with No Child Left Behind (NCLB), which set benchmarks for the achievement of 

students in special education, has caused school districts to reexamine their instructional 
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delivery model for students with disabilities (Copeland & Cosbey, 2008). Benchmarks 

are specific academic performance targets that schools must meet by a specified time. 

These targets are in place for all significant subgroups (e.g., different ethnic groups, 

English Language Learners, students in special education, and socially disadvantaged 

students) at each school and each district.  

Schools have increased the use of the inclusion model to decrease the 

achievement gap and provide students in special education access to the general 

education program (Hardman & Dawson, 2008). NCLB has provided the schools with the 

impetus and monitoring mechanism for addressing the gap between students in general 

and special education. If the school and district do not meet their benchmarks for all their 

students, then they will be placed in program improvement status and have increased 

monitoring by the state. The intended goal is to close the gap and increase the 

achievement of students in special education (Almazan et al., 2009).  

The need to close the achievement gap between students in general education and 

students in special education has placed outside political pressures onto schools to 

improve the performance of students with disabilities. How schools and districts respond 

to these forces affects the structure and the culture of the school and classrooms. NCLB 

specifically states that schools are to use research-based best practices to teach reading; 

however, it does not address the issue of cultural relevance (United States Department of 

Education, 2008). IDEA states that not only are best practices to be used but that they 

must be culturally relevant to the student (PL108-446, 2004).  
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Special Education Research 

The bulk of the current research in special education does not address how school 

culture affects the performance of students with disabilities and, in particular, has not 

studied their voice and its impact within the context of the educational setting (Rueda, 

2011). Examples of this can be seen in positivist educational research, which frequently 

reports on the effects of the inconsistent implementation of a new instructional approach 

or curriculum. Artiles et al., (2011) argued that researchers need to consider the effects of 

context of the implementation and fidelity of a new instructional approach in the 

classroom. Positivist researchers believe that the truth can be discovered through 

empirical designs using quantitative methods (Fuchs et al., 2010). They believe that 

through empiricism and the scientific methods they can discern the correct reading 

strategies or the best math program.  

McMaster et al. (2010) carried out a study in which they used the Peer Assisted 

Learning Strategies (PALS) in three different settings. The findings across the sites were 

mixed, and the researchers addressed the inconsistencies with the following, “The impact 

of an evidenced based intervention may vary with educational context” (McMaster et al., 

2010, p. 2). This led the researchers to redesign their experiment and give the teachers 

more latitude in modifying the program, which led to new interesting results. Teachers 

who modified the program for their classes had better results than teachers who followed 

the program as prescribed. The researchers concluded that context matters; however, the 

authors warn that it may not be the only explanation. Although the researchers used 
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context to explain the difference between research and practice, they did not go the extra 

step and include qualitative data that could help to explain the gap in their findings. 

In examining the gap between research and practice in the special education 

literature, an overriding theme becomes apparent. The culture, context, and voice of the 

students are often not included in the research. I am not advocating the complete 

dismissal of quantitative research; instead, I used a transformative mixed-methods 

approach that includes the voice of the student in describing his or her own reality at 

school.  

Description of the Study 

This study examined the perceptions of support of students in special education. 

This study was anchored in organizational theory, critical race theory, and the special 

education inclusion literature that supports the positive effects of students with 

disabilities in the general education program (Bulgren, 2006; Cushing, Carter, Clark, 

Wallis, & Kennedy, 2009). A variety of quantitative and qualitative data was gathered 

and analyzed including students’ achievement data, survey data on students’ perceptions 

of their academic and social support in their general education classes, and students’ 

counterstories of their classroom supports. The students’ counterstories were used to 

inform the staff of the students’ perceptions of classroom support. The research questions 

addressed include the following: 

1. How do students with disabilities perceive their academic support in their general 

education classes? 
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2. How do students with disabilities perceive their social support in their general 

education classes? 

3. How are the perceptions of academic and social support of students with 

disabilities related to their academic identity? 

4. How does listening to the counterstories of students with disabilities affect teacher 

understanding of students’ academic and social supports as reflected in their 

lesson planning?   

5. How do the perceptions of academic and social supports of students with 

disabilities change in reaction to changes in teacher instruction? 

Conceptual Framework 

 

The conceptual framework for this study is based in organizational theory, 

inclusion literature, and critical race theory. Smircich (1983) believed that organizations 

are a cultural phenomenon emerging not as a measurable variable of an organization, but 

as the result of the culture of the group. Educators are the authors of learning 

environments; therefore, they can create caring organizations, which arise from the 

cultures of students and their communities. I believe that students are also authors of their 

learning environments. In tapping into students’ self-perceptions of support and using 

that information to inform their classroom environments, students will become learning 

partners with their teachers. The belief that an organization’s structure rises from the 

culture of the group contrasts with the belief that a forced artificial organizational 

structure creates the culture of the school. By addressing culture and context in my study, 

these organizational factors were foregrounded in my research.  
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Outside forces exerted by special education law and court decisions shape the 

structure of organizations that in turn influence the service delivery model and the 

systems of support. Furthermore, when examining service delivery models, educators 

need not just focus on the placement, but on the self-perceived needs of the student 

(O’Rourke & Houghton, 2006).  If given the opportunity to voice their needs, concerns, 

and perceptions of their educational experiences, marginalized students, such as those 

with learning differences, feel more empowered, more liberated, and in more control of 

their learning environment (Ferri & Connor, 2005; Fine et al., 2005; Gordon & Bridglall, 

2006; Love, 2004; Lovitt, Cushing, & Stump, 1994; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Schnorr, 

1997). 

The inclusion research reports a positive increase in the achievement of students 

in special education when they are included in the general education program (Copeland 

& Cosbey, 2008; Cushing et al., 2009; Fore, Hagan-Burke, Burke, Boon, & Smith, 2008; 

Idol, 2006). This dissertation recognized a number of obstacles that may inhibit the 

success of the inclusion model, such as weak pedagogical practices and bureaucratic 

barriers. For example, one obstacle could be the impact of the number of students with 

disabilities in each general education class. Second, the pedagogical practices and the 

level of teacher training could vary from classroom to classroom. Last, similar to the 

findings in the critical race theory literature, teachers’, administrators’, and students’ 

social perceptions and belief systems may affect the successful implementation of 

inclusion (Horrocks, White, & Roberts, 2008; Loreman, Lupart, McGhie-Richmond, & 
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Barber, 2008; McGhie-Richmond, Barber, Lupart, & Loreman, 2009; McHatton & 

McCray, 2007).  

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a theoretical framework used to examine how 

political and social structures are organized in ways that reflect race and racism. CRT 

provides a framework to analyze and challenge how race and racism overtly and subtlety 

affect “social structures, practices, and discourses” (Yosso, 2005, p. 5). The CRT 

literature promotes counterstorytelling as a method to address many of the obstacles and 

challenges that students of color face in the educational system (Freeman, 1997; Knaus, 

2009; Yosso, 2005). Delgado Bernal (2002) argued for the use of counterstorytelling as a 

crucial element in Latino Critical Race Theory and the knowledge construction of Latino 

students. The author stated, “For too long, the histories, experiences, cultures, and 

languages of students of color have been devalued, misinterpreted, or omitted within 

formal educational settings” (Delgado Bernal, 2002, p. 105). Gabel (2002) made the 

argument that a critical pedagogy lens should be used to evaluate the research-to-practice 

gap between inclusion theory and inclusion practices for students with disabilities. She 

also argued that until critical pedagogy includes students with disabilities the field’s 

research will be incomplete (Gabel, 2002). 

Inclusion for students with disabilities is a social justice issue for a number of 

reasons. First, students with disabilities have a right to equal access to the core 

curriculum. Second, they should have the right to share a learning environment with their 

same-age peers. Third, they should have the opportunity to take rigorous courses and be 

held to the same standards as their same-age peers.  
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If students with disabilities are denied equal access to the general education 

program, they will not attain educational levels necessary to succeed in the adult world. 

Statistics show that students with disabilities are more likely to drop out of high school 

than their regular education peers (United States Department of Education Office of 

Special Education Program, 2006). Students in special education also have higher 

unemployment rates, 14.5% versus 9% in the general education population, and are 17% 

less likely to attend some form of post-secondary institution (United States Department of 

Education Office of Special Education Program, 2006). It is an economic and moral 

imperative that the educational system adequately prepares larger numbers of students 

with disabilities.  

I acknowledge that there are a number of factors that affect successful inclusion 

including teacher preparation, curriculum, instructional delivery models, resources and 

pedagogical practices that are not addressed in this study (Boscardin, Mainzer, & Kealy, 

2011; Causton-Theoharis, 2009; Copeland & Cosbey, 2008; Idol, 2006; Jackson, Ryndak, 

& Wehmeyer, 2008). In order to control for the variability across settings, the scope of 

this research was limited to one high school in the same district. First, this study 

investigated the perceptions of academic and social support of students with disabilities; 

second, it examined the relationship between the students’ perceptions of support and 

their academic identity; and last, the study investigated how the students’ counterstories 

affected their teacher’s lesson planning and instructional practices in class.  

In summary, I examined a number of factors related to students with disabilities 

self-perceptions of support in the general education setting. I reviewed the special 
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education laws that grew out of the civil rights case law and describe the educational 

opportunity gaps of students with disabilities. Basing the study in organizational theory, 

critical race theory, and the special education inclusion literature, I used a transformative 

mixed-methods approach, which is designed to address the research-to-practice gap in the 

special education literature and critical race theory literature.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Broadening the view of qualitative research that governs its practice within 

special education has the potential to strengthen the stories we choose to tell about 

individuals with disabilities, about the practice of special education, and about 

individuals within the special education system who may not actually have disabilities 

(Pugach, 2001, p. 442). 

Introduction 

This dissertation examined the self-perceptions of academic and social support in 

general education settings of students with disabilities and the impact of their voice on 

those same educational settings. The first portion of the literature review recounts the 

special education laws that grew out of the civil rights case law and describe the 

academic achievement gaps and the disproportionality of students of color in special 

education. The second portion addresses the marginalization of the student with 

disabilities voice in schools, in special education research, critical race theory (CRT), and 

critical pedagogy literature. The last section argues for the use of a transformative mixed-

methods approach to address the dearth of qualitative research in special education 

literature and the frequent omission of the disabled in the CRT and critical pedagogy 

fields. I addressed these gaps by foregrounding the context, culture, and voice of the 

student with disabilities in my research.  

The foundation of the proposal’s design resided in special education law, 

organizational theory, and critical race theory. This literature review described my 
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conceptual framework for the study based in policy generated from civil rights and 

special education case law and policy, organizational theory, special education inclusion 

literature, critical race theory, and the research to practice gap that ignores context and 

culture in the current special education literature. I contend that by addressing multiple 

perspectives from different fields of social science, I present a comprehensive overview 

of the topic. This literature review was limited to these areas and did not specifically 

address other special education pedagogical practices. 

The conceptual framework sets forth the idea that the current designs of learning 

environments in schools are influenced by factors that are the result of a number of forces 

inside and outside of the school environment. For example, special education legislation 

and case law exert external forces upon the organizational structures of districts and 

schools, thereby affecting the model of support at each site. In turn the context and 

cultures of the school and students create internal structures or models which affect the 

students’ self-perceptions of support and their academic achievement. The last portion of 

the framework is grounded in critical race theory and seeks to determine if the students’ 

counterstorytelling can be a transformative factor when redesigning children’s learning 

environments (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of the factors influencing students with disabilities 

perceptions of support. 

 

Historical Roots of Special Education Case Law and Legislation 

Growing out of the ideals of an equal education for all as expressed in the 1954 

decision of Brown v. the Board of Education (1954), the early 1970s court cases of 

Pennsylvania for Retarded Citizens v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and Mills v. the 

Board of Education of the District of Columbia established the rights of all students with 

disabilities to be educated in the general education program in the least restrictive 

environment (Almazan et al., 2009). Four years after a congressional hearing on students 

with disabilities, Public Law 94-142 the Education of All Handicapped Children Act 

(1975), was enacted guaranteeing a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) for 

students with disabilities (Almazan et al., 2009; Crockett & Yell, 2008). Two decades 

later PL 94-142 was updated and renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 

(IDEA) (1975). It stressed improving the achievement of students with disabilities; 

however, it was not until No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was enacted in 2001 and IDEA 
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was updated in 2004 that accountability measures were built into special education law 

(Crockett & Yell, 2008; Daniel, 2008; Koski, 2007). 

Prior to the passage of PL 94-142 in 1975, more than 1.75 million children were 

excluded from school (Almazan et al., 2009). According to Almazan et al. (2009) those 

students deemed “educable” received their instruction in “special” self-contained 

classrooms and segregated schools attended only by other students with disabilities; those 

who were not deemed “educable” received little or no education at all” (p. 1). Since then, 

a number of laws for individuals with disabilities have been enacted. Explicit to special 

education, IDEA was enacted in 1990 with additional amendments in 1997 (Almazan et 

al., 2009).   

Additional changes were made to IDEA that incorporated some of the ideals of 

NCLB when it was reauthorized in 2004. The new laws included provisions for 

accountability with respect to the academic achievement of students in special education. 

In an attempt to raise the academic achievement of students with disabilities, schools 

instituted policy and organizational changes, such as inclusion, into their instructional 

delivery model (Almazan et al., 2009).   

Over the past few decades inclusion policy and the least restrictive environment 

for students with disabilities has progressed in an uneven manner (Fore et al., 2008; 

Hardman & Dawson, 2008; Kozik, Cooney, Vinciguerra, Gradel, & Black, 2009; Powell, 

2009). Within the concept of inclusion there are many definitions and policies that differ 

from district to district and school to school (Bulgren, 2006; Zigmond, Kloo, & 

Volonino, 2009). Success at the elementary level has pushed middle schools and high 



 

 

19 

schools into reinventing their service delivery model for students with disabilities (Kozik 

et al., 2009). Due to structural and systemic issues within middle schools and high 

schools, many of these changes have met with limited success (Sailor, 2008).  

This loose interpretation of the law is further evidenced by some court’s rulings 

that IEPs should allow for “some” educational benefit based upon the concept of 

adequacy, while other courts reason that educational benefit should produce “significant 

learning” (Huefner, 2008, para. 2). “Additionally, the Third Circuit and the Sixth Circuit 

explicitly stated that the student's academic potential must be considered in determining 

the adequacy of educational benefit. In other words, meaningful benefit must be gauged 

in relation to a child's potential” (Huefner, 2008, para. 2). How educational benefit 

translates into NCLB achievement and how the student perceives support for significant 

learning has yet to be examined. In addition, the IEP and support services offered as 

FAPE may vary significantly from one district to another and often depend on the 

school’s resources and the IEP team (Huefner, 2008).   

Barriers to Implementation 

According to Powell (2009),  

Special education expanded and was embedded into existing educational 

institutions in a subsidiary relationship during the 20th century, but although some 

schools and districts have changed special education's organizational structures 

considerably, others have been unable or unwilling to overcome the barriers. 

(p.161)   

Since many districts and schools continue to view special education as a subsidiary, 



 

 

20 

administrators and teachers may not view the student with disabilities as their 

responsibility. This culture of exclusion affects the organizational structure of the school, 

whereby, the student receiving special education services is often seen as the 

responsibility of the special education staff (McHatton & McCray, 2007). This is further 

compounded as the child progresses to the upper grades and has multiple teachers. 

According to McHatton and McCray (2007), general education teacher perceptions of 

their role in the instruction and integration of students with disabilities into their 

classrooms varied according to grade level and subject taught. Many of these perceptions 

were driven by the culture of the school at the administrative and the classroom level 

(King, 2000; Lohrmann & Bambara, 2006; Persson, 2008). This culture might have 

affected the FAPE offered by a school or district. 

The inclusion of students with special needs in the general education program 

faces many barriers and requires many organizational changes (Hardman & Dawson, 

2008). According to Copeland and Cosbey (2008), there were numerous factors affecting 

the implementation of inclusive practices. These factors included limited pre-service 

teacher training, specialized professional development, and pedagogical practices (Bain 

et al., 2009). Other factors included teacher and administrator belief systems and attitudes 

that create a school culture or structures, which limit or restrict inclusive services 

(Conderman & Johnston-Rodriguez, 2009; Horrocks et al., 2008). Many of these factors 

have influenced the organizational structures within and around inclusive services in 

schools.  
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Schools are currently structured to reproduce biases for certain subgroups of 

students. Historically, students with special needs do not perform at the same level as 

their same-age peers on state standardized tests. The current culture of schools 

perpetuates this bias through built-in structures and systems that become barriers to 

change. According to Powell (2009), special education expanded during this past century 

and developed a subordinate relationship within the existing educational structures. 

Students with special needs were often relegated to the periphery. Some districts and 

schools have changed the structure of special education to overcome this subordinate 

position while others have not.  

Administrators and teachers may not view the students in special education as 

their responsibility, and the student with disabilities is often seen as the sole 

responsibility of the special education staff (McHatton & McCray, 2007). Such a stance 

runs counter to past and present special education law and court decisions that stress a 

Free and Appropriate Education (FAPE) in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) for 

students with disabilities (Almazan et al., 2009).  

When these changes are imposed by an outside force, the organizational structures 

created may not positively support inclusion efforts (Olson & Sexton, 2009). The school 

staff and the district office staff may feel a court decision or legislation is coercive in 

nature and therefore is not truly committed to the IEP process and inclusion. Districts and 

schools may feel compelled to focus on policy rather than on the individual student or a 

lack of resources may hinder the implementation of policy (FAPE and LRE). This may 

result in districts focusing on compliance, not on the student.  
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Additional barriers to a fuller understanding of students with disabilities within 

their educational settings exist within the special education literature itself. The bulk of 

the current literature on students with disabilities takes a cultural and contextual free 

quantitative approach. Artiles et al. (2011) contend that learning disabilities research “is a 

field that has maintained culture historically invisible” (p.177). The authors further 

propose closely examining the boundary work related to equity and culture in the 

literature to expand a deeper comprehension of the research in this area.  

Paxton-Buursma and Mariage (2011) maintain that current research cannot 

continue without considering the context within schools since this is the location where 

students are diagnosed as disabled. The authors believe that with the increased push for 

accountability, the special education literature has addressed a panoply of issues through 

evidenced-based intervention research. However, we still do not understand the school 

experiences and struggles of the learning disabled student and how the culture and 

organization of the school affects the student (Paxton-Buursma & Mariage, 2011).  

Organizational Theory 

According to Wheatley (2007), organisms have naturally organized themselves 

into structures. She argued that if given the opportunity and the resources, organisms 

would use the resources as needed and would create their own organizational structures 

(Wheatley, 2007). If we follow Wheatley’s premise, then schools should be given the 

resources and the opportunity to create these structures for effective inclusion. Smircich 

(1983) believed organizations were a cultural phenomenon emerging not as a measurable 

variable of group, but as the result of the culture of the group. Smircich’s viewpoint has 
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been a powerful construct since it championed the idea that educators and students were 

the architects of learning environments; therefore, they could create caring organizations 

which arose from the cultures of students and their communities.  

If a culture of collaboration and inclusion exists in a school, then FAPE and LRE 

are more likely to occur as an outgrowth of the IEP process, and the school will be 

organized to reflect that culture. This is the opposite of an imposed structure such as court 

ordered inclusion which seeks to first structure the organization and then design a culture. 

Gersten, Vaughn, Deshler, and Schiller (1997) argued, “Top-down approaches to change 

are often unsuccessful because it is the culture of the school or district that needs to 

actively embrace research-based practices. The norms and culture of the workplace 

influence the outcomes of the research” (Gersten, Vaughn, & Deshler, & Schiller, 1997, 

p. 473). 

From a cognitive standpoint, shared meanings, experiences, and frames of 

reference would allow teachers, students, and parents to discuss student achievement and 

learning in a more effective manner (Smircich, 1983). Seen from a symbolic viewpoint, 

this would allow for the infusion of culturally relevant storytelling, rites of passage, or 

rituals acting upon the personalization of the school. This could be defined as the caring 

and welcoming atmosphere of the school community. From a structural or 

psychodynamic perspective, the structure of the school would address the issues and 

barriers inherent in teaching minority and students with disabilities in an urban school.   
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In her 1986 article, Christine Sleeter gave an historical review of the evolution of 

the idea of learning disabilities through the 1970s and 1980s. She made the argument that 

educational reforms have “created handicapped children and the main category for    

which this has been true historically is learning disabilities” (p. 48). Sleeter (1986) 

extended the discourse to the concept of the social construction of a learning disability.  

The author advocated examining the context and the structure of our current school 

system as the cause of the learning disability. She argued that schools were structured to 

serve economic and political purposes and were not necessarily designed for all students 

to succeed (Sleeter, 1986).  

Dudley-Marling (2004) saw schools as unnatural institutions that we have created 

to fulfill specific “social and cultural needs” (p. 483). He addressed some of the unnatural 

organizational structures present in schools such as tracking and state assessments. Next, 

the author described how learning disabilities within the school’s unnatural structure 

were a social construct based upon the interrelationships of student, teacher, and learning 

activities (Dudley-Marling, 2004). Dudley-Marling asked the reader to take a social 

constructivist view of learning disabilities and used the context of the classroom and its 

actors to define the “problem.” According to the author, “From a social constructivist 

perspective, the student is not the problem (a deficit perspective), nor is the teacher the 

problem (an ecological perspective) (Dudley-Marling, 2004, p. 7). He believed that the 

“problem is the problem” and that each individual has his or her own perspective and 

relationship to that problem. Examining the context of the problem is essential to defining 

the problem. Dudley-Marling (2004) stated that he agreed with Gergen (1990), that 
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learning disabilities reside in the cultural practices of the classroom and in the 

relationship of the student to the teacher rather than in the individual’s head.  

According to Artiles et al. (2011) the use of culture and context allowed 

researchers to understand the “local actors’ sense making processes” (p. 174). It served to 

explain why a certain instructional practice works in one setting but not in another. This 

approach fosters a deeper level of research questioning and inquiry as opposed to a 

controlled experiment, which answers the question as to whether or not a single variable 

may or may not have an impact. Furthermore, it influences the culture of the schools, 

which in turn influences the organization and structures of the educational setting. It 

supplies an understanding of a framework wherein the classroom experiences of the 

student with disabilities are essential to the sense making and development of those 

support structures and instructional practices.   

Inclusion Literature 

Since the focus of this study was on students in special education and their 

perceptions of support structures in the general education classroom, a review of the 

special education inclusion literature is essential to the understanding of the research 

questions. In reviewing the inclusion literature, a number of themes appear. The research 

shows that the belief systems of both general education teachers and administrators have 

a large impact on the successful implementation of inclusion. The attitude of special 

education teachers and their ability to design successful inclusive environments and the 

beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of support of the students also play a major role in 

inclusion. Furthermore, the achievement data is mixed in the literature. In some settings, 
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inclusion has significantly increased achievement, and in other settings, it did not have an 

impact. The context of why these findings were present in the scientifically based 

research was not addressed. The researchers were investigating instructional practices 

and models of inclusion in isolation. My conceptual framework and proposed research 

questions address many of these issues by incorporating both qualitative contextual data 

and quantitative data into my research design.  

The belief systems of administrators, teachers, parents, and students are a major 

influence in the implementation of inclusive practices (Boscardin et al., 2011; Carrington 

& Saggers, 2008; Carter, Sisco, Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Carter, Sisco, 

Melekoglu, & Kurkowski, 2007; Delano, Keefe, & Perner, 2008; McHatton & McCray, 

2007; Yssel, Engelbrecht, Oswald, Eloff, & Swart, 2007). McHatton and McCray (2007) 

found that general education teachers’ perceptions concerning their ability to teach 

students with disabilities varied according to grade level and subject area. Horvat and 

Davis (2011), made the case for using an asset-based approach in working with students 

who have been pushed out of school. They described a program that used an asset-based 

approach to change the habitus of the students, which resulted in an increase in self-

esteem, task completion, and increased ability to assist others.  

Student perceptions also played a role in the inclusion process in the classroom. 

According to Carter et al. (2008), students with special needs were more likely to engage 

with their peers in an elective class if an instructional aide or special education teacher 

were not present; however, students in general and special education were more likely to 

be academically engaged with each other in small group settings with support.   
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In addition, the beliefs and attitudes of the special education teachers shape the 

inclusion implementation process. Dukes and Lamaar-Dukes (2009) described how the 

implementation of inclusive practices must be well designed and planned out by the 

special education teacher. In their article the authors explained how one special education 

teacher “describes the design process an engineer might use when designing a new 

project in order to help teachers understand the importance of intentional design for 

inclusive education” (Dukes & Lamaar-Dukes, 2009, p. 16). 

Wilson and Michaels (2006) studied 346 secondary students, of which 127 were 

in special education. The authors questioned the students about classes that used co-

teaching. Overall, all of the students responded favorably. The students with disabilities 

stated that they liked having access to the general education curriculum. In addition, the 

same group of students with disabilities reported receiving higher grades and improved 

literacy skills. The general education students reported the co-taught class required more 

abstract thinking skills than their other classes (Wilson & Michaels, 2006). 

Tomasik (2007) found similar positive results with students with multiple 

disabilities in a general education setting. Both the students with disabilities and the 

general education students reported positive experiences when creating PowerPoint 

presentations for their class. In a five-year longitudinal study of students with disabilities 

in general education classes versus special education self-contained classes, Markussen 

(2004) found that the students with disabilities achieved greater academic gains in 

general education as opposed to those students in special education classes. In addition, 

the more time spent in special classes the lower the achievement gains of the students 
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with disabilities; however, not all of the inclusion literature is positive (Markussen, 

2004). 

Fore et al. (2008) found that except for an advanced literature class, there were no 

differences between the achievement of students with disabilities when placed in a self-

contained class or a general education class. Biddle (2006) found that within the general 

education program teachers who had a negative attitude towards inclusion were also less 

likely to use the accommodations in the student’s IEP. In addition, a greater percentage of 

teachers had a negative attitude towards inclusion than had a favorable attitude (Biddle, 

2006). Idol (2006) examined inclusive settings in several elementary schools. She 

interviewed general education teachers, principals, and special education teachers on the 

attitudes and beliefs towards inclusion. Overall, the interviews revealed positive feelings 

toward inclusion by the general education teachers; however, they were rather 

conservative in their instructional approaches to inclusion. The majority of the teachers 

preferred to have the special education teacher or instructional aide accompany the 

student with disabilities into the classroom and preferred the resource model of support. 

In addition, the general education teachers believed that the instructional aide should 

assist all the students in the class, not just the student with disabilities (Idol, 2006). 

Interestingly, the viewpoint of the teacher of students with disabilities in the role of 

“assistant” in the classroom was not addressed. 

Lieberman, James, and Ludwa (2004) found both positive and negative effects in 

the inclusion of students with disabilities in physical education classes. The researchers 

noted that the inclusive setting allowed for previously excluded students to be with their 
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same-age peers and interact in a positive manner; however, they also found that the 

students with disabilities had decreased independence and questioned their self-worth 

(Lieberman, James, & Ludwa, 2004). These studies highlight the variability of success 

across inclusive settings and on a variety of measures.   

Zigmond et al. (2009) took a historical perspective on the implementation of 

special education since PL 94-142 (1975). The authors discussed the move from self-

contained classes to the implementation of full inclusion and described four current 

inclusive classroom settings. The authors found that not all of the inclusive classrooms 

provided students in special education with FAPE and cautioned against placing a 

specific “setting or place” as taking precedent over the specific instruction that a student 

with disabilities requires for educational benefit (Zigmond et al., 2009). 

Zigmond et al. (2009) believed that “access to the general education curriculum 

provided alongside general education peers is an honored tenet and valued goal of special 

education” (p. 201). However, they cautioned that FAPE should retain the flexibility of 

taking many forms based on the student’s needs. Missing from the literature are 

transformative studies that examine the interactions and relationships between students’ 

perceptions of support and how students can proactively change their learning 

environment. If this type of approach were utilized in a formal manner, perhaps inclusion 

practices and the social and academic success of included students would increase. 

Inclusion Models and Instructional Delivery Systems 

 

Although the data for students with disabilities in the state of California reveals 

low rates for high school graduation, there are some positive results for inclusion. In the 
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2009-2010 school year, only 57.7% of students with disabilities graduated with a high 

school diploma; however, over the last 10 years with the onset of inclusion, the increase 

in the graduation rate of students with disabilities has paralleled the increased integration 

of students with special needs into the general education population (California 

Department of Education, 2011; United States Department of Education Office of Special 

Education Program, 2006).   

Research shows that the implementation of a successful inclusion program 

requires collaborative pre-planning, training of administrators, and training of teachers 

and support staff (Cahill & Mitra, 2008; Delano et al., 2008; Horrocks et al., 2008; Idol, 

2006; Jordan, Schwartz, & McGhie-Richmond, 2009). Vaughan (2002) used an index of 

inclusion to assist schools in developing an inclusion program for their students. The 

index measured the school’s staff’s self-perceptions on policy, culture, and practices prior 

to implementation of inclusion (Vaughan, 2002). Other research has examined the 

perceptions of students with disabilities in the general education setting (Vaughn & 

Klingner, 1998). Vaughn and Klingner (1998) reported that students with disabilities 

preferred receiving services in both general education and special education settings. 

Successful inclusion needs to address the role of the school and the students’ perceptions 

of support in the classroom (O’Rourke & Houghton, 2006). 

Types of Inclusion 

 

Each district and school may have its own policy and model of inclusion. An 

understanding of the different models of inclusion and how schools structure their general 

education programs to meet the needs of their students with disabilities gives an insight 
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into the culture and organization of the school. For example, a school may have a policy 

of full inclusion, whereby, all students regardless of their level of need are in the general 

education program for the entire day. If a student is partially included in the general 

education program, his or her school day will consist of instruction in both the special 

education setting and the general education setting. The implementation of inclusion 

policy generally requires inclusive practices taking the form of either a cooperative or a 

consultative relationship between general education and special education teachers 

(Cahill & Mitra, 2008; Carrington & Saggers, 2008; Conderman & Johnston-Rodriguez, 

2009; Dukes & Lamar-Dukes, 2009; Godek, 2008).  

Inclusive practices generally incorporate a variety of pedagogical approaches 

(Bulgren, 2006; Cahill & Mitra, 2008; Carter et al., 2007; Carter et al., 2008). Many 

schools at the secondary and middle school level make use of the collaborative/co-

teaching model while others make use of a consultative and or a push-in model of support 

(Kloo & Zigmond, 2008). A synthesis of the research on co-taught or collaborative 

teaching revealed that both the special education and the general education teachers 

found the relationship beneficial (Scruggs, Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007). These 

models work well in the secondary setting since it allows for the support of specific 

classes and specific students. This study examined high school general education and 

special education classes taught by general education and special education teachers 

some of whom had co-teaching experience.  

Another method of inclusion involves the consultative model. This model may 

have the special education teacher observing the student with disabilities in the general 
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education classes and consulting with the general education teacher as to effective 

instructional practices with the student (Causton-Theoharis, 2009). Finally, the push-in 

model consists of the special education teacher pushing into the general education class 

with a group of students with disabilities. The special education teacher then supports the 

students with disabilities scheduled in that class (Kugelmass, 2001). Which of these 

inclusion models is implemented frequently depends upon the relationships and belief 

systems of the general education teachers, special education teachers, and administrators. 

Generally, push-in and pull-out models are used in the elementary grades, and pull-out 

and co-teaching models are used in the middle and secondary settings (McHatton & 

McCray, 2007; Wilson & Michaels, 2006). The perceptions or prior experiences of the 

student with disabilities and their desires for a specific type of service delivery model are 

generally not part of this planning process. 

Self-Perceptions of Support and Counterstories 

Attention to the experiences and perceptions of students with disabilities should 

be built into the IEP and instructional process (Lovitt et al., 1994). As with other 

marginalized groups of students, special education researchers are using the tenets of 

CRT to call attention to differential treatment perpetuated in mainstream education 

against students with disabilities. Through the use of CRT, more equitable policies have 

emerged that promote incorporating the students’ experiences into pedagogical practices 

that allow them to participate more fully in the construction of their learning. “It is 

absolutely essential that the oppressed participate in the revolutionary process with an 

increasingly critical awareness of their roles as Subjects of the transformation” (Freire, 
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2000, p. 127). Using counterstories as a means to dialogue about their individual 

educational experiences allows students with disabilities to construct their own 

knowledge and to inform their teachers of their students’ perspectives. This practice 

extends beyond the traditional transition or interest survey used in the development of the 

IEP. 

Self-Advocacy and Self-Determination 

Historically, special education has focused on the role of self-advocacy and self-

determination in the transitioning of the student in special education into post-secondary 

education or the world of work. The literature generally speaks to applying instructional 

strategies to increase student advocacy during the IEP meeting or increasing the students’ 

advocacy skills to promote his or her accommodations in the general education setting 

(Lovitt et al., 1994; Malian & Nevin, 2002; Schreiner, 2007; Schutz, 2002).  

Fiedler and Danneker (2007) tied self-advocacy to self-determination and 

discussed the important role that self-determination took in learning, and the context it set 

for understanding self-advocacy. The authors described the three key characteristics of 

self-determination as autonomy, a sense of competency, and relatedness (Fiedler & 

Danneker, 2007; Ryan & Deci, 2000). This parallels the framework of CRT which 

stresses knowledge construction and the use of counterstories to build a sense of 

competency and autonomy.   

Throughout their article Fiedler and Danneker (2007) maintained that special 

education has been structured to increase the learned helplessness of the student with 

disabilities and that the IEP process ass based upon teacher made, not student made, 
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decisions. This perspective places students with disabilities in the passive role of 

recipient of decisions made by their teachers and parents. Indeed, the foundation of 

special education is applied behavior analysis which promotes an instructional approach 

wherein the teacher implements an intervention to change a student's behavior (Fiedler & 

Danneker, 2007). This type of practice is readily apparent in today’s educational settings. 

The current tiered approach to interventions is based upon this type of research. Missing 

is the research to practice gap which considers the voice of the student in the instructional 

practices. 

Self-Perceptions of Support 

When examining the needs of students with disabilities, educators need not just 

focus on the educational setting and services, but on the self-perceived needs of the 

student. O’Rourke and Houghton (2006) developed a survey to measure students’ self-

perceptions of academic and social support. The instrument they developed proved to be 

a highly reliable measure that could be used in the IEP process. If given the opportunity 

to voice their needs, concerns, and perceptions of their educational experiences, 

marginalized students, such as those with learning differences, will feel more 

empowered, more liberated, and in more control of their learning environment (Ferri & 

Connor, 2005; Fine et al., 2005; Gordon & Bridglall, 2006; Love, 2004; Lovitt et al., 

1994; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Schnorr, 1997). 

In a similar study, Hansen and Boody (1998) compared the classroom 

environment perceptions of general education and mainstreamed students with 

disabilities. The authors cited the significance of research that linked student’s positive 
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classroom perceptions with their academic success (Hansen & Boody, 1998). Pavri and 

Monda-Amaya (2001) studied the social support strategies used by special education and 

general education teachers. The authors found that the students in special education felt 

they were part of a social network; however, many still felt isolated at school. Additional 

findings revealed that students and teachers did not agree on the best social support 

strategies to use at school (Pavri & Monda-Amaya, 2001). Both of these studies 

measured important factors associated with the social and academic success of students 

with disabilities; however, neither study examined why a positive classroom environment 

promoted academic success or why students desired a different social support strategy. In 

order to answer these types of questions, the context of the school and the student’s voice 

must be considered.  

Counterstorytelling 

One method of providing students with a voice is through counterstorytelling. 

Counterstorytelling enhances students’ ability to construct their own knowledge from 

their experiences. Students of color, students with disabilities, gays, lesbians and 

transgender students have personal experiences based on their own constructs of reality. 

Until we validate young students’ experiences, they will continue to be victims of the 

political forces that dominate society. According to Yosso (2005), majoritarian stories 

based their reference points on race, gender, class, and other forms of privilege. This 

social justice and equity issue affects all marginalized students, who through current 

political and popular social structures, are discounted by the dominant culture.   

Delgado Bernal (2002) argued,  
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In other words, an important component of using counterstories includes not only 

telling non-majoritarian stories but also learning how to listen and hear the 

messages in counterstories. . . .Likewise, learning to listen to counterstories within 

the educational system can be an important pedagogical practice for teachers and 

students as well as an important methodological practice for educational 

researchers. (p. 117)   

Counterstorytelling by students with disabilities allows them the opportunity to inform 

schools of their perceptions about inclusion and support, thereby, empowering them to 

construct their own knowledge and learning.  This is an important piece of the IEP and 

learning process since it helps to strengthen the student’s self-advocacy skills and can be 

used to increase the student’s role in the development of the IEP and inform the student’s 

learning environment.  

Macedo (2000) in the introduction to Freire’s, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, wrote: 

If students are not able to transform their lived experiences into knowledge and to 

use that already acquired knowledge as a process to unveil new knowledge, they 

will never be able to participate rigorously in a dialogue as a process of learning 

and knowing. (p. 19) 

The author explained that the teacher needs to supply the necessary pedagogical 

circumstances for the student to successfully access and dialogue his knowledge and 

learning to successfully construct new knowledge (Macedo, 2000). The use of 

counterstories in my study will enable students in special education to construct and 

dialogue about their experiences and the support they receive in school.  
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Gabel (2002) questioned critical pedagogy for not including students with 

disabilities. She stated that if examined through the lens of critical pedagogy, being 

disabled was not the issue, the problem was with the non-disabled and the social 

structures and barriers presented that limited individuals with disabilities. Gabel (2002) 

proposed, “Disability is the result of the oppression of people with those conditions: the 

segregated systems preventing equitable access…” (p. 186). The author stated that she 

agreed with Freire’s work; however, she argued that his theory would remain incomplete 

without addressing disability theory and the social issues created by social systems and 

people who ignored those with ability diversity (Gabel, 2002).  

Dillabough (2002) argued that the theory of critical pedagogy did not address the 

need to “respond to oneself and others” (p. 203) and as such did not address the ability 

diversity question posed by Gabel. Dillabough (2002) recommended using the work of 

Hannah Arendt who suggested using a reconstituted social context; whereby, we 

recognized not only what was different in us but recognized differences in others and 

authentically engaged in interactions with each other. According to the author, Arendt 

argued for the diminishment of personal narratives and moving towards a more social self 

where one is less concerned over appearances (Dillabough, 2002). Dillabough did not 

address how a socially marginalized student entered this reconstituted social space 

described by Arendt. I argue that to facilitate the social movement and interaction 

Dillabough (2002) described, a researcher might want to use counterstories. This would 

allow for the authentic communication that Arendt described in her theory. 
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Research-to-Practice Gap 

To date there has been limited research using counterstories with students with 

disabilities. Curtin and Clark (2005) interviewed students with physical disabilities in 

segregated schools and those included in a general education setting. They found that 

students with disabilities in segregated schools were generally happier and that students 

in the general education program had both positive and negative experiences. They 

concluded that students need to be treated as individuals and should be asked about their 

feelings when designing their IEPs.  

Fiedler and Danneker (2007) addressed the research to practice gap by 

interviewing four students, their teachers, and their parents after the students were given 

self-advocacy instruction. The instruction was designed to assist the students in running 

their IEP meetings. The authors found that involving the students in the IEP process had 

several positive effects on the group dynamics and did not interfere with any legal 

compliance issues. In addition, the meetings were more student centered and 

collaborative (Fiedler & Danneker, 2007). Three months after their IEP meetings, the 

authors interviewed the students. The students reported a “strong feeling of ownership of 

their IEP and their right to participate” (Fiedler & Danneker, 2007, p. 19). As one 

interviewed student stated, “I think I should know about my problem and my goals. It's 

my IEP meeting, and I shouldn't be left out. They're talking about me” (Fiedler & 

Danneker, 2007, p. 19). These experiences need to be expanded to the student’s learning 

and social environments. 
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Pugach (2001) stressed the importance of documenting the stories of students in 

special education using qualitative research. She challenged the special education 

research community to reframe their work in qualitative research:  

Broadening the view of qualitative research that governs its practice within 

special education has the potential to strengthen the stories we choose to tell about 

individuals with disabilities, about the practice of special education and about 

individuals within the special education system who may not actually have 

disabilities. (Pugach, 2001, p. 442)  

The author advocated the use of qualitative research of this type to examine the 

complicated relationship between disability and diversity and the impact of that 

relationship on the student’s day-to-day learning. 

In reviewing the special education literature, two themes are apparent. First, there 

is a preponderance of scientific-based research in the field that does not address the 

context or the culture of the students. This provides a research to practice gap, whereby 

the students’ culture is only addressed demographically and the context of where the 

research takes place is ignored (Artiles et al., 2011). Second, the inclusion literature 

reveals an overwhelming push for inclusion for all students, which may not necessarily 

be in the best interests of the child and may not be FAPE or the LRE. If special education 

youngsters are not achieving academically, are not socially included, and are not 

supported in their general education classroom environments then they are not receiving 

FAPE.  
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I addressed these gaps in my study with three levels of inquiry. First, was the 

question of how do students with disabilities perceive their academic and social supports 

in the general education setting? The second tier of questioning sought to investigate how 

their perceptions of support influence their academic identity (e.g., student engagement, 

CST scores, and attendance). The last tier, the transformative piece of the study, uses the 

counterstories of students with disabilities to construct student knowledge and inform 

schools about the students’ learning environments. It asks the question, how can the 

counterstories of students with disabilities affect teachers’ understanding of students’ 

needs both socially and academically in the general education classroom? 

According to Denizen and Lincoln (2008) using this mixed-methods approach I 

am proposing diluted the voice and democratic nature of qualitative research. They 

believed that a mixed-methods approach was a compromise to those researchers who 

believed that scientifically based research was the preferred methodology to find the 

“truth” (Denizen & Lincoln, 2008). Mertens (2010) argued that just as it was possible for 

a researcher to use a constructivist paradigm and not address social justice, it was also 

possible for another researcher to focus on issues of social justice and not necessarily use 

a constructivist paradigm. She argued that a transformative mixed-methods approach 

could be used for social justice (Mertens, 2010). 

I agree with Mertens. As a researcher I analyzed my approach through the 

paradigm Denizen and Lincoln (2008) conceptualized based upon the belief systems of 

axiology, ontology, epistemology, and methodology. In alignment with my axiological 

beliefs, I changed the original structure and methodology of my proposal based upon my 
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knowledge and experiences as a teacher and a beginning teacher coach. I knew that 

students with disabilities suffer from ableism and are marginalized in the classroom 

academically and socially. I was aware of the complex contextual and cultural systems 

that are in play in classrooms and schools, so I redesigned my research to address these 

ethical issues and to contribute to social transformation. I also am aware that as an 

outsider, I needed to invest time in building a strong relationship of trust with students, 

teachers, and administrators at my site in order to have access to and be involved in their 

knowledge construction.  

Similar to Mertens (2010), I understand the constructivist premise of the social 

construction of multiple realities; however, from a transformative ontological perspective 

I believe in one reality and multiple opinions. I am interested in the students’ perspective 

and in challenging the current systems and structures in the classroom that are not 

supportive of their needs. As Mertens (2010) explained it,  

The transformative ontological assumption that there is one reality leaves us to 

delve deeply into understanding factors that lead us to accept one version of 

reality over another. We are led to ask questions such as, “Whose reality is 

privileged in this context?” “What is the mechanism for challenging perceived 

realities that sustain an oppressive system?” “What are the consequences in terms 

of who is hurt if we accept multiple versions of reality or if we accept the ‘wrong 

privileged’ version?” (pp. 470-471) 
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 By using a transformative mixed methods design I was able to speak to such 

questions and learn from the students how we could disrupt inequities in the classroom 

and build better systems of support.  

Conclusion 

In summary, the literature on special education law, organizational behavior, 

inclusion, and CRT support the concept that inclusion may be a collaborative and 

supportive educational environment for students with special needs if they are given a 

voice; however, it does not necessarily support the imposition of an artificial structure 

that undermines the true intent of FAPE. In addition, research findings in the special 

education literature often report that the self-perceptions of students with disabilities and 

their level of academic support in the general education classroom are not always 

positive. The purpose of this study was to address the research to practice gaps in the 

special education literature and the critical race theory literature by including the voice of 

the student in special education. This dissertation investigated the perceptions of support 

of students in special education by using a transformative mixed methods approach. I 

gathered both quantitative data (e.g., achievement, survey, attendance) and qualitative 

data within the context of the students’ educational experiences as told through 

counterstories.
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The transformative ontological assumption that there is one reality leads us to 

delve deeply into understanding factors that lead us to accept one version of reality over 

another. We are led to ask questions such as, “Whose reality is privileged in this 

context?” “What is the mechanism for challenging perceived realities that sustain an 

oppressive system?” “What are the consequences in terms of who is hurt if we accept 

multiple versions of reality or if we accept the ‘wrong/privileged’ version?” (Mertens, 

2010, p. 471) 

Research Approach 

This dissertation used a transformative mixed-methods approach using an 

explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Piano Clark, 2011). This is similar to the 

method described by Donna Mertens in a study of graduate students in a teacher 

preparation program who were deaf and hard of hearing (Mertens, 2010). Initially, the 

author was asked to survey the students to ascertain why they had such a high dropout 

rate from the teacher preparation program. She felt that truly to understand the problem 

the participants in the study needed to inform the structure of the research.  In her study 

the author collected written reflections and observation data to inform her initial 

interview questions. She then proceeded to interview the students and created a survey 

that gathered quantitative and qualitative data, which she then shared with the faculty. 

The author stressed the importance of participant involvement from the very start of the 

research. Mertens chose this type of methodology to address the “issues of the diversity 
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of the students the graduates encountered and their frustration with being marginalized by 

their school administrations” (2010, p. 472).  

I chose an explanatory sequential design because it allowed me to gather and 

analyze the quantitative data from the survey and then use that data to inform my 

interview questions for a deeper understanding of the students’ and teachers’ viewpoints. 

This explanatory sequential design allowed for a better understanding of how the voices 

of the students impact and inform their learning environment and validates the students 

and teachers as the experts of their surroundings. From a social justice standpoint, 

students with disabilities are frequently marginalized and segregated within their schools 

and classrooms (Connor, 2006; Dudley-Marling, 2004). A transformative mixed-methods 

approach supported my conceptual framework based upon special education law, 

inclusion literature, organizational theory, and Critical Race Theory (CRT). This 

methodology addressed whose voice was and was not being privileged in the classroom 

and allowed for the questioning of oppressive systems that may be in place within 

schools (Mertens, 2010). A transformative mixed-methods approach helped me to 

address the research to practice gap present in much of the special education literature, 

which forgoes context by taking a positivist quantitative approach. The students referred 

to in the methodology section were all students in high school identified with mild to 

moderate disabilities. From this point forward in this section, they will simply be referred 

to as “students.” 

Conceptual Framework 

IDEA provides for the free and appropriate education of the student in the least 

restrictive environment. The free and appropriate education is designed around the 
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student and flows from the IEP process (Zigmond, 1995). The setting where the student is 

educated is set forth by the IEP. The inclusion literature shows positive effects for 

students with disabilities; however, the voices of the students in informing the design of 

their supportive learning environments have yet to be fully studied.   

Similar case studies using a mixed-methods approach have been performed with 

small groups of individual students (Baker, 1995; Hansen & Boody, 1998; Vaughn & 

Klingner, 1998). Idol (2006) performed an extensive mixed methods study examining the 

achievement of students in general and special education in an inclusive setting; however, 

for the qualitative portion of the study she interviewed teachers and administrators. Other 

qualitative studies have focused on students (e.g., Hughes, Page, & Ford, 2011; Medina 

& Luna, 2006). For example, Medina and Luna (2006) interviewed five Mexican 

American male students designated as emotionally disturbed or as having behavioral 

disorders and suicidal tendencies. The authors used interviews to inform the staff and to 

develop effective prevention programs and strategies. Quantitative studies that address 

the culture of students in special education generally focus on the students’ demographics 

or the students’ achievement, and use a survey to assess students’ self-esteem or 

perceptions (Artiles et al., 2011). However, the context of how the culture of the 

educational sense-making of the students affects or is affected by their systems of support 

has not been examined (Bakker, Denessen, & Bosman, 2007; Fore et al., 2008; Hughes et 

al.,  2011). Figure 2 is a graphical representation of my conceptual framework of the 

external, internal, and transformative factors that affect students with disabilities 

perceptions of support. The framework delineates the external factors (e.g., special 

education law, policy, educational structures, etc.) that impact the classroom and the 
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internal perceptions of support of the student.  The last section of the framework 

demonstrates the transformative factors of the co-construction of knowledge and learning 

alliances between the student and the teacher.  

 

Figure 2. Conceptual framework of the factors influencing students with disabilities perceptions 

of support.  

 

Research Questions 

1. How do students with disabilities perceive their academic support in their general 

education classes? 

2. How do students with disabilities perceive their social support in their general 

education classes? 

3. How are the perceptions of academic and social support of students with 

disabilities related to their academic identity? 

4. How does listening to the counterstories of students with disabilities affect teacher 

understanding of students’ academic and social supports as reflected in their 

lesson planning?   

5. How do the perceptions of academic and social supports of students with 

disabilities change in reaction to changes in teacher instruction? 
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Overview and History of the District Sites 

The district in this study is located in Santa Clara County. An alias was used for 

the high school and for the district.  Originally founded in 1922, the district (Peninsula 

High School District) serves over 3,240 students per year. The district consists of two 

comprehensive high school campuses, a continuation high school, and a middle college. 

Peninsula High School District draws from four feeder school districts. The feeder 

districts vary greatly in resources and per pupil expenditures. The expenditure per pupil 

for the feeder districts ranges from a high of $16,670 in one district to a low of $8,621 in 

another district (Ed-Data, 2011). The overall ethnic breakdown of the district is mainly 

White (57.1%) with students of Asian descent being the next largest group (28.4%) (see 

Table 1). Students who are English Language Learners make up 1% of the overall student 

population; however, the district has an additional 24.6% of students who are designated 

as fluent English proficient. Students on free and reduced lunch comprise 6.4% and 8.2 % 

are in special education (California Department of Education, 2010a).  

Table 1.  

Ethnicity of the Students at the High School and District Levels 

Ethnicity Bosque HS 

Enrollment 

District 

Enrollment  

Bosque HS 

Special 

Education 

Enrollment 

District 

Special 

Education 

Enrollment 

 # % # % # % # % 

Hispanic 69 4.8 207 6 14 12.6 35 13 

Native American 3 .2 7 .2 1 .9 2 .75 

Asian 762 53.6 930 28 27 24 32 12 

Pacific Islander 0 0 7 .2 0 0 1 .3 

Filipino 7 .4 16 .49 1 .9 1 .3 

African American 5 .3 11 .3 1 .9 1 .3 

White 471 33 1847 56.9 57 51 176 66 

Two or more 

races 

85 5 184 5.6 7 6 15 5.6 
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Not Reported 17 1 37 1 3 2 3 1 

Total 1419  3246  111  266  

 

Decision-Making Processes 

The study took place at Bosque High School, the smaller of the two 

comprehensive high schools. Bosque High School is well known for its academic rigor 

and academically high achieving students.  The high school has an Academic 

Performance Index (API) of 933 and met all subgroup and school wide growth targets. 

The API breakdown for the main subgroups is as follows: Asian students 974; Hispanic 

students 838; White students 888; English Learners 862; and students with disabilities 

697 (California Department of Education, 2010b). 

The decision-making process at Bosque High School seeks to involve all 

stakeholders. The high school has a website that is up-to-date and has a number of 

newsletters and organizations for parents and community members to join. The home 

webpage for the high school is in English and offers translations on its site. Parents with 

access to a computer may email their students’ teachers and use AERIES to monitor their 

children’s progress. Bosque High School has a number of parent-run organizations: 

PTSO, School Site Council, a foundation, and five booster clubs.  In addition, while 

undergoing the accreditation process this past year, members of the community and 

parents served on a variety of accreditation focus groups. 

Bosque High School gathers information annually from the School Site Council 

survey of parents, students, and staff. The survey asks a variety of questions dealing with 

academics and school climate.  One area of concern was the amount of outside support 

students required to be academically successful. One third of parents reported that their 
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students received tutoring outside of school in math and science, while 40% of students 

reported receiving tutoring outside of school. The 326 parents who responded to the 

survey reported feeling that they and their students are welcomed at Bosque High School.  

In response to an item on bullying the 76% of the parents reported their students were not 

bullied as opposed to 55% of the students surveyed who reported bullying incidents. 

Cyber bullying seemed to be the most prevalent form of transgression. Of those students 

reporting bullying, 158 had received or overheard ethnic, sexist, or homophobic 

comments, and 68 reported having been physically harmed.    

Past Efforts to Make Change and Address Equity Issues 

Each year Peninsula High School District offers open enrollment and transfer 

opportunities for its students. Currently, there are differences in the general demographics 

of the two comprehensive high schools in Peninsula High School District. Bosque High 

School has an ethnically diverse (65.6% non-White) student body while its sister high 

school has a lower percentage of non-White students (23.6%).  Originally, both high 

schools had similar demographics; however, over the last 20 years Bosque has continued 

to enroll a more diverse student population.  

Although Bosque High School offers a wide variety of college prep classes for its 

students, a large number of special education content classes continue to be offered by 

the school. Both the assistant principals agreed that the number of content classes offered 

by special education should be decreased and that the students with disabilities should be 

supported in general education classes (C. Itze & R. Paise, personal communications 

November 30, 2012).    
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Description of the Popular Discourse at the Site from Key Stakeholders 

Bosque High School is considering a more inclusive program for its students next 

year. Bosque High School currently has a more traditional program consisting of a 

special day class and a resource specialist program. In the past, Bosque had a few co-

taught classes; however, the classes no longer exist. The classes were designed to deliver 

support to students in both general and special education; however, with recent personal 

changes, the staff to support this model is no longer in place (C. Itze & R. Paise, personal 

communications, November 30, 2012). 

In conversations with special education and general education teachers at the site, 

the general education teachers felt they would need additional support if more special 

education students were placed in their classes, and the special education teaches wished 

to expand their co-teaching role in the general education program (K. Low, D. Scott, & F. 

Lake, personal communications, January 17, 2013).  

Overview of Equity and Social Justice Issues  

Students with disabilities face a number of obstacles in their educational 

experiences. Overall, students in special education historically have higher dropout rates 

and are less likely to continue onward to a post-secondary program; therefore, this 

stresses the need for a high-quality individualized-education program (California 

Department of Education, 2011). Specific to the context of Bosque High School, which is 

structured for high achieving students, the struggling student may not have the 

opportunities for success in the general education program. Another obstacle is the 

question of whether or not the students perceive that they are receiving the types of 
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support that they need to be successful in school and whether or not they can have an 

impact on the support structures in their classrooms.  

Setting, Population, and Sample 

Bosque High School’s demographics are not representative of Peninsula High 

School District. Bosque High School has a population of 1,419 and draws from affluent 

neighborhoods and feeder districts (California Department of Education, 2010b). Each of 

the special education programs at the feeder districts of the high school is very distinct in 

its structure and philosophy. For example, one of the districts has a more inclusive policy 

of co-taught core content classes while another has a more traditional service delivery 

model wherein the students are scheduled for part of the day in content classes designed 

specifically for students with disabilities.  

In examining the data for students with disabilities at Bosque High School, the 

proportion of students with disabilities for some ethnic groups appears to be 

disproportionate. There appears to be significant over identification of students of 

Hispanic descent and White students and an under identification of students of Asian 

descent (California Department of Education, 2010a).  

The design of this study was granted approval by the California State University 

Internal Review Board. The school administered the Students Self-Perceptions of 

Classroom Support Survey (SPCS) created by O’Rourke and Houghton (2006) to 43 of 

the 76 students who are diagnosed with mild to moderate disabilities in their special 

education program. From this group of 43 students, I interviewed a smaller group of eight 

student volunteers. Parent and student permissions were received before the students 

participated in the study and any individual data (e.g., CST scores, grades, attendance, 
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interviews) were gathered. Teacher participants were selected by the students and were 

general education and special education teachers. The teacher participants granted their 

permission before participating in the study. Originally, only general education teachers 

were to be participants in the study; however, because of the scheduling of some of the 

students, two of the teacher participants selected by the students have a special education 

background and have co-taught in a general education classroom. One of the selected 

teachers declined to participate in the study; however, the student was in in the same class 

as another student and continued to participate in the research. In addition, another pair of 

students chose the same teacher to work with in the study. This left a total of six teacher 

participants.  

Detailed Data Collection Methods 

A variety of data was collected: California Standards Test (CST) scores, scores 

from a survey created by O’Rourke and Houghton (2006) Student Perceptions of 

Classroom Support (SPCS) scores, special education students’ counterstories from 

interviews, lesson plans, demographic data, and reflections (see Table 2). Table 2 

delineates the collected data and the research question it addressed.  

Table 2 

   Research Questions and Corresponding Data Collection 

Research Question Data Collected 

1. How do students with disabilities 

perceive their academic support in their 

general education classes? 

 

a) SPCS-academic section 

b) Student Interviews  

2. How do students with disabilities 

perceive their social support in their 

general education classes? 

 

a) SPCS-social section 

b) Student Interviews 
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3. How are the perceptions of academic 

and social support of students with 

disabilities related to their academic 

identity? 

 

a) CST Scores 

b) Attendance 

c) Class Grades 

d) Gender 

e) Student 

Interviews 

4. How does listening to the 

counterstories of students with 

disabilities affect teacher understanding 

of students’ academic and social 

supports as reflected in their lesson 

planning?  

 

a) Teacher Pre and Post Lesson Plans  

b) Student Interviews 

c) The students will then decide how 

they want the information presented 

to their teachers. 

5. How do the perceptions of academic 

and social supports of students with 

disabilities change in reaction to 

changes in teacher instruction? 

a) Student Interviews 

b) Teacher Interviews/Reflective Logs 

c) Post SPCS of interviewed students 

 

The CST scores were collected for the last two years on those students who were 

interviewed. Some students only had two years of available scores. CST scores are used 

by the state and federal government to assess the academic performance of students in 

California (Ed-Data, n.d.). The academic identity data was derived from the SPCS survey 

responses, CST scores, attendance, students’ grades, and information from their 

interviews.   

Survey data from students who took the (SPCS) in their resource classes provided 

a quantifiable measure of the students’ perceptions of support. This data was used to 

inform the interview questions for the students and was analyzed by calculating the mean 

and standard deviation of the scale scores.  

Pre and post artifacts were gathered from the teachers in the form of lesson plans, 

instructional materials, modified materials, and reflections. The artifacts served as 

qualitative data on both the teachers and the students and substantiated how support 

structures were implemented in the classroom. In addition, teacher interviews were 
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gathered after hearing the students’ counterstories. Both the interviews and the artifacts 

helped me better understand the students’ and teachers’ perspectives and to document the 

presence of any teacher changes in instructional supports. The teacher artifacts and 

interviews assisted me in establishing a baseline and measuring any changes in 

instructional supports present in the teachers’ lesson planning, pedagogy, and reflections. 

Instrumentation 

The high school surveyed 43 students using the (SPCS) (see Appendix A) which 

was designed to measure students with disabilities perceptions of academic and social 

support in the general education classroom (O’Rourke & Houghton, 2006). According to 

O’Rourke and Houghton (2006), the scale had a high internal consistency, “Person and 

item discrimination analyses, and calculation of internal consistencies (Cronbach’s alpha) 

revealed the SPCS to have excellent psychometric properties (a=0.92 for academic 

outcomes and a=0.87 for overall social outcomes)” (p. 232). The original design of the 

scale separated the questions into four subscales: curricular support, instructional support, 

physical support, and peer support. I used these subscales to help structure the 

quantitative data analysis and to test for any differences in types of student support.   

The SPCS has already been used in a number of studies and has a very high rate of 

internal consistency, “a=0.92 for academic outcomes and a=0.87 for overall social 

outcomes” (O’Rourke & Houghton, 2006, p. 232). Permission to use the scale had been 

granted by the authors. A pilot of the SPCS resulted in minor alterations to the picture on 

the scale, which served to reduce gender and ethnic bias. The new pictures, a series of 

emoticons, were piloted with five middle school students to ensure it continued to 

represent the choice spectrum. All five individuals reported the pictures were helpful.  
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In February 2012, high school students completed a second pilot study using the 

SPCS. When asked for feedback, the students stated the emoticon was condescending and 

that the second half of the scale was redundant. The second half of the scale is focused on 

social supports. The students may have missed the reworded instructions that ask them to 

think about how the supports helped them to make friends. The emoticons were removed 

from the scale, as were two questions that were not age appropriate. The instructions in 

the second half of the scale, which stressed social supports, were highlighted to reduce 

the perception of redundancy. Samples of the survey can be found in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Sample of the Survey 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a regular classroom? 

 

If a resource teacher and the regular classroom teacher both helped students who had problems. 

1….2….3….4 

 

If I left the class with a teacher assistant when the work got too difficult and did the work in the 

resource room. 

1….2….3….4 

 

If two regular classroom teachers taught together and helped students who had problems. 

1….2….3….4 

 

If a teacher assistant sat next to me and helped me with my work. 

1….2….3….4 

 

Procedure  

 

First, the SPCS was administered in small groups to 43 students during the 

students’ study skills classes during the fall. Second, from the group of students who took 

the scale, eight student volunteers with parent permission were interviewed. The eight 

students were interviewed individually during their study skills classes or during tutorial 

(student choice) with questions regarding their support in their general education classes. 
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The individual interviews provided a more in-depth source of information from the 

students’ perspective and allowed the students’ voices to be acknowledged and affirmed 

as an essential part of the educational process. The documentation of the student’s 

counterstories and their perceptions of how to be best supported was an essential part of 

the study since I was investigating whether or not students can impact changes in the 

instructional supports in their general education classes. The students in the smaller group 

received a $30.00 gift certificate for their participation.  

Third, the students shared their counterstories of their classroom experiences and 

their preferred method of support with their general education teachers (the students 

chose the method for revealing the information). Through the sharing of their counter 

stories, the students become an active partner in their learning and an active partner in the 

research. Having a voice and taking an active part in the research speaks to the 

transformative aspects of the study’s design. The study design allowed for the students 

and the teachers to be active participants in the research, thereby increasing the likelihood 

of students and teachers co-constructing new and meaningful knowledge from their 

participation. 

The teacher participants were directly tied to the student participants. During the 

interview, students were asked about which supports they would like to discuss with their 

teachers. The students also selected the teachers with whom they would like to work. The 

teachers were then contacted individually to seek their participation in the study. From 

the group of student suggested teacher volunteers, six teachers agreed to participate in the 

research, two of the students shared the same teacher, and one student’s suggested 

teacher declined. Each student then contacted their selected teacher either in person or 
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email. The students chose how to contact their teachers. The teachers submitted artifacts 

in the form of instructional materials from their websites. These artifacts were collected 

pre and post student counterstorytelling. The teachers’ reflections and interviews were 

collected after the students shared their information on classroom supports. The teachers 

received a $50.00 gift card to an online bookstore for their participation. 

Interviewing the teachers informs whether or not the students’ counterstories were 

impacting to the teachers’ instructional practices. The interviews provided a structure for 

the teachers to request assistance if so desired in developing and implementing 

instructional supports for their students. The gathering of artifacts acted as further 

verification of any changes in the implementation of support structures in the classroom.  

A final interview with the students served to substantiate changes in instructional 

supports the students may have noticed in their classes. In addition, the final interview 

allowed the students to share any additional information that may inform any future work 

in this area. Content analyses using coding, word count, and phrase count was used on the 

students’ and teachers’ interviews and counterstories. The interviews were digitally 

recorded and transcribed. The counterstories were then clustered, analyzed for themes, 

and coded.  

All interviews were tape recorded and digitally preserved. The interviews were 

transcribed in their totality. All hardcopies of data were kept secured in a locked file 

cabinet and all electronic data was password protected. Hardcopies and electronic copies 

will be kept secured for five years after the study. All identifying information was 

removed from any collected data and artifacts. 
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Data Analysis 

The analysis of the data occurred in a sequential manner similar to that used in Hodgkin’s 

study on the social capital of women (Hodgkin, 2008). In her study, Hodgkin used an 

explanatory sequential design. She first surveyed her participants and then analyzed the survey 

data to inform her interview questions. According to the author the use of the survey first 

allowed her to “describe; explore; and to some extent explain certain aspects of the differences 

between men and women on social, community and civic participation within the sample” 

(Hodgkin, 2008, p. 300). She analyzed that data using a mixture of descriptive and inferential 

statistics. The second portion of Hodgkin’s study focused on the women’s perspectives and their 

“process for interacting” with their different environments and their feelings around their life 

experiences (Hodgkin, 2008, pp. 300-301). She focused the analysis of the interview data around 

themes generated from the questions from the survey data.
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Table 4  

Sequence of Data Collection and Analysis 

Data Collection  Analysis Purpose 

Pre-SPCS  Item analysis across eight 

subscales multivariate analysis 

for subgroup data 

Analyze for question development for student interviews.  

Examine responses of students from different backgrounds. 

Quantitative baseline of student responses. 

 

CST scores; 

attendance; grades 

SPCS scores 

Analyze for any correlations 

between quantitative data and 

qualitative data.  

Convergence of qualitative and quantitative data to formulate 

the concept of the academic identity of the student. 

Teacher lesson pre-

lesson plans and 

reflections; Student 

Interviews Counter-

stories  

Analysis of artifact for built-in 

supports; narrative analysis; 

themes, descriptions; coding; 

analysis across students  

Establish qualitative baseline of teachers’ use of instructional 

support in the classroom. Develop deeper understanding of the 

processes and supports students feel they need in general 

education classes and a deeper understanding of students’ 

learning environment. 

 

Teacher interviews 

and post-lesson plans 

Narrative analysis; themes, 

descriptions; coding; analysis 

across teachers; cross comparison 

with students; analysis of artifact 

for built-in supports  

Qualify impact of counterstories on teachers’ instructional 

practices. 

Student interviews 

Post SPCS of 

interviewed students 

Narrative analysis; themes, 

descriptions; coding; analyzing 

across students; cross comparison 

with teachers;  

Analyze for differences from 

SPCS pretest scores and post test 

scores. 

Develop a deeper understanding of any changes that might 

occur in the students’ perceptions of supports in the classroom. 

Quantitative measure of any changes that might have occurred 

across any of the eight themes; compare individual score 

changes of interviewees and any post changes of the SPCS only 

students. 
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I used a similar technique with five periods of data collection and analysis. The 

first quantitative stage, the analysis of the SPCS, informed the questions I asked the 

students during their interviews and acted as a pre-test for the interview group. The 

second quantitative set of data I gathered (e.g., CST scores, GPA, SPCS scores, and 

attendance) was converged with qualitative data from the student interviews to create an 

academic identity profile for each of the eight student interviewees. In the next two 

segments of the study, the data collected is qualitative. Using narrative analysis, student 

and teacher interviews and artifacts were analyzed. The last segment of data collection 

and analysis acted as a post-quantitative measure of the students’ perceptions of supports. 

A more in depth description of the analysis of the data follows in the next two sections. 

Quantitative Analysis of Survey and Achievement Data 

The first phase of data collection used survey data from 43 students with mild to 

moderate disabilities on the Student Perceptions of Classroom Support Scale (SPCS) 

developed by O’Rourke and Houghton (2006). The scale measures students’ perceptions 

of academic and social support in four areas: curricular, instructional, physical, and peer. 

Students took the survey in their Individual Studies classes in small groups over a two 

week period. The student information on the survey was limited to gender and grade.  

The scores for all 43 students were placed on an Excel spreadsheet. Next, the 

scores were normalized by dividing the number of items in the subscale by the total 

possible score for the subscale. The resulting proportions ranged from zero to one. The 

normalized scores were then used to calculate the mean and standard deviation for each 

item. I then performed Cronbach’s Alpha as a measure of reliability for each item within 
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its subscale (see Table 5). Except for academic curricular support which had a value of 

   .487 all other subscales had robust reliability coefficients. If the question, “If the 

work was the same for everyone” is removed from Academic Curricular subscales the   

increases to  =0.60. This indicates that for this group of 43 students the subscales had a 

fair rate of reliability. These results were similar to those found by the SPCS developers 

(O’Rourke & Houghton, 2006).  

Table 5 

SPCS Cronbach’s Alpha 

Sub Scale 
Academic 

Physical 

Academic 

Curriculum 

Academic 

Instruction 

Academic 

Peer 

Valid Cases 43 43 43 43 

Cronbach's Alpha 0.889 0.467 0.817 0.783 

Cronbach's Alpha 

Based on 

Standardized 

Items 

0.889 0.502 0.808 0.788 

Sub Scale 
Social 

Physical 

Social 

Curriculum 

Social 

Instruction 

Social 

Peer 

Valid Cases 43 43 43 43 

Cronbach's Alpha 0.904 0.838 0.853 0.879 

Cronbach's Alpha 

Based on 

Standardized 

Items 

0.904 0.832 0.852 0.878 

 

The interview questions and the types of support in the interview responses were 

categorized based upon the questions comprising the subscales on the SPCS. For 

example, questions regarding location and personnel support were included in the 

Physical subscales; curriculum and content related questions were in the Curricular 

subscales; classroom environment, engagement, and teacher-student relationships 
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comprised the Instructional subscales; and peer and small group work created the Peer 

subscales. The subscales were further grouped according to academic and social supports 

based upon the focus question in the section survey (e.g., How helpful would this be in 

getting my work done in the general education classroom, or How helpful would this be 

in making friends in the general education classroom?).  

During the second phase, the SPCS survey data for the interviewed students was 

disaggregated from the larger group to check for any significant differences in their 

responses. An item analysis was used to detect trends in the surveys and to further 

develop questions for the students’ interviews. Each student’s SPCS data combined with 

his or her CST scores, GPA, attendance, and interview responses was used to create an 

academic identity for each student.  

Academic Identity 

For the purposes of this study, I defined academic identity as the combination of 

cognitive (e.g., academic achievement and grade point average) and non-cognitive factors 

(e.g., attendance, support requests, interview responses), which describe the students’ 

perception of themselves as a student. In her article, Caraballo (2011) described the 

current research debate on academic identity and made the argument “for a deeper 

examination of the interactions between identity construction, experiences of curriculum, 

and the academic achievement of minoritized students in the interest of social justice in 

education” (p. 158).  

Questions related to the students’ academic identity were, “How would you 

describe yourself as a student? (see Appendix F) and “Do you feel like a member of the 
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class?” (see Appendix B). Both quantitative and qualitative measures were used to 

develop the students’ academic identity since no single factor alone gives a full picture of 

the individual student. For example, the rigor of the classes or the teachers may affect the 

student’s GPA. A long-term illness may affect the attendance of a student who typically 

attends school every day.  

The data for each student was then examined for any trends in CST test scores, 

grade point average, and attendance. For example, did a student with high CST scores 

have high attendance and a high GPA? High CST scores were defined as scores at the 

advanced or proficient level, medium CST scores were defined as basic, and low CST 

scores were below basic or far below basic. The delineations were based upon the state of 

California’s goal of all students scoring at the proficient or above level. High attendance 

rate was defined as 97% present during the school year, medium attendance rate was 

96%-91% present, and low attendance rate was 90% or lower. Attendance was based 

upon the definition of chronic absenteeism as being present in school less than 90% as 

defined by Balfanz and Byrnes (2012). In addition, California Education Code defines 

truancy as three or more unexcused absences within one year. A high GPA was defined 

as 3.0 or higher, a medium was GPA of 2.99-2.0, and a low GPA was 1.99 or lower. GPA 

was based upon the eligibility for entrance to the California State University System 

(CSU). Students with a GPA of 3.0 or higher are not required to take the SAT or ACT. 

Students with a score of 2.99-2.0 must take the ACT or SAT and score at a certain level 

to gain entrance, and students with a GPA below a 2.0 are not eligible to attend a CSU.  
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At the end of the study I performed an item analysis to check for any significant 

changes between the pre- and post-survey responses. Since the interview group was only 

eight students, I described any changes that I found in the post-test for these students 

qualitatively, based upon the means and standard deviations of the subscales.  

Qualitative Analysis of Interviews and Artifacts 

The third phase of data collection was designed to establish a baseline of the 

instructional practices and supports of the teachers. A variety of qualitative data was 

gathered during this phase including teacher reflections, artifacts from the teachers, and 

student pre-interviews of their classroom experiences. The student pre interviews focused 

on school at a global level. The students’ post interviews were focused on the specific 

classes and the specific teachers the students selected to work with in the study.  

Questions in all four of the support areas were created that addressed both the 

academic and social aspects of the students’ experiences in the classroom (see Appendix 

B). The questions were formulated in student friendly language and were open ended to 

allow for a wide variety of responses. Sample questions were, “What are some things 

your teacher does in your general education classes that help you with your work?” or 

“What makes you feel supported in your general education classes?” Students’ were also 

asked what their accommodations were and if the classwork or homework was modified 

in class. 

The students’ counterstories were analyzed using clustering and content analyses 

and were coded for themes. I used a process similar to that described in the book 

Educational Research: Planning, Conducting and Evaluating Quantitative and 
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Qualitative Research (Creswell, 2012). The analysis described by Creswell involved a 

number of steps. After the individual student interviews were completed, both the 

audiotapes and the field notes were transcribed. I then read and reread the transcriptions, 

with my field notes, while listening to the audiotapes. During this time, I made notes of 

any pauses or inflections in the participant’s response that may add or clarify the shared 

information from the interview. Next, I contacted the participants for any additional 

clarifications or explanations of an answer that was not clear during the interview. After I 

was fully familiar with the interview data, I chunked the information for each interview 

into common categories and then themes or descriptions of events or processes. I 

completed this process for each participant and then looked for similar themes across 

participants. Teacher interviews were treated in the same manner. The themes were then 

coded and recorded. 

Next, using the coded themes, I created thematic categories reflecting the SPCS 

subscales of supports (Curricular, Instructional, Physical, and Peer) and sorted the themes 

as appropriate. Any additional themes that did not fit into those categories were assigned 

to new categories. In each of the categories the key terms that appeared within were 

identified. The themes were then analyzed for any common student or teacher 

characteristics that may emerge from the data.  

Teacher reflections were treated in a similar manner. Teacher lesson plans and 

instructional materials were all on their websites. The teacher’s materials were analyzed 

according to the four support subscales (Physical, Curricular, Instructional, and Peer) or 

for any other additional supports. Students first contacted their teachers in mid to late 
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January through either email or in person to discuss their classroom supports. Teachers 

were then contacted two to four weeks later for their interviews. Teacher websites were 

revisited, and teachers were asked for any classroom materials that were changed or 

modified as a result of their discussion with the students. 

Participants’ Rights 

I protected the identity of all districts, schools, and students participating in the 

study. I used pseudonyms for the schools and districts, and I coded the students’ surveys 

and interviews so that only I knew the identity of each individual student. Only student 

volunteers with parent permission participated in the study. Students were informed that 

they could opt out of the study at any time. Prior to beginning the study, I received 

permission from the Internal Review Board of California State University East Bay and 

followed all district guidelines for research. Finally, all hardcopies, digital, and electronic 

copies of the data are locked in a file cabinet and will be maintained for a minimum of 

five years after the completion of the study.  

Limitations of the Study 

Since the study uses a transformative mixed-methods approach, consisting of 

individual student’s data and counterstories, the generalization of the findings is limited 

to the students and teachers in the study. The nature of the convenience sampling further 

reduces the generalizability of the findings. The measurement of academic achievement 

can also be a limiting factor. In order to reduce the limitations of the academic 

achievement, I will use the students CST scores over a three-year period and combine 

them with the students’ grades.  
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In addition, the use of a survey for assessing the students’ perceptions of support 

was limited by the questions that were asked and by the participants who chose to take 

the survey. I am addressing these limitations by using the survey to inform follow-up 

interview questions with the participants. The use of interviews will allow for an 

expanded view of the students’ self-perceptions of support.  

Limitations from the Pilot Studies 

During this past summer and winter, I asked 10 middle school students to 

complete the SPCS survey (see Appendices C and D). From the pilot studies with the 

SPCS survey, a number of issues arose.  The first issue was the redundancy of the test 

and the difficulty distinguishing the academic from the social portion of the test (see 

Appendix C). This issue was partially addressed in a winter pilot wherein I highlighted 

the different sections’ directions to make them more distinguishable (see Appendix D).  

The second issue arose during the winter pilot. I decided to change my sample 

from middle school students to high school students. I originally changed the picture on 

the survey to make it free of gender and ethnic bias. During the summer, the five middle 

school students who took the survey found the picture helpful; however, in the winter 

pilot, the high school students requested that the picture be removed and the survey be 

placed online (see Appendices A and D). They also did not see the purpose in all of the 

questions and did not finish the test. This speaks to the inherent issue of buy-in and the 

making of meaning.   
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Limitations Due to Subject Positioning 

There were a number of issues that I considered as a practitioner and a researcher. 

First, how did my experience as a special education teacher for many years color my 

interactions and bias the lens that I used when conducting this study? Second, as an 

outside person, could I build the necessary rapport with the students and teachers so that 

the data I gathered was truly reflective of the students’ educational experiences and the 

instructional practices of the teacher?  

I counteracted these issues by taking a positive and proactive approach with the 

school and district. I was not studying the school site looking for negative outcomes; I 

was looking to the school site and the students to reveal the current educational 

environment for the student with special needs. I hoped to use the information that I 

garnered to validate the current positive instructional practices and assist the schools and 

students in constructing a positive and supportive learning environment. I plan to share 

the findings of my research with the site at the end of the school year.  

Next, cooperation from the classroom teacher was a key component of this 

process. I visited the students and the teachers before the research started to help build 

rapport and trust. I conducted the student interviews during study skills and tutorial and 

the teachers’ interviews at their convenience. Last, I needed to consider the effects of my 

role as researcher and if that inadvertently amplified the importance of the students’ 

voices in the study. 
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Conclusion 

In summary, I used a transformative mixed-methods approach using inferential 

statistics and a qualitative analysis of students’ counterstories. I chose this method 

because I believed that I should take an approach that allowed for not just the 

examination of quantitative data, but also allowed for the voice of the students to impact 

and inform their learning environment. I collected and analyzed CST scores, 

demographic data, SPCS scores, and students’ counter-stories through interviews to 

investigate students’ perceptions of academic and social support and the effect of 

students’ counterstories on teachers’ understandings of students’ needs. The sample 

population consisted of ninth through twelfth grade students with mild to moderate 

disabilities. The quantitative data was analyzed using descriptive statistics and ANOVA. 

The qualitative data was analyzed using coding and theme development organized around 

the subscales of the SPCS. Measures were taken to protect the students, schools, and 

districts identity and participation in the study will be voluntary.  

In closing, from a social justice standpoint, students with disabilities are 

frequently marginalized and segregated within their schools, classrooms, and in the 

research. I used a transformative mixed-methods approach, which supported my 

conceptual framework based upon special education law, inclusion literature, 

organizational theory, and Critical Race Theory (CRT). My conceptual framework and 

study addressed the research to practice gap present in much of the special education 

literature which forgoes context by taking a positivist quantitative approach and 
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addresses the research to practice gap in CRT which generally does not address students 

with disabilities. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS 

 

My favorite class currently is my class at the Regional Occupational 

Center, Computer Technology and Careers. It is my favorite class because 

it is what I like to do. It is with computers. In that class I am allowed to 

build high end servers, build high-end gaming computers, do liquid 

cooling, use liquid nitrogen in the class to cool those computers and it 

teaches me a lot of stuff that I don't have access to at home just due to 

physical space. My teacher in the class really doesn't support me in a lot of 

ways. I make my own curriculum in the class not due to the fact that I am 

behind. I am actually at the top in the class right now. I teach my own little 

group in the class, of five students, and we do advanced topics in the class, 

such as large scale data storage and MySQL services. My least favorite 

class (on the high school campus) is definitely Geometry. I am just not 

very good at it. It is very hard for me to visualize shapes and then cut them 

in half and then find out the x value of that shape. It is hard for me to see 

the purpose in doing it; if it is physically in front of me though I can do it 

very fast. (James, personal communication, January 7, 2013)  

James is an example of a student who knows how he learns best. He is successful 

in the Computer Technology and Careers learning environment that is structured to 

maximize his strengths. This allows him the opportunity to learn by using real life 

experiences and to deepen his knowledge by teaching his peers. The current structure of 
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James’s Geometry class is not designed for his learning strengths. James is fully aware of 

his difficulty with visualization and how this affects his performance in Geometry. This is 

an example of how a student’s knowledge of his learning strengths and needed areas of 

support can inform the classroom environment. It is through the use of the qualitative 

information gathered within the context of the classroom that may best inform the 

instructional practices for James’ teachers.  

In order to give a full understanding of the quantitative and qualitative results 

gathered for my study, this chapter will be organized in three major parts. First, the 

quantitative data findings from the Students’ Perception of Classroom Support (SPCS) 

survey will be described. Next, the students’ academic profiles will be explained.  

Finally, the qualitative data findings will be reported based upon the themes derived from 

the teacher and student interviews and teacher artifacts.  

Quantitative Survey Results 

Large Group  

The SPCS was administered to a large group of 43 students with mild to moderate 

disabilities.  The response items on the SPCS survey were categorized based upon the 

questions comprising the subscales on the SPCS. For example, response items regarding 

location and personnel support were included in the Physical subscales; curriculum and 

content related questions were in the Curricular subscales; classroom environment, 

engagement, direct instruction, and teacher-student relationships comprised the 

Instructional subscales; and peer and small group work created the Peer subscales (see 

Appendix E). The subscales were further grouped according to academic and social 
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supports based upon the focus question in the survey section (e.g., How helpful would 

this be in getting my work done in the general education classroom? ; How helpful would 

this be in making friends in the general education classroom?).  From this large group of 

students, eight student volunteers were selected to be participants in the remainder of the 

study.  

In examining the mean and standard deviation between the SPCS subscales, 

students in the large group responded that peer supports were the most beneficial on both 

the Academic Peer ( ̅.74 and SD=0.20) and Social Peer subscales ( ̅ .756 and SD=0.224). 

Students found physical supports on both the Academic Physical ( ̅ .586 and SD=0.214) 

and the Social Physical ( ̅ .483 and SD=0.209) subscales to be the least helpful. In 

addition, the Academic Curricular subscale had a high mean ( ̅ .712) and a low standard 

deviation (SD=0.112); however, the Social Curricular subscale had a lower mean ( ̅.613) 

and a higher standard deviation (SD .203) indicating students were less likely to find 

curricular supports socially helpful (see Table 6).  

Table 6 

 

SPCS Large Group Sub Scale Statistics 

  

  Academic 
 

Social 

Subscale n M SD   n M SD 

Physical 43 0.586 0.214 

 

43 0.483 0.209 

Curriculum 43 0.712 0.112 

 

43 0.613 0.203 

Instruction 43 0.688 0.159 

 

43 0.615 0.178 

Peer 43 0.740 0.200 

 

43 0.756 0.224 
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In disaggregating for gender, the large group data showed no major differences in the 

mean or standard deviation for male students compared to female students (see Table 7). 

Table 7 

  

SPCS Male vs. Female Statistics 

  Academic 

 Male 

 

Female 

Subscale n M SD SE 

 

n M SD SE 

Physical 29 0.583 0.202 0.037 

 

14 0.594 0.244 0.065 

Curriculum 29 0.703 0.113 0.021 

 

14 0.730 0.112 0.030 

Instruction 29 0.698 0.173 0.032 

 

14 0.665 0.127 0.034 

Peer 29 0.720 0.226 0.042 

 

14 0.781 0.131 0.035 

 

Social 

 

Male 

 

Female 

Subscale n M SD SE   n M SD SE 

Physical 29 0.485 0.201 0.037 

 

14 0.477 0.233 0.062 

Curriculum 29 0.603 0.202 0.037 

 

14 0.633 0.213 0.057 

Instruction 29 0.631 0.188 0.035 

 

14 0.580 0.156 0.042 

Peer 29 0.756 0.233 0.043 

 

14 0.754 0.213 0.057 
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Table 8 

Pre and Post SPCS Academic Subscales Results 

  Academic 

   Physical   Curriculum   Instruction    Peer 

Subject n 
Pre 

M 

Post 

M 
  n Pre M 

Post 

M 
  n 

Pre 

M 

Post 

M 
  n 

Pre 

M 

Post 

M 

James 7 0.393 0.714 

 

8 0.679 0.786 

 

7 0.844 0.906 

 

4 0.375 0.250 

Sara 7 0.893 0.893 

 

8 0.714 0.679 

 

7 0.750 0.625 

 

4 0.625 0.563 

Keisha 7 0.821 0.821 

 

8 0.857 0.714 

 

7 0.844 0.875 

 

4 0.938 0.813 

Justin 7 0.500 0.393 

 

8 0.571 0.643 

 

7 0.719 0.781 

 

4 0.813 0.688 

Mark 7 0.821 0.786 

 

8 0.714 0.786 

 

7 0.969 1.000 

 

4 0.625 0.750 

Matthew 7 0.679 0.750 

 

8 0.821 0.786 

 

7 0.844 0.875 

 

4 1.000 1.000 

Tim 7 0.643 0.536 

 

8 0.714 0.714 

 

7 0.688 0.625 

 

4 0.813 0.875 

Tony 7 0.821 0.929 

 

8 0.893 0.929 

 

7 0.844 0.938 

 

4 0.875 1.000 

                                

 

Table 8 shows the pre and post mean and standard deviation for the eight 

interviewed students’ group data on the SPCS. The means and standardized deviations of 

the normalized scores were analyzed for any significant changes between the group of 

eight students’ pre and post survey responses. Although the analysis shows that the 

response means rate in the Physical, Curricular, and Instructional academic subscales all 

rose in the post survey, none of the means rose to a significant level. The positive 

changes in the students’ response means as a group were all within the standard 

deviations.  
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Table 9 

 

Pre and Post SPCS Social Subscales Results 

  
Social 

  
Physical   Curriculum   Instruction   Peer 

Subject n 
Pre 

M 
Post M   n 

Pre 

M 
Post M   n 

Pre 

M 
Post M   n 

Pre 

M 
Post M 

James 7 0.357 0.429  8 0.643 0.643  7 0.875 0.969  4 0.375 0.563 

Sara 7 0.393 0.429  8 0.607 0.679  7 0.469 0.656  4 0.438 0.625 

Keisha 7 0.857 0.750  8 0.857 0.821  7 0.875 0.906  4 0.938 0.688 

Justin 7 0.321 0.357  8 0.500 0.607  7 0.563 0.688  4 0.750 0.750 

Mark 7 0.821 0.607  8 0.607 0.786  7 0.844 1.000  4 0.750 0.625 

Matthew 7 0.643 0.679  8 0.821 0.786  7 0.875 0.844  4 0.938 0.938 

Tim 7 0.393 0.536  8 0.607 0.643  7 0.656 0.563  4 0.938 0.938 

Tony 7 0.893 0.857  8 0.929 0.750  7 0.813 0.781  4 0.875 1.000 

                                

 

Other differences between the pre and post survey reveal that the interview 

group’s means on the Social Curricular, Social Instructional, and Social Peer subscales all 

increased and that all three of these subscales standard deviations became more stable 

(see Table 9). The Social Physical subscales interview group mean decreased slightly; 

however, the standard deviation became more stable.  

Similar to the large group data, the eight interviewed students’ responses showed 

preferences for certain types of supports dependent upon whether or not they were 

intended to be academic or social supports; however, unlike the large group findings, the 

difference was in only one area, physical supports. The survey questions in this category 

can be found in Table 10. The interview group’s mean for the pre survey Academic 
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Physical subscale was  ̅=0.696 with a SD of 0.177 and the pre survey Social Physical 

Supports had a  ̅=0.585 and a SD of 0.246. Similar results were found on the post survey, 

with a Social Physical subscale  ̅=0.580 and a SD=0.175 as compared to the Academic 

Physical subscale  ̅=0.728 and SD 0.181. Although this is within the standard deviations 

of the subscales, this finding is consistent across both the Academic and Social Support 

scales and is present both in the pre and post survey and in the small and large group 

data.  This would seem to indicate that students find physical supports to be more 

beneficial academically than socially.  

Table 10 

Physical Support Questions from the SPCS 

Academic prompt: How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a 

general education classroom? 

 

Social Prompt: How helpful would this be in making friends in the general 

education classroom? 

1. If I left the class and did my work in a quiet place and a teacher assistant 

helped me. 

2. If a resource teacher was in the class too and helped other students who 

had problems.  

3. If the resource teacher and the general education classroom teachers both 

helped students who had problems. 

4. If I left the class with a teacher assistant when the work got too difficult 

and did the work in the resource room. 

5. If two general education teachers taught together and helped students who 

had problems. 

6. If a teacher assistant helped me as well as other students. 

Note: Based upon the SPCS developed by O’Rourke and Houghton, 2006 

The individual pre and post means of the students on all eight subscales give an 

overview of whether or not the students might have changed how they rate the different 

types of support on the SPCS after having talked to their teachers. In analyzing the data, 
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most of the students had some variability between their pre and post survey means. 

James’ mean had a positive increase in six of the subscales. His mean for Academic Peer 

dropped, and his mean for Social Curriculum remained the same. The mean scores for 

Sara dropped in all of the academic subscales except for Academic Physical which 

remained unchanged. Sara’s means for all of the social subscales increased as opposed to 

Tony whose means on the academic subscales all increased and all the social subscales 

decreased except for Social Peer.  

Table 11 

 

Pre and Post Interview Group Statistics 

  Academic 

  Pre   Post 

Subscale n M SD SE   n M SD SE 

Physical 8 0.696 0.177 0.063   8 0.728 0.181 0.064 

Curriculum 8 0.746 0.105 0.037   8 0.754 0.088 0.031 

Instruction 8 0.813 0.090 0.032   8 0.828 0.140 0.049 

Peer 8 0.758 0.204 0.072   8 0.742 0.249 0.088 

                    

 

Social 

  Pre   Post 

Subscale n M SD SE   n M SD SE 

Physical 8 0.585 0.246 0.087   8 0.580 0.175 0.062 

Curriculum 8 0.696 0.152 0.054   8 0.714 0.081 0.029 

Instruction 8 0.746 0.161 0.057   8 0.801 0.157 0.055 

Peer 8 0.750 0.227 0.080   8 0.766 0.170 0.060 
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These changes show that the students have definite preferences for different types of 

support dependent upon whether they are meant to be a social or academic support. The 

increases could also be due to random variability; however, all of the post survey social 

subscales’ standard deviations were more stable than the pre survey standard deviations. 

This would seem to counter the effects of this type of random variability. 

The drop in mean group scores on the Academic Peer Support subscale was due 

to four students (Keisha, James, Justin, and Sara) rating it lower on the post survey as an 

academic support that they would find beneficial in class. Conversely, Mark, Tony, and 

Tim increased their rating of academic peer supports but not enough to offset the other 

students’ scores. Matthew was the most consistent student in his rating of peer supports. 

His mean for this subscale reached the maximum on the pre and post survey as did 

Tony’s on the post survey.  

In examining the pre and post survey data on the individual means of the eight 

small group participants, James appears to be a definite outlier in his responses. His 

response mean on the Academic and Social Physical and Peer subscales were much lower 

than his fellow participants’ means. The questions for the Physical subscales are related 

to leaving the room to work in the resource room and whether or not support personnel in 

the classroom would be beneficial. The Peer subscales questions centered on working 

with peers in the classroom and on the structure of the group work. James’ mean scores 

on the other subscales are well within the limits of the other students’ scores. On the post 

survey, James’ means on these two subscales, Academic and Social Physical and Peer, 

regressed to the overall group mean, thereby causing a stabilizing effect on the standard 
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deviations. During his pre interviews, James expressed definite opinions about feeling as 

an outsider at the high school. During his post interviews, he was focused more on how 

the teachers treated him in the classroom. This may have affected his responses in the 

post survey.  

Academic Identity Profile 

 The students’ academic identity was created by combining academic performance 

data (GPA, CST scores, Attendance), and SPCS support preferences with the student’s 

classroom support requests which were categorized as physical, curricular, instructional, 

or peer supports. In addition, most of the students spoke to themes around “Sense of 

Belonging” and “Equity” in the classroom. These themes seemed to be centered around 

four areas--how the teacher treated the student, peer interactions, student engagement, 

and classroom control. Quotes from the students’ interviews around the themes of 

belonging and equity were included to give a fuller picture of the student as an individual. 

Tables 12 through 19 contain the academic identity profile of each student. 

Table 12  

James’ Academic Identity Factors 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

James 

 

As a student, it depends on which school. At CCOC I am very much more 

aggressive on my education since it is on a topic that I very much like. So I will 

make time for it.  I will study for it if I have to which I normally do with 

students at CCOC. I teach the advanced kids and I am much more, very, very 

hands on with it, with the learning.  As myself in Bosque I am much more--I 

like to sit in the background. I like to see what people are doing. Just because I 

don't really fit in Bosque so. . . .Well, I am not in the educational bracket or 

educational track that they are. I have not studied for SATs since I was in sixth 

grade. I don't really care. Well, when I graduate from high school of course I 

will go and attend, go to a community college due to the fact that I am in non-
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The ethnic and racial backgrounds of the students reflect the very ethnically 

diverse nature of the high school and the special education population. All grades levels 

are represented and the students are in a mixture of special education and general 

education classes. Three of the four students with the highest GPA all have 100% 

attendance. Mark has the second highest GPA and a 98% attendance rate. The two 

remaining students with a high attendance rate, Tim and Tony, earned a GPA in the B-

/C+ range. Sara has a 92% attendance rate and a C average, and Justin has the lowest 

attendance rate 88% and has a B- average. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

college prep classes so I am forced into that situation. But the reason why I took 

CCOC was for myself to pay for it; for these classes and for higher education; 

and possibly get a job at a larger, at a large company that will pay for my 

college education and plus I don't have to be in Bosque for very long. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Basic 2011Algebra 1 Below Basic 

 2012 English Language Arts Below Basic 2012 Algebra 1 Below Basic 

Curricular 

Support 

Request 

Assistance in understanding independent student coursework 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 White 11 M 4 3 3.17 100% 

Belonging Bosque High School Campus--I do not fit in; Regional Occupational Center- 

group work great (peers great); Special Education classes-Quiet, good place to 

work 

Equity Special Education Classes--Doesn’t teach me differently; No one talks down to 

you; everyone is at the same level; Regional Occupational Center- Doesn’t treat 

me differently 
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Table 13 

 

Sara’s Academic Identity Factors 

 

The students with the next highest GPA, Matthew and James, both have perfect 

attendance and have mixed feelings about school. James definitely does not like the high 

school campus and prefers his classes at CCOC. Matthew feels that if he is engaged and 

is able to work productively in groups, he does better. Matthew and James scored on 

opposite ends of the CST. Matthew was the only student to have scored at the Advanced 

and the Proficient levels both years on the CST in both English Language Arts and Math; 

James scored in the Basic and Below Basic levels. 

 

 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Sara I always need to be, I always need to have a push in order to do my 

assignments. (I am) Not much of a school person. I really enjoy doing dental 

assistant,  but otherwise not much of a great student; like in order to get As. 

Quite often I do try my best so far this year mostly. I feel like I am doing better 

than previous years. Because it is senior year and is the last year and I feel like I 

have, I feel more confident and I just want to get this year over with. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Below Basic 2011 Algebra 1 Proficient 

 2012 English Language Arts Below Basic 2012 Geometry Basic 

Curricular/ 

Instructional 

Support 

Request 

Changing online General Education Government class to Independent Study 

Government non-college prep special education class;  

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 Other Asian 12 F 5 1 2.22 92% 

Belonging General Education Classes--I don’t feel like part of the class; Ms.___ in English 

is always there to help me.  I don’t do group work here (high school) I ask not 

to do it; I am not comfortable; but I do it at the Regional Occupational Center it 

is fine there; Special education Classes-Helps me with my work; gets me 

organized; feels like home  

Equity  
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Table 14 

 

Keisha’s Academic Identity Factors 

 

Tony and Justin have the fifth and sixth highest GPAs in the group. Both students 

scored within the same range on the CST (mostly Basic level scores); however, Tony has 

100% attendance and a slightly higher GPA than Justin with 88% attendance. Justin 

struggles with not being successful in classes he does not find engaging, and Tony 

believes he is not smart, but he is willing to work hard. Both Tony and Justin feel a 

stronger sense of belonging in classes containing students they know.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Keisha I'm not one of those slackers. I think I already participate a lot. I study hard.  I 

guess you could say hard working; (I) kind of like school. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Basic 2011 N/A 

 2012 English Language Arts Below Basic 2012 Algebra 1 Basic 

Peer 

Support 

Request 

Better monitoring of small groups in English class 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 Asian Indian 10 F 5 1 3.41 100% 

Belonging General Education-If I am engaged, I feel I belong; I don’t feel like I am part of 

_______class;  ______ lectures too much; group work is a problem; Special 

Education--Goes more in depth; lets us be independent; comfortable in class 

Equity  
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Table 15 

 

Justin’s Academic Identity Factors 

 

The students with the two lowest GPAs, Sara and Tim, struggled on the CST. 

Both students have scores in English Language Arts that are Basic or lower. Sara did 

have a Proficient level score in Algebra 1; however, Tim scored at the Basic and Below 

Basic levels on the CST General Math and Algebra 1. Tim has an attendance rate of 99% 

and Sara has an attendance rate of 92%. Sara states that she wants to work hard to 

graduate from high school this year, and Tim mentions he battles with procrastination. 

Similar to James, Sara has a stronger sense of belonging to CCOC than to her home 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Justin Hmm, pretty much like if I like something and I enjoy it and I am interested in 

it then I will like be really good with the subject and I will try really hard and I 

can get a good grade in the class. But if I am not as interested, it is really hard 

for me to grasp ideas and I can have like a lot of trouble with something that 

other kids would not have that much trouble with and. . .Because otherwise it 

will like frustrate me, but if I enjoy it which I do some of my classes then I will 

get into it and like work like above and beyond. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Proficient Basic Algebra 1 

 2012 English Language Arts Basic Basic Algebra 1 

Instructional/ 

Physical 

Support 

Request 

Assistance with studying for tests during Tutorial 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 White 11 M 6 1 3.01 88% 

Belonging General Education-- If I like the class I feel I belong; I work well with my 

classmates who I know; Special Ed-Answers all my questions; good; under 

control 

Equity Treated as equal 
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campus. Tim feels a sense of belonging as long as he is engaged. All of the students feel a 

sense of belonging in their special education classes.  

Table 16  

 

Mark’s Academic Identity Factors 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Mark I think I am a good student. I think I care what I'm learning more than other 

people because I think a lot of people like in my class I don't really see them 

come into tutorial, lunch or something to ask questions and I'm always I'm 

usually always there. I like school. Yeah, I love school; it's interesting all the 

things we learn. I don't even view it as like a lot of people they be like “I 

can't do homework. I have to study for this test.” I kind a like it even though 

that it's not really difficult for me, but I would say that I ask all my questions; 

that I know everything it's kind a of a good quality I guess I don't leave 

everything for one day; (I am) pretty hard working I guess. I procrastinate a 

little bit, a little bit yeah. I don't leave off things. I start them; I just take a 

long time to do (them). Yeah to finish them. I am like hard working in the 

sense that like if I have something due the next day and I know it's not really 

going to be in my best interest to ask if I can have an extended due date.  I'll 

stay up to like any time to finish it basically because this semester I really 

want my grades to be like a B+ A- range; yesterday for example I had 3 tests 

and I had some homework along with that. I was up till 5:00 (AM) finishing 

the homework for history and that kind a stuff; in the end it helped a lot. 

History was really easy so that is basically it. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Advanced 2011 Proficient 

 2012 English Language Arts Proficient 2012 Geometry Basic 

Instructional/Physical 

Support Request 

Being allowed to leave class and work in the Testing /Learning Center after 

teacher answers questions. 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 Other Asian 11 M 6 1 3.34 98% 

Belonging General Education--I feel I belong and I am valued; positive feedback and 

answers my questions; Special Education-Goes more in depth; talk to general 

ed teachers for you; quiet, good place to work; answers all my questions 

Equity Treated as equal 
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In examining the academic identity profiles of this group, the strongest predictor 

of doing well in school, as defined by GPA, was having a strong affiliation with either the 

comprehensive high school campus or the regional occupation center. The students that 

have either of these affiliations have very high attendance and the highest GPAs. This 

was especially strong for Keisha, Mark, and James. The exception to this was Sara, who 

likes attending her Dental Assistant program but has the lowest GPA. For the remaining 

three students who voiced ambivalence around school, their CST scores and attendance 

rates did not necessarily link to having a high or low GPA.  

Table 17  

 

Matthew’s Academic Identity Factors 

 

 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Matthew I don't know like, good some days and really bad some days. I mean like if I’m on the good 

side I, I don't know. Hmm, I actually really do get some things actually like done; like I have 

more time to study so I am doing homework at home.  On the bad side sometimes I talk too 

much in class. I don't get into trouble is just, I get less work done and that is the problem. If it is 

easy (the work) but then sometimes it is not then I am in big trouble. I am going to have less 

time to study and longer time to actually understand the material. And sometimes when I am on 

track in class, when we have the time; or sometimes it is like when I don't understand and I 

have not asked any questions yet during the notes, but then when I end up doing the homework 

in class and after a couple question it just finally clicks in; when I start comparing the 

homework problems with my notes and then it just clicks in all of the sudden. Yeah, so I end 

up not asking the teacher but finding the answer on my own. I know the answers are correct but 

I just don't how to do it right and then I compare and I know how to do it all of the sudden. So I 

learn through my own way, which actually is better, because it that normally stays in my mind 

longer. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Proficient 2012 General Math Advanced 

 2012 English Language Arts 2012 Algebra 1 Advanced 

Instructional/ 

Physical 

Support 

Request 

Scheduling times during tutorial to understand lecture/text information (one on one with 

teacher) 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 Asian Korean 10 M 6 1 3.18 100% 

Belonging General Education-Keeps me engaged; I like to do group work; _______ class needs more 

control; Special Education- Under control 

Equity General Education-Treated as equal; Special Education--No one talks down to you 



 

 

87 

When comparing the students’ academic identity to the types of supports they 

requested, the students with the lowest GPA and the lowest CST scores were also the 

students who asked for both academic instructional and academic curricular supports. 

Since these students struggle the most with content, as demonstrated by their CST scores, 

their need for both instructional and curricular supports may be more than the other 

students. The students with the highest GPA asked for physical/instructional supports and 

for peer supports. Of the remaining students, one asked for peer supports and the rest for 

instructional supports.  

Table 18  

 

Tim’s Academic Identity Factors 

 

 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Tim A little lazy on homework! I tend to procrastinate on things I don't really want 

to do. If it comes to a small assignment like usually grammar is really quick; I 

can knock that out of the way really easily. I will not procrastinate on those, but 

if it comes to like a project or a paper, I will wait until the weekend before or 

the night before and bang it all out in one night. 

CST Scores 2011 English Language Arts Basic 2012 General Math Basic 

 2012 English Language Arts Far Below 

Basic 

2012 Algebra 1 Below Basic 

Instructional/ 

Curricular 

Support 

Request 

Create test study guides; tell me what to study on the test 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 2 or more 

races 

10 M 6 1 2.95 99% 

Belonging General Education--Keeps me engaged; I feel I belong; ______ lectures too 

much; Special Education-Teacher is open; helps me understand my math 

Equity General Education-Everyone is treated equally; Special Education--No one 

talks down to you, 
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Although Keisha’s selected teacher declined to participate, she still talked to her 

teacher regarding her concerns around small group projects. When asked if she would 

speak to another one of her teachers, Keisha expressed that she did not feel comfortable 

talking to any of her other teachers. Keisha continued as a participant since she was also 

in Tim’s selected class. 

Table 19 

 

Tony’s Academic Factors 

 

Qualitative Findings 

Classroom Support Themes  

A large quantity of the interview data focused on themes related to classroom 

supports both academic and social. The major themes and subthemes that emerged during 

the student interviews are curricular supports, instructional supports, physical supports, 

Student How would you describe yourself as a student? 

Tony Um, not that smart. I really don't talk a lot in class.  I try to focus on trying to 

understand what is going on.  Ahh, (I) behave well, friendly and I work hard. 

Like if I got like a C in a test I try to get it caught up to a B, B+. I try not to turn 

in any late homework.    

CST 

Scores 

2011 English Language Arts N/A 2012 Math N/A 

 2012 English Language Arts Basic 2012 General Math Basic 

Peer 

Support 

Request 

More group work 

 Race/Ethnicity Grade Gender # Gen. 

Ed 

Classes 

# Spec. 

Ed 

Classes 

GPA Attendance 

 Hispanic 9 M 5 2 3.09 100% 

Belonging General Education--Teachers are nice and friendly; _____ gives good lectures; I 

do like to do group work; Special Education- Very nice teachers; encourage me; 

gives me study guides. 

Equity  
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peer supports, onus to learn, favorite/least favorite class, and feelings of success in a 

class. The themes are further delineated in Table 20 and Table 21. Many of the current 

built-in supports that teachers have in their classes are the types of supports the students 

prefer (study guides, notes, calendars). The classes and teachers that had these supports 

were usually reported as being the students’ favorite classes or the classes in which they 

felt the most successful. Next, students preferred classes that were engaging, had real 

world applications and in which they felt socially comfortable. The students also reported 

feeling successful in classes in which they had struggled but were now receiving a higher 

grade (see Tables 20 and 21).  
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Table 20 

Classroom Support Themes from Student Interviews 

Curricular Instructional Peer Physical 

Student Responses 

Accommodations/ 

Modification; IEP Related 

Well organized teacher; helps 

with organizational skills 

Whole class interactions (e.g. 

Socratic seminars) 

Changed seats; 

Sits in front 

Difficult or new content Alternate means of assessment Other students in class (knowing 

and not knowing them) 

Go to tutorial for help 

Comprehension techniques; 

Helps me understand content; 

makes it easier 

Approachable teacher; funny; 

pleasant teacher; I like the 

teacher; understanding someone 

I can talk to 

Like working in student groups Special education teachers help 

with general education 

classes/teachers. 

Teacher answers questions in 

more depth; goes back over 

topic 

Being a member of the class; 

lets me ask lots of questions 

Peers working together Teacher is helpful. 

Individual support/ 

Board work 

Class is under control; noise 

level down; strict teacher 

Peers help me to understand 

what I need to do. 

Going to the Testing/Learning 

Center. 

Notes; peer; teacher; Smart pen Student engagement If you end up in a bad group you 

are messed-up. 

 

Allows extra time Hands on activities   

Real world application; more 

hands on 

Teacher being organized/un-

organized 

  

Extra resources Too many students in class   

Student knows what he/she 

needs to learn. 

Too many lectures; not a lot of 

variety in class 

  

Teacher shows you step by step 

what you need to know. 

Encouragement from teacher 

and para professional 

  

Helps with homework Answers my questions   

 I can ask questions.   
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Table 21  

Thematic Categories from Student Interviews 

Thematic Category 

Onus to learn on 

student 

Sense of Belonging Equity What makes a class 

favorite or 

least favorite? 

What gives a feeling 

of success or failure? 

 

Student Responses 

I have to take the 

curriculum that I got 

for the day, do it in the 

class like everyone 

else, and then at home 

do the curriculum two 

more times just so it 

stays in my head. 

Class feels like home; 

feels comfortable in 

class 

She doesn't treat me 

differently.  

Areas of interests; real 

world application 

Teacher uses cards to 

call on people; 

everyone treated the 

same 

Hmm, pretty much 

like if I like something 

and I enjoy it and I am 

interested in it then I 

will like be really good 

with the subject and I 

will try really hard and 

I can get a good grade 

in the class. 

Don’t always feel like 

part of the class 

Students labeled as 

special education 

Engaging class; 

interesting information 

Really brought my 

grade up; struggled 

and got my grade up 
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Table 21 (continued) 

Thematic Categories from Student Interviews 

Thematic Category 

Onus to learn on 

student 

Sense of Belonging Equity What makes a class 

favorite or 

least favorite? 

What gives a feeling of 

success or failure? 

 

Student Responses 

I think so. I think I care 

what I'm learning more 

than other people because I 

think a lot of people in my 

class I don't really see them 

come into tutorial, lunch or 

something to ask questions 

and  I'm usually always 

there. 

Makes you feel like part of 

the class 

Teachers don’t treat me as 

different. 

Lots of friends in the class 

who help me. 

Receiving a good grade 

Yeah, so I end up not 

asking the teacher but 

finding (out) on my own. I 

know the answers are 

correct but I just don't 

(know) how to do it right 

and then I compare and I 

know how to do it all of the 

sudden. So I learn through 

my own way which 

actually, normally stays in 

my mind longer. 

Afraid to talk to the 

teacher; reticent about 

talking to the teacher 

Teachers talk to you 

differently. 

Lectures too much; too 

much information 

CCOC; real world; teachers 

help me get caught up; lots 

of resources 

 

 

 



 

 

93 

Table 21 (continued) 

Thematic Categories from Student Interviews 

Thematic Category 

Onus to learn on 

student 

Sense of Belonging Equity What makes a class 

favorite or 

least favorite? 

What gives a feeling of 

success or failure? 

 

Student Responses 

 

 ______, no! Well I don't 

want to talk to Mr. _____, 

he will get mad. 

Teacher uses cards to call 

on people.  Everyone is 

treated the same. 

Teacher is unorganized and 

I do not know what to do. 

Teacher is very direct in 

what he wants. He walks 

around to make sure you 

are getting it. 

 Yeah, I don’t like to talk to 

guy teachers. 

Everyone is at the same 

level. 

 

Tests are too hard and there 

is too much to study. I 

don’t know what you are 

supposed to do 

When I can use study 

guides, I feel successful. 

   Content is too difficult; 

hard to understand 

When I understand the 

material 

 They don’t do anything to 

make me feel like I belong. 

I don’t feel like I belong in 

_______. 

I feel that that is a major 

problem when special ed 

students who are labeled 

special education students 

go into a regular ed class. 

I learn a lot better with 

physical objects that I am 

holding onto and looking at 

than the ones on paper; 

structure the curriculum 

around that for me and then 

I will do the curriculum in 

that place. 

Within building computers, 

building servers structuring 

data and getting out 

products to people or 

solutions to people and in a 

fast, fast manner and it is 

just entertaining. The three 

hours there feel like 10 

minutes. 
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Table 21 (continued) 

Thematic Categories from Student Interviews 

Thematic Category 

Onus to learn on 

student 

Sense of Belonging Equity What makes a class 

favorite or 

least favorite? 

What gives a feeling of 

success or failure? 

 

Student Responses 

 

 They kind of appreciate all 

the feedback I give and my 

participating in class.  

Also, they don't really treat 

me, like a different kid, 

kind of like a special ed 

kid. Yeah. They just um, I 

do pretty well in all my 

classes. 

The teacher will sometimes 

have a different type of 

attitude towards you. I can 

pick it up very easily and it 

drives me nuts! 

Not to just do lectures all 

the time just to go do other 

activities, yeah that is 

pretty much it. 

It is probably one of my 

hardest classes.  Like it 

challenges me but still 

doable and I just kind of 

like it and the kids are 

nicer. 
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Teacher Artifacts 

The types of classroom supports the teachers use in their classes are delineated in Table 22. 

Many of the supports are available to the students online. When asked for lesson plans, none of the 

teachers reported creating formal lesson plans. The majority stated that they no longer used lesson 

plans as they had in the early years of their teaching; since they have been teaching the same subject 

for a number of years, they update their lectures every year and only when building in more 

student-centered activities (labs, simulations, group work) in their classes would they put in more 

preparation and planning time. Three of the teachers had been teaching over 15 years, two of the 

teachers had been teaching between five to ten years, and one teacher was in his third year of 

teaching. 

All the teachers utilize Tutorial (a period where students can come to their teachers for 

assistance) and have a syllabus; both are required by the administration. The four teachers that have 

the most built-in classroom supports, Ms. Adams, Ms. Smith, Ms. Jones, and Mr. Wilson, have a 

history of co-teaching in a general education and special education partnership. All the teachers are 

aware of their special education students’ accommodations and modifications.  

Mr. Frank would like to see the students challenge themselves and move away from feeling 

they needed every accommodation.  

The only thing is that I think Tim has lower self-esteem than his capability as a 

student; I think he in some ways gets distracted--I need this; I need that. I can't do 

this; I can't do that, a lot of can’ts. You know you kind of take it at face value when 

they tell you that early in the semester and then later on when you get to know the 

student better. (You find) He can do that; he just needs a little help. He actually can 

do that without help (Mr. Frank, personal communication, February 14, 2013)
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Table 22  

Artifact Evidence of the Types of Teacher Built-in Classroom Supports 

Teacher Student Mr. Frank 

World History 

 

Mr. Ford 

Anatomy and 

Physiology 

 

Ms. Adams 

Algebra 2 

 

Ms. Smith 

Biology 

 

Ms. Jones 

American 

Government 

 

Mr. Wilson 

Algebra 1 

 

Student Tim and Keisha Justin 

 

Mark Matthew Sara and James Tony 

Type of Classroom 

Support 

      

Syllabus Yes-online Yes-online Yes-online Yes-online Yes Yes 

Calendar Yes-online  Yes-online Yes-online Yes-hardcopy Yes-hardcopy 

Tutorial  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Teacher Notes   Yes-online    

Lesson Plans No No No No No No 

Peer Notes Yes      

Lecture Guides  Yes  Yes   

Power Point Yes-online Yes-online Yes-online Yes-online   

Text Reading Guide    Yes Yes  

Homework Yes-online Hard copy Yes-online Yes-online Hard copy Hard copy 

Test Study Guides   Yes-online Yes-online Yes Yes 

Differentiates Lessons   Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Small Group  Yes  Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Individual Board work      Yes 

Labs/Hands-on 

activities 

 Yes  Yes Yes Yes 

Co-Teacher No No Yes Yes Yes Yes 
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Table 22 (continued)  

Artifact Evidence of the Types of Teacher Built-in Classroom Supports 

Classroom 

Support 

Mr. Frank 

World History 

(Tim and 

Keisha) 

Mr. Ford 

Anatomy and 

Physiology 

(Justin) 

 

Ms. Adams 

Algebra 2 

(Mark) 

Ms. Smith 

Biology 

(Matthew) 

Ms. Jones 

American 

Government 

(Sara and James) 

Mr. Wilson 

Algebra 1 

(Tony) 

Uses 

Accommodations 

and 

Modifications in 

IEP 

Sometimes they 

do not need 

every- thing on 

their IEP 

Yes 

Extra time on 

tests; Testing 

Center 

Yes 

Extra time on 

tests; Testing 

Center; extra 

time on work 

Yes 

Extra time on 

tests; Testing 

Center 

Yes 

Extra time on 

tests; tests read 

aloud  

Yes 

Extra time on 

tests 

Student 

requested 

instructional 

support 

 

 

Tim- Create test 

study guides 

 

Keisha better 

monitoring of 

small groups in 

English class  

Justin-

Assistance with 

studying for tests 

Mark-Being 

allowed to leave 

class and work 

in the Testing 
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The post artifacts from the teachers’ lessons revealed no changes in the teachers’ 

classroom supports or lesson plans except in Ms. Adams’ class and Ms. Jones’ class. Ms. 

Adams has now set up a system for Mark in Algebra 2 class that allows for him to ask 

questions immediately following the lecture and then to leave and go to the Testing 

Learning Center to complete his homework. This system is in place whether or not Ms. 

Adams is present. She notates it for her substitute, and both the teacher and the student 

agree that the support structure works for Mark. In addition, Ms. Jones has created and 

modified the content for Sara in her American Government class so that she no longer 

takes an online course. These changes did not affect either teachers’ classroom support 

structures for their classes at large; additionally, both teachers used “in place system 

structural supports” to help them achieve these changes. Ms. Adams made use of the 

Testing and Learning Center and Ms. Jones adapted her changes based upon the 

scheduling needs of Sara. The remaining teachers all followed through with the students’ 

requests either by scheduling regular meetings with the students during Tutorial, a 

formalized time scheduled into the regular school day three times a week, or during their 

prep time. 

Teacher Reflections on Classroom Supports and Teacher Interview Themes 

The teachers all turned in written reflections focused on the classroom supports 

they had in place for their corresponding student. These reflections were gathered before 

the students contacted their teachers concerning the supports they would like to have in 

class. Overall, the teachers reported that supplying structures for organization and 

planning were the most beneficial supports they could offer the student.  



 

 

99 

In summary, the instructional practices that support Mark in 

Algebra 2 class are being organized and structured.  I provide 

notes and other materials online.  I also provide review sheets 

for all tests and quizzes. I provide the students with a calendar 

of assignments, tests and quizzes for each chapter. (M. 

Adams, personal communication, February 14, 2013)  

These supports took the form of notes, calendars, and study aides. 

Many of these supports were available to the students online. Two teachers 

did not offer any online resources, Mr. Wilson and Ms. Jones. They gave 

their students hard copies of their study guides and calendars.  

Additional supports that the teachers focused on in their reflections were related 

to the students’ accommodations and their disability. Mr. Frank felt that it was important 

to make sure that Tim stayed focused during class. He also made sure that Tim had peer 

notes to support Tim’s understanding of the lectures. Mr. Wilson designed his direct 

instruction to be shorter and differentiated his lessons for his students. Ms. Jones created 

study guides for the American Government text to assist Sara in her reading 

comprehension. 

Ms. Adams felt that she had a good understanding and relationship with Mark 

since this was the second year she had him as a student. Based on last year’s Geometry 

class, they developed a system of note taking that highlights different parts of the 

problems. She also gives her class review sheets for tests. She understands that Mark is 
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slow in copying notes so she places her notes from the projection board online for the 

class to use.  

Mark is great at taking notes.  He is slow, but it seems to really help 

him to take detailed notes.  He actually goes back through his notes 

at home and refers to the ideas.  I also use a smart board in class 

which allows me to put ALL notes online. Mark uses these notes on 

a regular basis. If he misses some of the notes or if he is absent, he is 

able to print out the notes at home. (M. Adams, personal 

communication, February 14, 2013)   

Four major themes arose from the teachers’ interviews: approaching the 

teacher; student self-advocacy; built-in supports; and obstacles to implementing 

supports. Rather than addressing these themes in isolation they have been 

interspersed with the student themes with which I felt they were best related. 

Throughout the results section I have included the teacher themes along with the 

student themes in the subtitles.  

Teacher Built-in Supports Compared to Student Requested Supports 

When the students were interviewed, the types of support they sought from their 

teachers were not related to the types of supports currently in place in their classes (see 

Table 24.). Most of the supports the students requested were very personalized. For 

example, one-on-one instructional time with the teachers was requested by five out of 

eight of the students. Two of the remaining students’ requests revolved around group 

work, and the third wanted a study guide for tests. Mark also requested a physical 
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support, being allowed to complete his work in a quiet setting (see Table 24). One 

recurring theme in the students’ interviews was appreciating those teachers who were 

well organized and told them exactly what to learn. Mark expressed the following: 

They tell you exactly what they want from you. Yeah, it's not really vague; 

yes, just like direct directions and um they give you a lot of time to do the 

work. (Mark, personal communication, January 7, 2013) 

This would be in line with many of the classroom supports that the participating teachers 

already had in place. The main social support the students requested focused on the 

teacher treating everyone equitably in class and keeping the class under control. 

Teacher Obstacles to Requested Supports  

Four out of the six teachers accommodated the students’ requests. The two 

students who had difficulty with their teachers fulfilling their supports requested a peer 

support and an instructional/curricular support. Tim requested the use of a study guide for 

tests in his World History class. He already had peer notes in place that were provided by 

the teacher. Both he and Keisha expressed concern in regards to the amount of 

information that is presented in the class.   

I don't really absorb anything from the lectures. . . . It’s just really a big 

workload when it comes to studying for his tests. He makes us study a lot 

of material and then we only end up using half the material on the test. 

(Tim, personal communication, January 28, 2013) 

When asked why Mr. Frank refused this instructional/curricular support, Tim 

stated the following:  
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No, he was saying, he wanted us to learn a little different way to study 

because he said in college it was going to be more like professors just 

giving us a big long list of stuff instead of fill in the blanks. He said you 

will never get a fill in the blank one in college. So he wanted to kind of 

prepare us for the future. (Tim, personal communication, January 28, 

2013) 

When interviewed, Mr. Frank thought Tim wanted notes. 

We discussed notes; he would like teacher notes but I don't really have 

teacher notes other than the outlines I have online; so we took a while to 

find a student who was a good note taker and we actually have a very 

good note taker in the class and we get notes from her. (Mr. Frank, 

personal communication, February 14, 2013) 

This exchange highlights the difficulty that some students and teachers may have 

in communicating in an effective manner about the types of classroom supports that the 

student might need. It also points out that teachers may have certain supports that they 

find acceptable and others that they do not. Mr. Frank feels it is his duty to make sure the 

students are college ready. This belief may be in direct conflict with Tim’s desire to 

organize and make meaning out of content that he sees as unwieldy.  

Tony’s requests to have more group work in class met an obstacle. Mr. Wilson 

agreed that Tony learns best in a group setting, but he found the structure of his current 

Algebra 1 class prohibited group work. Mr. Wilson stated, “I would love to be able to 
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include some of the suggestions that he made but due to the small numbers in the class 

group work is impossible” (M. Wilson, personal communication, February 14, 2013).  

Mr. Wilson has structured his class in a manner that he believes will maximize the 

learning of his students. The class is small, so the teacher does not see the benefit in 

implementing Tony’s peer support request. The structures that are in place in this 

classroom are the methods that traditionally support students with learning disabilities 

(individual work, short lectures, breaks, review for mastery, gradual release).  

Keisha’s request also focused on peer supports; however, her teacher declined 

participation. When Keisha was interviewed a second time, she stated that she talked to 

her teacher about changing her into a new group since her current group was not working. 

The teacher did change her group, and he said he would keep an eye out for any 

problems. Keisha feels that her teacher was being nice, but may not necessarily monitor 

the group situation. “He. . . it's like he is supposed to say that kind of thing. I think he 

hasn't really looked into it in the end quite yet” (Keisha, personal communication, 

February 14, 2013).  

When asked if she felt the group situation was better Keisha stated the groups had 

been changed and things were better. When queried further about whether or not she 

would talk to her teacher again, Keisha responded, “It was fine. I kind of have a good 

relationship. It's not like, not like I'm scared of him or anything. Because I need to 

reassure him kind of thing; make sure he is doing it” [monitoring the groups]. (Keisha, 

personal communication, February 14, 2013) 
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The three students who were the least successful in gaining their classroom 

supports were those students whose requests actually impacted the classroom directly. 

Tim was requesting a curricular support that would affect the teacher’s current system of 

online supports, Tony’s request would significantly alter the pedagogical practices of his 

Algebra 1 teacher, and Keisha’s request would alter how her teacher formulated and 

monitored groups and group work. All three of these students met obstacles to receiving 

their requested supports.  

The remaining teachers were very much interested in co-creating supports with 

their students’ to assist them in being successful in their classes. They all stated that they 

have scheduled time with the student to work with him/her during tutorial and during 

their prep if the student is available. After Sara talked to Ms. Jones concerning the 

difficulty she was having with an online independent study class, Ms. Jones modified the 

course to support her success. Similarly, Ms. Jones assisted James one on one in his 

independent studies classes. The supports for both these students are in place due to their 

attendance at the Regional Occupational Center (ROC). The current school schedule does 

not allow them much flexibility in class choice since they spend so much time off 

campus.  

After having talked to the students, the teachers were asked if they plan on 

changing any of their instructional practices. Of the six teachers in the study, three said 

they believed they would not make any changes since they believed the supports 

currently in place in their classes were appropriate. Of the remaining three, Ms. Smith 

reported that after talking and working with Matthew, she realized she may need to 
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change some of the support structures that she uses in class. She feels that she is 

generally successful with students with learning disabilities and over the last few years 

has adapted many of the materials in her class to make them more accessible for students 

with disabilities.  

Ms. Smith has experience co-teaching an Earth Science class and has structured 

her Biology class with similar supports for student learning. She stated that Matthew was 

not typical of the students with disabilities that she has worked with in the past and that 

perhaps she needs to reexamine her approach. 

My methods work very well with students that are verbal. They can be 

disorganized, they can be confused, they can be low functioning but if 

they are verbal my methods work very well. My methods aren't as 

effective with students with language processing problems and that is the 

category that he [Matthew] falls into so it was good for me to have that 

kind of a kid [to contact me]. (M. Smith, personal communication, 

February 26, 2013)  

Similarly, Ms. Adams and Ms. Jones were open to reflecting on their teaching 

practices and how they might change the classroom supports for their respective students. 

Table 17 contains a combination of the teachers’ interviews and their reflections on their 

instructional practices after having talked to their students.  
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Table 23 

 

Classroom Supports in Teacher Interviews and Reflections  

 

Mr. Frank I don’t think I’d change the instructional practices much, but having spoken 

with him I would be more focused on Tim’s needs. In fact, I’d encourage 

Tim to self-advocate more often. 

Mr. Ford I think I have done what I can to help Justin in the classroom setting but I 

know I can help him improve his grades. I think I will insist that Justin 

come to see me outside of class, either at tutorial or before/after school. I 

know Justin can do better in my class if he had some different strategies for 

studying. 

Ms. Adams Mark really needs to have a quiet atmosphere in order to be productive in 

class.  Mark would do better if the class time was more structured.   

Mr. Wilson I would love to be able to include some of the suggestions that he made but 

due to numbers in the class, group work is almost impossible.   

Ms. Smith He needs more one-on-one test review & discussion. He would benefit 

from attending tutorial once a week and extra time to review for exams. It 

would also be helpful to break down larger concepts so that he can focus on 

one portion at a time.  

Ms. Jones So I talked to her mom and her counselor and we will probably, when we 

come back from the break, with the start of the second grading period we 

are going to be switching her over, out of her online class and into a basic 

American Government class. Essentially she and I will be working on one-

on-one with a modified text and modified assignments so that she gets the 

information but she can still earn the credits for graduation. 

 

Onus to Learn in School Theme  

The students all feel that the onus to learn in school is theirs and not their 

teachers. For example Matthew feels that not understanding Biology is his issue and is 

not related to the teacher. 

Personally, to me I don't why it's just the most confusing thing I've ever 

looked at. Like that is the only class where I feel helpless, where other 

classes if I actually do my own work everything is going to be fine but in 

Bio I don't know it's just. I just don't understand. (Matthew, personal 

communication, January 7, 2013) 
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 James expressed a similar idea. 

 I have to take the curriculum that I got for the day in the class like everyone 

else (take it home) and then at home do the curriculum two more times just 

so it stays in my head. And then I have to come up with real world problems 

where this has been used, which is not easy. (James, personal 

communication, January 7, 2013) 

 All of the remaining students expressed similar feelings in the classes in which 

they struggled; however, when asked if they had previously contacted any of their 

teachers regarding additional classroom supports only one student, Tim, replied in 

the affirmative.  

Student and Teacher Relationships, Self-Advocacy, and Approaching the Teacher 

Themes 

A major theme that surfaced during the teachers’ interviews was the positive 

effects of the students’ self-advocacy. The teachers felt that they understood the student 

better after having had the contact with the student and that they wish to meet with the 

student on a regular basis. Three of the teachers now have regularly scheduled meetings 

with their students during Tutorial or their prep periods. Most of the teachers stated that 

they prefer the students to come and talk to them face to face if they are having difficulty 

in class and to not use email. Mr. Frank appreciates the dialog between teachers and 

students.  

I think every time there is communication between a teacher and a student 

is nothing but a positive so yeah, absolutely! I want them to come to 
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tutorial. You know I frown on the email contact. You screwed up my 

grade; can you fix this for me? Especially, considering the fact, that most 

students treat everyone on the Internet as someone less than their pal. (Mr. 

Frank, personal communication, February 14, 2013). 

This was an interesting finding since some of the students made the first contact 

with their teachers through email. The teachers and students then followed-up with a 

conversation. Matthew, James, and Keisha all decided to use email to contact their 

teachers. In the interviews, the aforementioned students stated that they felt more 

comfortable emailing their teachers first then talking to them face to face. Tim, Tony, 

Sara, Mark, and Justin all decided to talk to their teachers face to face. During the student 

interviews, the students all reported liking the teachers they chose to work with in the 

study. James expressed his appreciation for his teacher, “She keeps everyone under you 

know, under control, nobody gets too rowdy in the class or starts talking very loudly over 

her and she is a very pleasant person to be around” (James, personal communication, 

January 7, 2013). 

Some of the students did express concerns and reticence about working with some 

of their other teachers and chose not ask those teachers to be in the study. The students 

were also very much concerned about possibly hurting teachers’ feelings. Keisha stated, 

“Yeah, I know. Mr. _____, I don't want to mess up Mr. _____. He has been teaching for 

like. I don't even know how many years” (Keisha, personal communication, January 7, 

2013).  
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The students’ misgivings about talking to some of their teachers underscore the 

power and positional issues that students may feel when interacting with their teachers. 

One student in particular, James, seemed to be most aware of this issue and voiced why 

he did not particularly like to talk to most of the teachers on the high school campus.  

Unfortunately, when I normally do talk to the teachers about support or 

changing something they will not listen to me and they will use their own 

opinion on it. Most people don't like to be told that they are wrong and 

they should do it your way instead of their way. It is true. (James, personal 

communication, February 14, 2013)  

James also expressed that he felt comfortable talking with his teacher at the ROC, 

and this year he felt comfortable talking to Ms. Jones since he had her for two classes.  

Ms. Smith spoke to this dynamic during her interview. She acknowledged that for 

Matthew emailing her about his struggles in class and how he might receive support was 

a big first step.  

I think we are in a process that will eventually get him there. This was a 

big step. He has never emailed me in the year and a half that I taught him 

and although it was minimal in the scale of self-advocacy it was big for 

him. (Ms. Smith, personal communication, February 26, 2013)  

In addition, all of the teachers felt the process used in the study was beneficial in 

having the students understand the supports they need and in promoting the students’ 

self-advocacy. The teachers all agreed that the process used in the study would be useful 

with other students. Five out of the six teachers discussed possible methods of building in 
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more opportunities for more student self-advocacy.  Ms. Adams felt that continuing this 

process would be beneficial to Mark.  

Yeah, be a self-advocate which he already is but it encourages that more, 

and as he moves forward into college, he is going to have to do that. I 

think making him ask himself: “What will help me? What is the most 

important thing here? (Ms. Adams, personal communication, February 18, 

2013) 

Another finding was the power dynamic that surfaced in the student-teacher 

communication piece of the study. All three of the male teachers expressed a preference 

for the students coming and talking to them face to face. The three female teachers were 

open to receiving emails from the students and felt that for some of the students these 

initial steps at self-advocacy were to be nurtured. This dynamic is especially important 

since one of the students, Keisha, voiced her reluctance in talking to her male teachers. In 

addition, the male teachers preferred to support their students with structures already in 

place, as opposed to the female teachers who were more willing to alter or create supports 

for their students. Overall, the students stated they liked their teachers and felt 

comfortable talking to the teachers with whom they selected to work.  

Finally, the teachers felt that the process of having the students reflect on how 

they can best be supported and then advocating for their support needs was a valuable 

process that should be expanded on, not just for these particular students but for other 

students as well. Five out of the six teachers expressed that they need to either expand or 

incorporate opportunities for students to self-advocate for their classroom supports.  
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Themes from the Student Post Interviews 

Several common themes became apparent in the post interviews of the students. 

Only two of the students had previously contacted their teachers about any of the 

classroom supports that they might need in their classes. When asked if Matthew had 

previously contacted his teacher he replied, “Ah, not really. Ah, I now feel like I am 

going to get some things done. I feel a bit more, like I can accomplish the stuff I do” 

(Matthew, personal communication, February 26, 2013). 

Second, the students all felt that contacting their teachers was a positive 

experience and that they would be willing to continue working with their teachers in the 

future. Next, since many of the students requested individual instructional supports, the 

changes they noticed in the classroom were limited to changes in physical supports in one 

class, curricular supports in another class, and peer supports in a third class. Last, the 

students addressed their need for social support as an equity issue. They realized they 

needed academic supports; however, their desired social support was to be treated and 

talked to like everyone else. Justin explains it this way:  

Actually it is a lot better I think to have the IEP. Because like all the 

teachers I think they do think about me more like in the back of their head. 

Like they place me up front or something but like they don't like make a 

big deal out of it; but then I get to go to the Learning Center to take tests 

and that is good. They do pretty much treat me like every other student, 

but like I feel they are aware kind of. (Justin, personal communication, 

January 29, 2013) 
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James describes it as such:  

She doesn't treat me differently. I feel that that is a major problem when 

special students who are labeled special education students go into a 

regular education class. The teacher will sometimes talk to you differently 

and have a different type of attitude towards you, I can pick it up very 

easily and it drives me nuts! (James, personal communication, January 7, 

2013) 

A recurring theme that arose from the teachers’ interviews was that they believed 

the process involved in the study was beneficial to the students and that it helped them to 

better understand the students’ needs. Beyond that finding, five of the six teachers also 

stated that they would like to incorporate more self-advocacy training in their classes for 

all their students. Ms. Adams who is scheduled to teach a co-taught Algebra 1 class next 

year stated, 

I don't know maybe I should take the time like specially next year in 

Algebra One when I am going to be team teaching maybe that is 

something that we do you know not even just the special ed students, all 

the students and say, What will help you? Let's talk about what you need. 

(Ms. Adams, personal communication, February 18, 2013) 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, there were a number of findings from both the quantitative and 

qualitative data gathered during the study. First, the SPCS was a reliable instrument in 

gaining an overview of the types of academic classroom supports that students might 
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request from their teachers; however, since the students responses were all varied, it only 

acts to serve as a starting point in crafting a support plan for students. In addition, the 

SPCS was not effective in detecting the types of social supports that the students felt 

were the most beneficial in their classes. The SPCS did prove to be a useful tool in 

helping to define the interview questions for the students. Finally, the students’ small 

group post-SPCS standard deviations were more stable, and most of the means for the 

subscales increased. 

Second, the academic identity of the students did not seem to influence the types 

of academic supports the students requested from their teachers, except for the students 

with the lowest GPA and CST tests scores. Both of these students requested curricular 

supports from their teachers. In addition, those students who had a strong affiliation with 

the school or the ROC seemed to be more successful in school.  

Third, the data indicated that teachers who had previous experience working in 

co-taught general education/special education classes had more built-in classroom 

supports than did the teachers without this experience. Next, many of the current built-in 

supports that teachers have in their classes are the types of supports the students prefer 

and are in the classes the students feel the most successful. Students also preferred classes 

that were engaging, had real world applications, and in which they felt socially 

comfortable.  

Fourth, findings from the qualitative data highlighted some of the differences 

between the students’ requests and the teachers’ actions. Although all teachers reacted in 

a positive manner to the students requests, those teachers whose classroom practices 
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would be the most affected by the students’ support requests, chose not to follow through 

and build in those student requested supports. The remaining teachers all followed 

through with the students’ requests either by scheduling regular meetings with the 

students during Tutorial or during their prep time. In addition, two teachers built in 

support structures into their classrooms.  

Another finding was the power dynamic that surfaced in the student teacher 

communication piece of the study. All three of the male teachers expressed a preference 

for the students coming and talking to them face to face, whereas the three female 

teachers were open to receiving emails from the students and felt that for some of the 

students these initial steps at self-advocacy were to be nurtured. In addition, the male 

teachers were willing to work individually with the students but were more likely to 

maintain the current classroom and instructional practices in place. Overall, the students 

stated they liked their teachers and felt comfortable talking to the teachers with whom 

they selected to work. Furthermore, the teachers felt that the process of having the 

students reflect on how they can best be supported and then advocating for their support 

needs was a valuable process that should be expanded on not just for these particular 

students but for other students as well.  

The students’ interview data highlights the following four things: first, only one 

of the students reported asking the teacher for additional classroom supports prior to the 

study; second the students’ most requested social support was to be treated equitably in 

class; third, both the teachers and the students felt this process was meaningful and would 
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like to continue to work together; and last, five out of the six teachers planned on 

incorporating more self-advocacy training for all their students. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Academic Identity and Self-Perceptions of Classroom Supports 
 

I think, yes it will make learning more accessible but for the first time it was 

good, we have been trying to get Sara to advocate for herself since she came in 

her freshman year. This was the first time that she seemed able to articulate what 

she wanted. It was not a case of me saying, “Honey, let’s see about reading this. . 

. , etc., etc. . . . ” She came out with some positive suggestions they were right in 

line with what she needs but the most empowering part was that instead of me 

telling her, “Don't you remember? . . . She came up with it herself.”  (Ms. Jones, 

personal communication, February 14, 2013) 

This quote is an example of one transformative aspect of narrative storytelling. 

These types of transformations took place with both the students and the teachers. The 

discussion in Chapter 5 will be organized around the qualitative themes that the students 

and the teachers voiced during the study and a brief summary and discussion of the 

survey results. The students’ academic identity and its impact on the students’ self-

advocacy and academic performance will be examined in terms of the themes sense of 

belonging and equity.  

Academic Identity 

The students’ academic identity was created by combining the following: 

academic performance data (grade point average, California Standard Test scores, 

attendance); Self-Perceptions of Classroom Support (SPCS) preferences; student’s 
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classroom support requests which were categorized as physical, curricular, instructional, 

or peer supports; and the themes the students spoke to in their narratives, “Sense of 

Belonging” and “Equity” in the classroom. These themes seemed to be centered around 

four areas: (a) how the teacher treated the student, (b) peer interactions, (c) student 

engagement, and (d) classroom control. 

The academic identity of the students did not seem to influence the types of 

academic supports the students requested from their teachers, except for the two students 

with the lowest GPA and CST tests scores. Both of these students requested curricular 

supports from their teachers. This finding could be rooted in the students’ need for clarity 

of the content and their need for sense making in their learning. The students also 

expressed the need to interact with the teacher in a meaningful manner in relation to their 

learning.  This coincides with the social learning theories of Vygotsky (1978) and the role 

of a more knowledgeable individual, either teacher or peer, in the learning process of the 

student.  

The students felt they belonged in a classroom where the teacher took the time to 

explain things in more depth and engaged them in the classroom. Students were generally 

of the opinion that they were more successful in these classes and felt validated as a 

student.  The teachers expressed feeling the most connected with the students when they 

met with them one on one and had the opportunity to answer their questions. The school 

currently has a built-in Tutorial period three times a week.  Students may meet 

individually with their teachers during this time.  According to Gloria Ladson-Billings 

(1995), this learning partnership was one of the essential pieces of culturally relevant 
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pedagogy; students needed to be affirmed and validated in the classroom (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). Students and teachers must build relationships and understanding within 

the context of the classroom to build learning partnerships (Dudley-Marling, 2004).  

Ms. King, yeah, she is really willing to help you; no matter how many questions 

you have she will stay with you. . . . She even tells the class all the time to ask her 

questions if you need help. She is really easy to approach and ask. (Mark, 

personal communication, January 7, 2013) 

For some students, they preferred the more knowledgeable person to be a peer.  

Justin, Tony, and Matthew all expressed a strong preference for working with their peers.  

Matthew communicated that in one of his classes it was only through his peers that he 

was able to navigate the course requirements and the course content, “I don't know. . .  

lotta friends around me that. . .they are pretty helpful.” (Matthew, personal 

communication, January 7, 2013) 

On the other hand, Keisha and Sara did not find working with peers to be a 

beneficial method for supporting their learning. “If you don't like the group you are pretty 

much screwed” (Keisha, personal communication, January 7, 2013). Sara spoke of her 

discomfort of working with peers in some of her general education classes as follows: 

“ROC is different.  I feel a lot more comfortable there because it is like a new place but 

here back at school somehow I don't feel comfortable with anybody in my class” (Sara, 

personal communication, January 7, 2013). However, when asked which class she felt the 

most successful in this year Sara replied, 
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I think Ms. Harris is actually one of the best teachers I have had. She is always 

there to work with me and help me and to succeed in that class; she is always 

there whenever I have questions and when I need help on some of my 

assignments or projects mainly.  And since English isn't normally one of my best 

subjects I just feel a lot more comfortable in that, especially this year. (Sara, 

personal communication, January 7, 2013) 

These social learning and classroom support preferences are part of the academic 

and cultural identity of the student.  The need to incorporate this information into the 

instructional practices in schools and classroom is a key component for the success of 

these students. The concepts involved in critical race theory (CRT) support the need for 

students who are marginalized to have the opportunity to share their story or perspective 

of their classroom experience as part of the transformational process. The students’ 

perceptions of who they believed to be supportive of their learning is an integral part of 

their identity and in their development of the metacognitive structures that they need for 

learning.  All of the teachers interviewed recognized the necessity to connect with their 

students at a deeper level in order for them to succeed and felt that meeting with them 

one on one was advantageous to both. Most of the teachers preferred using Tutorial for 

this purpose.  Mr. Frank stated it as such, “I think every time there is communication 

between a teacher and a student is nothing but a positive so yeah, absolutely!” (M. Frank, 

personal communication, February 14, 2013). 
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Sense of Belonging 

The main indicator for student success in schools was a strong affiliation with the 

school or the Regional Occupational Center. Mark and Keisha both had strong affiliations 

with the school, and James and Sara had a strong affiliation with the Regional 

Occupational Center.  

I like school. Yeah, I love school it's interesting all the things we learn. I don't 

even view it as like a lot of people they be like “I can't do homework. I have to 

study for this test” (Mark, personal communication, February 1, 2013). 

As a student, it depends on which school. At ROC I am very much more 

aggressive on my education since it is on a topic that I very much like. So I will 

make time for it.  I will study for it if I have to which I normally do with students 

at ROC. (James, personal communication, February 14, 2013) 

 Sara did not have a high GPA; however, she felt that she was trying harder this 

year than in previous years.  She had a strong affiliation with the Dental Assistant 

Program and her English class. Her grades this year were higher and she admitted that 

she wanted to complete her high school career on a high note. This speaks to some of the 

non-cognitive factors that affect student performance. According to Farrington et al. 

(2012), in their meta-analysis of non-cognitive factors that affected school performance, 

there is substantial evidence in the research supporting that having a sense of belonging 

to a school or classroom (or in this instance for some of the students the Regional 

Occupational Center) had a positive impact on the student’s academic performance.   
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Farrington et al. (2012) described “five general categories of non-cognitive 

factors related to academic performance: (a) academic behaviors, (b) academic 

perseverance; (c) academic mindsets; (d) learning strategies, and (e) social skills” (p. 8).  

The authors stated that the student’s perception of belonging to a learning community 

was an indicator of academic success.  The student interviews support the need to belong 

to the academic community and highlight the importance of helping the students to make 

those connections with the school. Since students with disabilities are often more at risk 

for dropping out of school, it is of particular importance to build in this sense of 

belonging for the students with disabilities at school.  

Students need to feel that what they are studying has value, is interesting, and has 

meaning in their lives (Farrington et al., 2012).  This was substantiated by the students 

during their interviews; the students often expressed that their favorite classes are also the 

classes in which they feel the most challenged, engaged, and have attained a good grade. 

Matthew and Justin speak to perseverance and a belief that with hard work they 

can learn the material.  Farrington et al. (2012) spoke to both of these characteristics as 

two of the non-cognitive factors that predicted academic success. The students’ ability to 

persevere when they are struggling in their classes and their belief they will succeed if 

they work hard speaks to two non-cognitive factors--academic perseverance and 

academic mindsets. This is based on the research by Carol Dweck (2006), who described 

the “growth mindset” (p. 7) as the ability of the student to persevere even when met with 

less than successful results.  
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The concept of the growth mindset has multiple affects in the context of the 

classroom. Not only does the student need to have a growth mindset, but the teacher must 

also have a growth mindset as it relates to the student. When looking at the student with 

disabilities from the theoretical framework of critical race theory and culturally relevant 

pedagogy, the students’ perceptions of what they believe the teachers’ expectations are of 

them, as students with disabilities, impacts students’ academic performance. As Ms. 

Adams related,  

He (Mark) has lots of really good questions. So he needs an opportunity and 

sometimes, the idea of tutorial is to help kids like Mark but a lot of time there is 

too many kids in my classroom and again it is too loud and he really responds 

better to the one-on-one.  He doesn't need a lot of time. He just needs four 

questions answered and then he is good. (Ms. Adams, personal communication, 

February 18, 2013)  

Ms. Adams has a growth mindset with regards to Mark, and Mark has a growth 

mind-set with regards to his academic performance. He feels that if he works hard he can 

succeed.  

I am like hard working in the sense that like if I have something due the next day 

and I know it's not really going to be in my best interest to ask if I can have an 

extended due date,  I'll stay up to like any time to finish it.  Basically, because this 

semester I really want my grades to be like a B+ A- range; yesterday for example 

I had 3 tests and I had some homework along with that. I was up till 5:00 (AM) 

finishing the homework for history and that kind a stuff all ended it helped a lot. 
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History was really easy so that is basically it. (Mark, personal communication, 

February 1, 2013) 

In summary, for some students the need for a positive classroom environment and 

positive peer interactions created the sense of belonging in a learning community.  Tony, 

Matthew, and Justin voiced the importance of interacting with their peers in academic 

situations and the importance of knowing the other students in class.  James expressed the 

need for control as did Matthew. The sense of belonging in this study was affected by a 

number of factors: peers, teachers, engaging and challenging curriculum, perceived value, 

and relevancy. A classroom environment that contains these factors allows for a student 

to develop a sense of belonging which, when combined with other non-cognitive factors 

such as academic perseverance and academic mindset, creates an environment of success 

and equity for the student.  

Equity in the Classroom 

The second major theme that evolved from the Academic Identity work was the 

theme of equity in the classroom. Five out of the eight students addressed the issue of 

being treated as equals or the same as everyone else during their interviews. The term 

equity is used in the context of how the theme developed during the interviews. During 

their interviews, the students expanded on the theme to include not just how they are 

talked to but also being allowed to use their accommodations and modifications in class 

and their position as students with special needs. Keisha, Sara, and Tony did not address 

the topic of equity in terms of “being equal”; however, all three discussed the role of their 

peers in school. 
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The two female students discussed not wanting to participate in class with their 

peers and not really getting along with students at the high school. Keisha stated that she 

liked school, especially her Media Arts class, but she did not really voice any other 

positives.  Sara did not like the high school campus and often asked to opt out of 

participating in some of her classes because she did not feel that she understood enough 

in class. Both the female students may have been more sensitive to the relationships they 

have with their peers in class as part of the equity issue than their relationship with their 

teachers.   

Keisha stated that she was sensitive to talking with male teachers.  She did not 

feel comfortable interacting with the opposite gender.  This may explain her dislike of 

working in groups. If she was in a group with male members, she might have felt ill at 

ease and that her group was not built for her learning needs. Keisha’s teachers need to be 

culturally sensitive to Keisha’s discomfort with the opposite gender and build in supports 

that allow Keisha to feel safe and learn in class. For Keisha, this is an equity issue 

because she is not comfortable in class, which disrupts her learning, and she does not 

want to talk to her male teachers. Keisha does not receive any special considerations or 

accommodations that address her gender issues in talking with the opposite sex.  

Sara stated that she did not comprehend what was going on in class and did not 

want to bother anyone with questions. Sara has learned to quietly drop out of class, and 

some of her teachers are more than willing to accommodate her by allowing her not to 

participate as one of her accommodations.  Sara does not voice equity as an issue in her 

classes because over the years of being in school as a student with disabilities, she has a 
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fixed mind-set of “I don’t understand, so it is just easier for everyone if I don’t 

participate” (Dweck, 2008).  Her fixed mindset is that she has weak comprehension; 

therefore, she does not understand the classroom material.  

Carol Dweck (2008) proposes that a person with a fixed mindset believes that 

individuals are born a certain way (e.g., talented or intelligent etc.) and that his or her 

performance on a task or endeavor is directly tied to his or her intrinsic make-up. Sara 

believes that she has difficulty understanding her high school classwork, yet she is able to 

be successful in her Dental Assistant coursework. She has a growth mindset at the ROC 

and a fixed mindset at the high school. 

Tony liked his peers and wished to have more interaction with them in class. He 

said that the students and the teachers in his classes were friendly and he liked to 

participate in class. He also is on the soccer team and enjoys being a member of the team. 

There may be a number of reasons why Tony did not see equity as an issue to address. 

First, Tony’s participation on the soccer team gives him a certain cache so that he does 

not feel different from other students.  It may also be that Tony has only been on the 

campus for one semester and, therefore, has not yet encountered any instances of 

inequity. Third, Tony was probably the least vocal out of all of the students, and he is an 

English Language Learner. He may not have had the vocabulary to address his concerns, 

or he may not have wanted to share his feelings or experiences with me; however, he did 

share with me that he did not think that he was smart so he had to try hard to be a better 

student. Tony is exhibiting a growth mindset in his academic work.  
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In talking with the group of students and examining their academic identities and 

their interviews, the male students, except Tony, expressed their concerns over being 

treated equally numerous times. James spoke to this both in his pre interview: 

She doesn't treat you differently. . . . Everyone is just treated equally. It is 

something that I feel is very important; I feel that that is a major problem in when 

special education students . . . go into a regular ed class. The teacher will 

sometimes talk to you differently and have a different type of attitude towards 

you. . . I can pick it up very easily and it drives me nuts! (James, personal 

communication, January 7, 2013) 

James is very concerned about being seen as different as were the other males in 

the study. The male students were more focused on how the teachers treated them than 

how their peers treated them in class. This was opposed to the two female students who 

were focused on their peer relationships. The male students were more likely to see the 

social workings of the classroom from the tone the teacher set than from the social 

interactions of the peers in the classroom. From an equity standpoint, this may mean that 

the female students were more likely to be in the background and be concerned with the 

immediate surroundings as opposed to the male students who are more focused on the 

teacher as the main concern. The male students may have been more concerned about 

their interactions with the teachers because they see the teachers as the source of the 

control and power in the classroom as opposed to their female counterparts who may be 

more concerned with peer opinion. 
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The issue of equity speaks to the use of the lenses of critical race theory (CRT) 

and culturally relevant pedagogy. Gloria Ladson-Billings (1995) stated, 

I have defined culturally relevant teaching as pedagogy of opposition (1992c) not 

unlike critical pedagogy but specifically committed to collective, not merely 

individual, empowerment. Culturally relevant pedagogy rests on three criteria or 

propositions: (a) Students must experience academic success; (b) students must 

develop and/or maintain cultural competence; and (c) students must develop a 

critical consciousness through which they challenge the status quo of the current 

social order. (p. 160)  

The collective commitment of which Ladson-Billing spoke is the work of the 

students with disabilities and their partnerships with their teachers to transform their 

classroom supports and learning experiences.  

Delgado Bernal (2002) has argued, “Students of color represent what Castillo 

(1995) describes as holders of knowledge who can transform the world into a more just 

place” (p. 108).  Interviewing the students allowed them to voice their perceptions of 

their counterstories of how they perceive and encounter their classroom on a daily basis.  

This is crucial in the formation of their critical consciousness and their ability to 

challenge the systems in place in the classroom.  It is also critical in acknowledging that 

they are the creators of their own knowledge based upon their experiences and their 

culture. The information they chose to share about equity and about how they best learn 

gave them an opportunity to be heard, not just by me but by their teachers.  The students 

were informing me and their teachers about their learning and how the teachers’ 



 

 

128 

instruction impacts their learning. They were essentially challenging the teachers’ 

instructional methods that were not helpful to their learning and putting forth their own 

knowledge of how they learn.  

It is important to highlight that the equity theme in the students’ interviews was 

mainly centered on how the teachers treated the students and how the classroom was 

organized.  This is essential in reflecting upon how teachers design their classroom 

environments and in how they interact with their students. These were all high school 

students who relied heavily upon how the teacher maintained the learning environment of 

the classroom.  The structure of the classroom environment and the instruction impacts 

how the student navigates the learning process. If these components are not present in a 

positive way for the students, they may turn elsewhere.   

For example, James and Sara found the instructional opportunities at the ROC to 

be much more satisfying than those at the high school campus.  Both of these students 

chose to take independent study classes on their high school campus rather than be in 

general education classes. James describes the two school settings in the following 

manner: 

As in the curriculum difficulty?  I really love the computer side of it and I am 

taking one of the hardest exams that I can take. So I will probably love the rigor to 

be higher at just because I would go and accept that challenge. At Bosque I would 

love to accept the rigor but the problem is I always have this mentality where, 

“How am I going to use this?” you know, “Oh cool, I am learning advanced world 
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history who cares!”  It doesn't really help you in a lot of ways. (James, personal 

communication, February 14, 2013) 

These two students were fortunate because they found educational alternatives that held 

meaning for them. They both found academic success in rigorous fields.  The students’ 

success exemplifies Ladson-Billing (1995) first tenant that the students meet academic 

success in the classroom. Sara describes her ROC experience as such: 

Because it isn't always like a normal class where you have to sit down and be 

lectured. Yeah, we get to do hands on stuff that makes us more interested in . . . 

and it is like a career that I have been thinking about for my future which makes 

me more eager to want to learn about Dental Health assisting. (Sara, personal 

communication, January 7, 2013) 

Ladson-Billings (1995) second tenant of CRP was that students needed to 

maintain or develop a cultural competence.  I believe part of the students’ academic 

identity is bound by their being labeled as a student with disabilities. Students with 

disabilities face many of the same biases, prejudices, and otherness as do students of 

color. If we address the impact of the culture of the classroom, by extension we must 

acknowledge that the culture of a special education classroom is different than that of a 

general education classroom. Overwhelmingly, the students stated they were most 

comfortable in the special education classroom: “It feels like at home. I feel comfortable 

being there spending time with them seeing my school assignments” (Sara, personal 

communication, January 7, 2013). 
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Yeah, he treats everyone the same, doesn't give any special help to anyone 

student. He's always really nice and open to helping anyone whenever they need 

it. (Tim, personal communication, January 28, 2013) 

Ah, (long silence). She actually lets us like be independent, answers questions, 

makes sure we have what we need and keeps you up to date. She checks our 

planners. We do our own work and there are only three students. Not many 

students one on one. (Keisha, personal communication, January 7, 2013) 

Oh they offer help but Mr. Sinclair and Ms. Patent they're like eager to help you if 

you need any help. (Mark, personal communication, January 7, 2013) 

However, none of the students stated they felt successful in their special education 

classes or that it was their favorite class.  The special education classes the students were 

describing were their Individual Studies classes or their Independent Studies class. The 

students used their special education classes as a cultural touchstone that allowed them to 

be themselves and address some of the instructional barriers present in the general 

education classrooms. The students perceive the class as a support in itself and, as such. 

success in the special education classes does not necessarily have the same status as 

success in a general education course. Another value of the special education classes was 

that it allowed the students to access metacognitive strategies to support their general 

education content classes.  

The students’ perceived status of their special education classes in comparison to 

the general education classes is a key component of the equity issue of students who are 

included and those who are not. The students reported feeling more successful and more 
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esteemed by their accomplishments in their general education classes than by their 

successes in their special education classes.  

The students’ reported feelings of success and esteem in their general education 

classes create a solid argument for the students’ inclusion in all general education content 

classes. Sara, James, and Tony all had content classes in special education. Sara and 

James preferred to be off campus in programs that had rigor, were engaging, and in 

which they were very successful. They both chose not be in many classes on a campus 

where they have a limited sense of belonging.   

Since he is a freshman, Tony has fewer options and, as such is on campus in a 

mixture of general education and special education classes.  He is the only student who 

stated he was not smart. Tony’s feelings may be derived from the large number of special 

education classes that he has in his daily schedule. He is also the only Hispanic student in 

the group and faces the dual marginalization of not being in the majority on the high 

school campus and being in special education. In addition, his EL status may explain why 

he is in special education content classes. 

In order to be accepting of the culture of special education within the students’ 

academic identity, the general education teachers must be more aware of the culture of 

special education, how students perceive themselves academically, and how that 

perception and culture affects the supports that the teachers have in their classrooms. 

General education and special education teachers need to understand the cultural duality 

of the student with disabilities. All students have voiced that they like to be engaged and 

that it is their responsibility to learn.  In addition, each one of the students has made an 
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entry into a learning partnership with the teacher. Similar to using CRP to improve access 

to the curriculum for a culturally or linguistically diverse student, CRP should be used to 

bridge the culture gap between special education the general education classroom. 

 CRP maintains that teachers should use an asset based approach with their 

students. An asset based approach advocates using the strengths of the student to build 

supports versus focusing in on the deficits of the student (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Only 

one of the teachers interviewed described a student using an asset based approach. Most 

of the teachers used a deficit based approach in their description of their students.  The 

deficit approach was used by general education and special education teachers.  The 

teachers focused on what the students were not able to do instead of what the students 

were capable of doing. This speaks to the lack of cultural competence of the teachers 

when working with students with special needs and a mindset that may undermine 

student success.  Most of the teachers were not aware of the students drive to be 

challenged, to encounter rigor, to be successful and to persevere.  

Overall, most of the students addressed the need for equity in the classroom as 

being treated the same as their peers by their teachers. I make the argument that in order 

to achieve equity in the classroom teachers need to take an asset based approach to 

student learning, have a growth mindset that promotes academic perseverance, and be 

culturally competent in understanding the students’ academic identity and their need for a 

challenging, relevant, and engaging curriculum. Having the students construct knowledge 

around their learning and then sharing that knowledge with their teachers empowered 

them to co-construct a learning partnership with their teachers. Similar to CRP, 
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addressing academic success for these students is essential to their feelings of equity in 

the classroom.  Finally, I make an argument that students with disabilities feel most 

comfortable in the special education classroom as a means of support; however, it is not 

necessarily the space in which they feel most successful or esteemed, especially with 

respect to content classes. 

Discussion of Students Self-Perceptions of Classroom Support Scale 

The initial quantitative findings in my research were based upon the survey results 

from the Students’ Self-Perceptions of Classroom Support Survey (SPCS) developed by 

O’Rourke and Houghton (2006). The response items on the survey were categorized 

based upon the questions comprising the subscales on the SPCS. For example, response 

items regarding location and personnel support were included in the Physical subscales; 

curriculum and content related questions were in the Curricular subscales; classroom 

environment, engagement, direct instruction, and teacher-student relationships comprised 

the Instructional subscales; and peer and small group work created the Peer subscales 

(see Appendix E).    

Although there were no significant differences in the pre and post responses, the 

positive change in mean and the stabilization of the standard deviation could be the effect 

of the interview process. Although not significant, these survey results could be due to 

the increased discussion, student-teacher interaction, and reflection of the students 

regarding the types of supports they find beneficial. If a longer period of time existed 

between the pre and post survey, significant changes might have become more apparent.  
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In examining the pre and post survey data on the individual means of the eight 

small group participants, James appears to be a definite outlier in his responses. His 

response mean on the pre survey was lower on the Academic and Social Physical and 

Peer subscales than his peers. On the post survey, James response means on these two 

subscales, Academic and Social Physical and Peer, regressed to the overall group mean, 

thereby, causing a stabilizing effect on the standard deviations. During his pre interviews, 

James expressed definite opinions about feeling as an outsider at the high school; 

whereas, during his post interviews, he was focused more on how the teachers treated 

him in the classroom. James’ feelings when he took the survey may have affected his 

responses in the post survey. The difference between the pre and post survey 

demonstrates the impact the students’ emotions may have on this type of tool. The 

disadvantage of a survey or a test is that it reflects a moment in time and as such does not 

reflect the complete context of the classroom. 

 The mixed-methods design for the study allowed me to use context and James’ 

own words and knowledge to shed light on his response changes on the SPCS. The ability 

to use the qualitative information to assist in explaining the quantitative data gives an 

added dimension to the findings, discussion and deepens my understanding of James as 

an individual. Using a mixed-methods approach in research addresses the research to 

practice gap that is present in much of the special education (Klinger & Boardman, 

2011). 

The results from the survey showed both the larger group of 43 students and the 

smaller group of eight interviewed students varied in their survey responses as to what 
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they perceived to be the most beneficial type of classroom support.  This variability was 

further validated during the small group interviews. Five out of the eight students 

interviewed requested individual one-on-one instruction from their teachers. The 

remaining three students asked for peer and physical supports.  

The variability of the students’ requests has repercussions for teachers in 

designing classroom instruction. I ask the question, “How can teachers successfully 

design instruction to meet the needs of all students?” I would advocate for new and 

veteran teachers to become versed in Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and CRP. 

UDL was first proposed by the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) in the 

late 1980’s (O’Neill, 2000). Spencer (2011) described the use of UDL in the classroom as 

such:  

Universal design for learning (UDL) is a valuable tool for the proactive planning 

of engaging, accessible lessons in today’s diverse classrooms. UDL focuses on 

three core principles representation, expression, and engagement to help educators 

develop motivating, accessible instruction that will increase the participation of 

all learners, including those with special needs. (p. 10)  

There is much overlap between UDL and CRP; two of the major features of both 

approaches involve knowing your students and creating engaging instruction. Through 

the use of CRP, the teacher approaches the student in a culturally responsive manner that 

increases the access to instruction and engages the student; UDL’s three core principles 

are based on knowing and using the student’s strengths and interests to build in access 

through representation, expression, and engagement. Since the recommendation for 
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implementing the Common Core is to utilize UDL with students with disabilities, the 

training of general and special education teachers in the use of UDL is both timely and 

essential to the success of diverse student populations (McNulty & Gloeckler, 2011).  

In summary, the SPCS was a reliable instrument in gaining an overview of the 

types of academic classroom supports that students might request from their teachers; 

however, since the students’ responses were all varied, its value was limited to serving as 

a starting point in crafting a support plan for students. In addition, the survey was useful 

in highlighting the need for teachers to use student-centered approaches such as UDL and 

CRP in their instructional planning.  

Since the design of my study was an explanatory design, the SPCS was an asset in 

the development of the students’ interview questions.  The survey highlighted discussion 

areas for the interviews and provided a common language for the students and myself 

during their interviews. Overall, in this study, the value of the SPCS survey was in its use 

as a starting point for student classroom support planning, for providing a basis for a 

deeper discussion between the student and their special and general education teachers, 

and in the development of the students’ IEP.
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION OF CLASSROOM SUPPORTS 

He, uh, when we're actually editing or animating, he usually, he walks around the 

class, asks anyone who needs help and that makes it easy for success cause even if 

you don't know something he'll be there walking around offering his help. (Tim, 

personal communication, January 28, 2013) 

Classroom Supports 

A number of themes emerged in the student and teacher interviews around 

classroom supports. For example, many of the current built-in supports that teachers have 

in their classes are the types of supports the students prefer and are in the classes in which 

the students feel the most successful. Second, students also preferred classes that were 

engaging, had real world applications, and in which they felt socially comfortable. Last, 

teachers who had previous experience working in co-taught general education/special 

education classes had more built-in classroom supports than did the teachers without this 

experience. In Chapter 6, the teachers’ classroom supports will be discussed with respect 

to (a) student versus teacher support preferences; (b) the barriers that exist in providing 

inclusive classroom supports; and (3) the role that co-teaching plays in the teachers’ 

support structures.   

A recurring theme in the students’ interviews was appreciating those teachers who 

were well organized and told them exactly what to learn: “They tell you exactly what 

they want from you. Yeah, it's not really vague; yes, just like direct directions and um 
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they give you a lot of time to do the work.” (Mark, personal communication, January 7, 

2013). 

Culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) stresses the importance of the student 

knowing the learning expectations of the class and the purpose of behind what they are 

learning. The importance of the students knowing the learning objective and the purpose 

of the class cannot be overstated.   

The issue arises when teachers believe that by giving this explicit information, 

they are essentially “watering down” the critical thinking process. For example, a 

disconnect is created when Tim requests a study guide and Mr. Frank refuses and 

responds, “In college you don’t get to fill in the blanks.”  Tim wants guidance in what he 

should know for the test while Mr. Frank believes he is maintaining rigor by not 

providing the study guide.  The majority of Mr. Frank’s classes are lectures. When 

teachers structure their classes around only one type of instructional practice, they are 

either formally or informally making a decision to disregard those students who may not 

learn in the manner in which the teacher is instructing (Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011). 

Since classrooms contain neurodiverse learners, teachers must vary the types of 

learning opportunities that they make available to the students.  According to Thomas 

Armstrong (2012), the basic proposition of neurodiversity was that no ‘typical’ mental 

capacity--no ‘normal’ brain to which all other brains are compared” can be found (p. 12). 

The author argued that since there were no normal brains, that when working with 

students with disabilities we should take an asset based approach to their instruction and 

build upon their strengths (Armstrong, 2012).  This viewpoint is shared in CRP which 



 

 

139 

seeks to use the students’ knowledge of their home and culture to bridge their learning in 

school.  

As a researcher, I must also honor the neurodiversity of the teachers. For example, 

the male teachers asked for the students to come in person and talk to them about their 

supports; however, the female teachers were more open to the students using alternate 

forms of communication such as emails as an entry into their conversations.  In addition, 

the female teachers were more likely to change the structures of support that they had in 

the classroom for the students; whereas, the male teachers preferred to use the systems 

and structures in place. These differences between the two groups are part of the 

neurodiversity that each individual brings to the context of the classroom.  Sharing this 

knowledge with the teachers may influence how they interact with their students and 

colleagues in the future. 

The students’ need for varied instructional practices may be why the majority of 

the students requested individual time with the teacher to support them in their learning.  

The students felt that they were not receiving the types of instruction they needed in order 

to be successful.  The students also expressed that they needed to figure out how they 

learned best in their classes. One of the benefits of addressing classroom supports was the 

discussion of some of the associated metacognitive strategies the students used. Many of 

these strategies are the same learning strategies addressed by Farrington et al. (2012) in 

their report on non-cognitive factors affecting school performance. This was voiced in the 

theme of the onus of learning is on the student. The students felt it was their 

responsibility to create an environment for their learning not the teachers. 
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The students’ motivation to learn and their sentiment that it was their 

responsibility to learn, speaks to the culture of Bosque High School. It is a very rigorous 

high school and has a built in a systemic structure of support in Tutorial, which students 

and teachers use for a variety of beneficial purposes. Unfortunately, Tutorial and the 

students’ sentiments around learning has created a culture for some of the teachers of, “If 

you do not understand the content, you must come and see me in Tutorial.”  This allows 

the teacher an escape for not being responsible for the learning of all of the students in 

their classes. The students have also accepted this as standard practice which may be why 

most of the students preferred to make arrangements with their teachers during Tutorial. 

If the teachers took the diversity perspective proposed by neurodiversity literature and 

CRP in their classrooms, the practice of marginalizing the students with disabilities in 

segregated classes and in Tutorial would be diminished. The need to attend Tutorial 

might decline as the structure of the classes changed, and the students were more able to 

access the content. Teachers would need to change their mindset that all the students in 

class were capable of learning and that instruction should be changed to support that 

learning.  

Essentially, for many of these students their learning takes place in the margins of 

the school. It takes place in the special education classes where according to the students, 

the special education teachers answer the students’ questions in more depth, and it takes 

place during Tutorial. For some students like James, he goes home and uses the internet 

to research the topics of the day so that he can teach himself what he needs to learn. The 
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current structure of the school is designed so that the students with disabilities are 

included in the classroom, but not necessarily included in the learning.  

Sara and James had a number of independent classes that were taught in the 

special education department. Some of these classes were online and some were designed 

specifically for them with a modified curriculum. Both of these students spoke to 

preferring to be at the Regional Occupational Center (ROC) and favored the style of 

teaching at the ROC. This was the result of these two students not finding the Bosque 

campus as a rewarding and satisfying place to learn.  Both of these students were in the 

upper grades, and throughout their high school careers, they had a large portion of their 

content classes in the special education department. The students felt disconnected with 

the school campus because most of their learning took place in segregated classes. They 

did not necessarily have the opportunity to experience the same high school as their 

same-age peers since they spent most of their time in the margins. 

Barriers to General Education Supports  

The barriers that are in place for the students with disabilities at Bosque High 

School are created by both special education and the general education programs at the 

school site and in our current society. Although special education promotes the idea of 

inclusion in the classroom, long held systems and structures of segregating students with 

disabilities into separate classes are still in place at Bosque High School and elsewhere. 

Many of the systems in place actually support the existence of special education and the 

need for special education to be separate from general education.  Rule of law has added 

to the idea of the social construction of a disability by legally defining who is disabled. 



 

 

142 

When the law permits excluding or segregating certain children, this also 

contributes to the social construction of disability by shaping perceptions about 

which kinds of differences count as disabilities and by magnifying the importance 

of the perceived disability over other characteristics. (Rice, 2002, p. 174) 

One of the characteristics of organizations and institutions is their desire to 

continue their existence. Ashton (2011) made an excellent argument based on the work of 

Michel Foucault that the current Counsel on Exceptional Children’s standards for special 

education teachers have been designed to maintain the status quo. She viewed the 

standards as part of the “social construction of disability,” the “social construction of the 

special educator,” and the “special education profession” and as such  barriers to 

inclusion (Ashton, 2011, p. 169).  

As a veteran special education teacher, I can understand the idea of the social 

construction of a disability and how an entire profession and business flourished from 

this construct.  I also agree with Foucault (1994) that society has created structures and 

institutions to control challenges to the status quo. For example, at Bosque High School 

the general education teacher may not have time for the special education student or other 

students not learning during “class time,” so Tutorial is created, institutionalized, and 

eventually repurposed. The original intent may have been to allow some extra one-on-one 

time to support all the students; however, now it acts as a fall back for non-inclusive 

instructional practices. Special education teacher see their role as the protector and 

advocate for the special education student, so they remove the student from the general 

education class to protect them from failure.  
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The concept of a growth mindset for teachers and the students is crucial to the 

success of the student with disabilities in the general education program. Students with 

disabilities often do not have the prerequisite skills that their peers may have in general 

education classes. Students’ low skill levels or the perception of low skill levels by the 

teacher may act as a barrier to inclusion and the success of the student. Oftentimes the 

true skill level or ability level of the student may be masked by the construction or design 

of the lesson. The delivery or representation of the lesson may not allow the student 

access to content, or the expression of learning may not allow the student to demonstrate 

mastery.  

The use of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and CRP in the instructional 

design of the classroom could alleviate some of the barriers to success for the students 

and teachers.  An essential component of using UDL and CRP successfully is expanding 

the discourse between the general education teacher, the student, and the special 

education teacher so that the proper supports can be put into place for the student. In the 

next section, I will discuss my findings on co-teaching as another method for overcoming 

some of the barriers in instruction.  

Overcoming Barriers with Co-Teaching 

One of the findings in my research was that the general education teachers who 

had experienced a co-teaching setting were more likely to have more built-in supports in 

their classrooms. These same teachers were more likely to address changing their 

instruction and supports in the classroom to meet the needs not just of the student with 

disabilities but also for all their students. For example, Ms. Smith reflected on her current 
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practices in her Biology class and realized that although she had thought she structured 

her class for students with disabilities, they were not the supports Matthew needed.  Ms. 

Smith has realized that the idea of one size fits all for her students with disabilities has no 

more merit than one size fits all for all of her students.  

Ms. Smith’s lens is that of a teacher with a learning disability.  She is very 

interested in working with the students and with the special education staff. Her current 

classroom practices are based in how she, as a learning disabled student, best learned.  

Her perspective of the types of students she has in class has changed because of her 

encounter with Matthew. Instead of Ms. Smith being in the traditional role of the adult 

mediating learning for Matthew, the roles were reversed. Matthew was in the role of the 

expert adult mediating learning for Ms. Smith.  

Critical Pedagogy and Critical Race Theory would support the idea of Matthew as 

the creator of his own knowledge around what he knows about himself and how he 

learns. When he talked with Ms. Smith the two of them co-constructed opportunities for 

learning. Social Learning Theory would say that Matthew now had the opportunity to 

internalize some of his new learning about himself; whereas, Ms. Smith is interested in 

having Matthew develop his advocacy and metacognitive skills so that he can be 

successful in Chemistry next year.   

 Through the shared experiences the general education teachers had with the 

special education teachers while co-teaching, a body of instructional knowledge was co-

constructed and the practice of reflection was created and implemented in the general 

education classes. The practice of reflecting on support structures that developed in the 
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general education teachers’ classes is a positive outgrowth of the collaborative co-

teaching process.  The use of reflection created a culture in the experienced co-teachers’ 

classrooms that allowed for instructional changes to take place. Teachers who did not 

have the experience of co-teaching were not as likely to reflect and make instructional 

changes in their classes.  The students in the experienced co-teachers classes were not 

just physically included in the classes but meaningful support structures were also in 

place that included them in the learning.  

In the research literature, there are mixed findings on the effects of co-teaching. 

Scruggs, Mastropieri, and McDuffie (2007) performed a meta-analysis of the research 

related to co-teaching. The authors reported that in traditional classrooms the special 

education teachers is often in the ‘teacher assistant’ role; however, in their analysis of the 

literature they report findings that both general education and special education teachers 

found co-teaching to be beneficial (Scruggs et al., 2007). For example, Austin (2001), 

found that special education teachers reported increased content knowledge and general 

education teachers learned how to adapt curriculum and improved their classroom 

management techniques (Austin, 2001). 

Although the teachers in this study at Bosque High School are no longer co-

teaching, the continued use of support structures and the growth mindset of the general 

education teachers who co-taught, reflected the continuing influence of the special 

education teacher. In my study, the effects from co-teaching were long term since none of 

the experienced co-teachers had co-taught in the last two years.  Furthermore, one of the 
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experienced co-teachers in this study plans to co-teach next year and is in the process of 

reflecting on support structures for all of her students.  

Varied Classroom Supports 

The supports the students asked for varied greatly. This speaks to the 

neurodiversity of the students.  Neurodiverse is a term used originally to describe 

individuals with Autism (Armstrong, 2012).  Recently, it has been adopted to describe 

students with learning disabilities or learning differences. In the context of this discussion 

I subscribe to the idea of Armstrong (Armstrong, 2012) that each individual is 

neurodiverse and as such we cannot be taught in one manner. In my dissertation, I focus 

on the role that culture and context play in the classroom. I use the concept of the 

student’s academic identity as a focus for how the student is perceived and how he or she 

perceives him or herself within the context of the school and classroom. Understanding 

the supports the student finds most helpful is part of knowing the student’s identity. If 

teachers are to have a full understanding of the student, they must be aware of the 

idiosyncratic nature of how the student learns. In this study, the teachers were given the 

opportunity to learn about how they could support the diverse learning of their students 

through the experiences the two shared.  

 The idea of neurodiversity is further supported by the work of the Social 

Learning theorist L. S. Vygotsky. Vygotsky (1978) hypothesized that same age students 

all have different “Zones of Proximal Development” (ZPD) and with the assistance of a 

teacher would problem solve or learn at different levels (p. 84). Neurodiversity and 

Social Learning Theory both point to the importance of the teacher taking an asset-based 
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approach to learning and the importance of the interactions between the teacher and the 

students in the learning process. Furthermore, the two theories stress the importance of 

varying the learning experiences in the classroom and scaffolding the learning of the 

students.  
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CHAPTER 7 

TRANSFORMATIVE FINDINGS 

The researcher asked James, “Ah, so do think you will continue to talk to your 

teachers about how you can be more successful in class?”  

Yes I do! Specifically with my CCOC teacher I finished all the curriculum in my 

CCOC class both first and second semester under two weeks, so the problem was 

that I didn't have any curriculum for myself, so I went on to Product based 

learning. (James, personal communication, January 7, 2013) 

 Chapter 7 addresses the transformative impact of the students’ requests on the 

teachers’ classroom supports, the impact of the power dynamic between the teacher- 

student relationship, and the association between the students’ individual support requests 

and Social Learning Theory. In the last section of the chapter, the implications for future 

research are discussed in relation to building learning partnerships between teachers and 

students and the non-cognitive factors that affect student performance. In addition, I 

discuss the implications for practice in schools, and in teacher and administration 

preparation programs. 

Nevin, Smith, and McNeil (2008) contended that educational professionals 

needed to shift their thinking from the deficit model to a model of self-advocacy and the 

use of critical pedagogy in the interactions with clients with disabilities.  I extend their 

reasoning and make the argument that because students with disabilities have been 

educated in the margins in a (different culture) than their general education peers, we 

must structure a learning environment that contains Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP). 
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Cultural considerations of special education students being in a special education setting 

must be taken into consideration in the general education classroom. 

 Nevin et al., (2008) made an argument that self-advocacy was one of the methods 

to use when working with individuals with disabilities. The authors state that persons 

working with individuals with disabilities must question their position as holders of 

knowledge who believe it is their mission to fill students’ empty heads (Nevin, Smith, & 

McNeil, 2008).  The authors argue for treating the client as an expert and asking the 

client how they would like to be helped so that they can be successful.  

During the post interview process, the students voiced this transformation in their 

thinking. They now saw themselves as the holders of knowledge that they could share 

with the “expert” or teacher to increase the teachers’ knowledge around the student. An 

example of this was Keisha’s reticence to talk to her male teachers.  In her post interview, 

she reported being more comfortable around her male teacher and would continue to 

work with him concerning groups, “Because I want to reassure him that he is doing it 

right” (Keisha, personal communication, January 7, 2013). This is opposed to “The 

teacher is going to tell me the best way for me to learn.” All of the students expressed 

that they would continue working with their teachers. 

This shift in the students and the teachers’ thinking was one of the major findings 

of my work.  All of the teachers voiced the idea that their students had something 

valuable to offer them in the way of developing a deeper understanding of the students’ 

learning.  The teachers all thought the research process was valuable for the students and 

expressed a need to continue with the work; however, considering the intervention of my 
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role as researcher, one could question if the importance of the students’ voices was 

amplified because they were given credence as members of the study. 

Four out of the six teachers stated that after having talked to the students, they 

would reflect more on their practices as a teacher and make changes in their instructional 

practices.  The shift in the students’ thinking was that they were the experts in their 

learning and could design a structure that could improve their learning opportunities.  

This speaks to the importance of the role of self-empowerment, self-advocacy, and self-

efficacy for students who are traditionally marginalized by schools (Nevin et al., 2008). 

The transformation of the students in their thinking was well received by the 

teachers. The teachers at Bosque wanted to know how to help their students.  There is 

often a tacit understanding between students and teachers that students will seek help 

when needed; however, what this understanding looks like for a student with disabilities 

in a large classroom of their peers is another matter.  The current understanding at 

Bosque High School between the student and the teacher is to use Tutorial for any extra 

learning or support needed. Since this use of Tutorial is a cultural understanding at the 

school, the students felt most comfortable using Tutorial as the vehicle for their request.   

 All the students who asked for assistance during Tutorial received their requested 

support. This demonstrates that if the students self-advocate within the current system 

and culture of the school, they will meet with success and positive support from the 

teachers. The students who are using Tutorial for a support are working in the acceptable 

learning margins. In contrast, the students who asked for supports in the center of the 

learning environment (the classroom), received limited success. These students were 
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opting for a systemic classroom instructional change. This structural change was much 

more difficult than creating a change within the current structure and culture of the school 

and classroom.  The limited changes in the classroom instruction were unfortunate since 

the general education environment may be where the greatest opportunity resides to 

increase student achievement and students’ feelings of self-efficacy.  

Although the students seeking change within the classroom met with classroom 

organizational and cultural barriers, they still built a positive relationship with their 

teachers and were willing to continue working with their teachers to improve their 

academic success. The teachers of these students also felt positively about the experience 

and asked to continue in the work. 

Wheatley (2006) discussed the role that relationships play in organizations. She 

believed that relationships give power its negative or positive charge. The power dynamic 

between a teacher and a student is often based upon a hierarchy with coercion as its 

motivator. There were some gender differences in how the male and female teachers 

reacted to the delivery of the students’ request. Male teachers preferred the students to 

come and talk to them face to face while the female teachers were fine with an initial 

contact through email.  Teachers need to be sensitive that their preferences for 

communication with students’ may not be the most comfortable for students, especially 

students who prefer to communicate through writing rather than the spoken word.  By 

controlling the method of communication, the teacher may be coercing a student into an 

unnecessarily uncomfortable situation.  
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Similar to Wheatley (2006), I believe that for the student and the teacher to have a 

healthy relationship they must have a shared power for a positive result. This shared 

learning is present in the practices of CRP.  One of the key features of CRP is to establish 

a learning partnership between student and teacher. 

In her book, Leadership and the New Science, Wheatley (2006) stated, “We must 

interact with the world in order to see what we might create” (p. 38). She argued that to 

be able to navigate the world deftly, we “should learn to facilitate process” instead of 

learning tasks. (p. 39). In my study, the students were not given a task to talk to their 

teachers. I facilitated a process through which the students discussed their knowledge of 

their learning with their teachers, and together they formed a relationship around the 

student’s learning. I posit that by creating a process for the students to interact and build a 

relationship with their teachers, they are learning how to navigate their academic world 

gracefully.    

Individualized Student Support Requests and Social Learning Theory  

The majority of the students’ requests did not consist of or include the built-in 

supports the teachers already had in place.  Most of the supports the teachers had in place 

were the types of supports that the students preferred in their favorite classes and as such 

may have already incorporated these supports in their learning. The students 

overwhelmingly asked for an individual support in one of the three categories of 

instruction, physical support, or curricular support. Social Learning Theory would 

address this as the students need for a skilled teacher who was attuned to the students 

ZPD. Interestingly, this role was reversed when the students met with the teachers to 
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describe their classroom support requests. As the experts of their learning, the students 

played the role of the skilled teacher assisting their classroom teachers in their ZPD 

around student learning. 

The social learning piece was present for the all of the students, including those 

who requested more peer interaction.  For example, Tony stated that he learned better in a 

group.  Tony has a need to interact with a group as his skilled peers. He processes 

information better when he can discuss his learning within the group. This is an important 

cultural piece for Tony since he is an English Language Learner and new to the school. 

Tony and the other students in the study bring a depth of background knowledge around 

their learning history that no one else on campus possesses.  This is especially true for 

students transitioning to ninth grade and students who transfer in from other schools.  

Implications and Recommendations 

Yeah! This was great. I would definitely do this again. (Mark, personal  

communication, February 1, 2013) 

I don't know maybe I should take the time, especially next year in Algebra One 

when I am going to be team teaching.  Maybe that is something that we do; you 

know not even just the special education students, all the students and say:  “What 

will help you? Let's talk about what you need.” (Ms. Adams, personal 

communication, February 18, 2013) 

The above quotes drive the implications for further research. The first quote is 

from a student who realizes I can talk to my teacher and I can get the results I need to 

learn.  The second quote is from his teacher who now understands how important it is for 
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all of her students to discuss and think about how they learn and the implications that has 

for the classroom. The next steps in this research would be to follow the teachers and the 

students for a longer period of time to see if there are any long-term impacts of the study. 

It would also be interesting to see if the students begin not just to self-advocate but if they 

share those skills and experiences with their peers and expand the discourse over learning 

with a larger group of teachers. Correspondingly, following the teachers to see if they 

continue to promote student discussion of learning would add to the research. Additional 

research could be done around the use of a social web to track the informal progress of 

the students’ and teachers’ outreach to peers and colleagues respectively.  

The teachers all thought the research process was valuable for the students and 

expressed a need to continue with the work; however, considering the intervention of my 

role as researcher, one could question if the importance of the students’ voices was 

amplified because they were given credence as members of the study.  Hopefully, the 

long term follow-up of the students and teachers will answer any unintended 

consequences of my research.  

An additional recommendation for this research would be to expand the study to 

include more diverse groups of students and schools. The school site and students in this 

study were ethnically diverse but from a homogeneous middle and upper middle class 

school district. An important extension of this research would be to use this process with 

groups of students from differing socio economic levels to see if there are similar 

findings. 
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Implications and Recommendations for the School Environment and Transition 

The process used with the research participants should be expanded to a larger 

group of students and teachers as part of a schools’ transition program. For example, this 

process could be part of a school wide study with incoming ninth grade students 

transitioning to high school or sixth grade students transitioning to middle school. 

Research shows that students are most likely to disengage from school during these two 

years of transition (Farrington et al., 2012). Including this process as part of the transition 

for students in these grades would be beneficial to the students and the teachers. It would 

allow for relationship building between the teacher and the students, and it would provide 

for a positive environment for fostering a growth mind with students and staff. The 

students could be followed long term to see the impact on their post-secondary outcomes. 

Recommendations include administrators implementing this process in the 

transition to middle school as part of programs such as the Tribes Learning Communities 

(TLC) (“Tribes Learning Community — A New Way of Learning and Being Together,” 

n.d.) or the Where Everybody Belongs (WEB) transition program (“Middle School Peer 

Mentoring, Transition Program | WEB,” n.d.). Tribes is a program designed to create 

caring learning communities in schools and has a middle school transition program 

designed to assist students in moving from elementary to middle school. Administrators 

could use this program to infuse student voice into the middle school (“Tribes Learning 

Community — A New Way of Learning and Being Together,” n.d.). WEB specifically 

addresses transition and has a beginning orientation program which could also be used 

for this purpose (“Middle School Peer Mentoring, Transition Program | WEB,” n.d.). As 
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part of the orientation process, students could be given a modified version of the Students 

Perceptions of Classroom Supports (SPCS). Both programs are yearlong, so long term 

follow-up with teachers could be built into the transition process. 

Similarly, high schools could implement this process as part of the Link Crew 

Program. At Bosque High School, Link Crew is used to transition ninth graders to the 

high school campus, and teacher volunteers usually assist the Peer Advisors with groups 

of ninth graders the first six weeks of school. Link Crew is similar to WEB except that it 

focuses on the transition to high school (“High School Peer Mentoring, Transition 

Program | Link Crew,” n.d.). Peer advisors and teacher volunteers could be trained to 

interview students and support the ninth graders’ in developing self-advocacy skills and 

reflecting on their learning needs. The built in Tutorial at Bosque provides the time and 

opportunity to implement this program. This is one example of how one school could 

implement this process. Depending upon the structures in place at other high schools, a 

similar process during an advisement period or orientation could take place.  

Schools should also consider incorporating the use of the SPCS.  Particularly for 

students with disabilities, the SPCS could be used to create a common vocabulary and 

understanding of classroom supports. The use of the SPCS could be expanded as a source 

of information for student led Individual Education Program (IEP) meetings and to 

expand on the student-teacher discourse around the student’s learning and supports needs. 

Furthermore, depending upon the systems of support available to the general education 

students, the SPCS could be modified to survey the support needs of all students. The 
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SPCS may also act as a mechanism to inform the types of support that schools put into 

place for their students.  

The structure of the methodology was a positive, non-threatening, student 

centered approach that allowed the students to make inroads into the teachers’ 

classrooms; whereas, as an outsider I may not have been allowed such access. By 

\structuring a process for the students and the teachers to interact, the teachers were able 

to receive valuable information from one of their constituents. A learning partnership was 

fostered, and students felt they had more control over their academic life. This is another 

area of research that can be studied in more depth, the role of the student in providing 

information and feedback on structural supports in the classroom.  

Designing programs that allow for student voice in their learning needs to be 

addressed at the administrative level.  As stated in the literature review, the beliefs of 

teachers and administrators can significantly impact the success and design of inclusive 

programs (Boscardin, Mainzer, & Kealy, 2011).  From an ecological standpoint, the 

administrator needs to create an environment that supports the students’ voice in their 

learning. Administrators need to promote a culture of inclusion that is student centered. 

From this inclusive culture an organization and structures would arise that address the 

students’ needs.    

Implications and Recommendations for Teacher and Administrator Programs  

Training in this student centered approach would be beneficial in teacher 

preparation and induction programs. Frequently, teachers are asked to build these 

relationships with their students but are not given a structure that guides them in the 
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process.  For new teachers establishing routines, procedures, and boundaries between 

student and teacher are of paramount importance.  Novice teachers may feel that allowing 

students to give large amounts of feedback related to instruction may undermine their 

authority. What teachers often do not realize is that students provide formal and informal 

feedback related to classroom instruction (e.g., engagement/disengagement, high/low 

performance, strong/weak attendance, etc.) all the time. The structure of this study 

provides a method for teachers to harness the informal instructional feedback in a 

positive manner that promotes a learning partnership.  Further research should be 

completed on the use of this approach to reduce and examine the barriers in place that 

prohibit teachers from establishing learning partnerships with their students.  

Teacher preparation programs need to instruct new teachers around the use of 

reflection not just as a tool for teacher improvement but as an instructional tool that 

should be taught to students. Students can be taught early on to think about how they 

learn and about how they can best be supported in the classroom. This can be done as part 

of the move to the Common Core which emphasizes habits of mind and problem solving. 

This would also allow new teachers to build in supports for students that foster growth 

mind set and academic perseverance. 

Similarly, administrators need to understand the importance of learning 

partnerships and have an understanding of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and 

CRP. In today’s schools, students are increasingly culturally and neurologically diverse.  

Administrator preparation programs should expand the focus of the curriculum to include 

how to support neurodiverse learners.  Oftentimes the thrust of the administrator 
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preparation program is on the legal issues surrounding special education and not on the 

design of systems of support in all classrooms.     

Many of the qualitative themes garnered from my study related to some of the 

non-cognitive factors associated with student success: a sense of belonging, academic 

perseverance, academic mindset, and academic behaviors. Many of these non-cognitive 

factors are either promoted or negated within the context of the classroom (Farrington et 

al., 2012). Teachers can address these factors and the classroom supports that students 

need if they structure their instruction to include strategies that positively promote non-

cognitive factors that support neurodiverse students. 

The researcher inquired, “What information will you like your teachers to know 

about you and how you like to be supported in class?”  

I liked for them to know how I learn which is different for every single student 

out there. I learn a lot better with physical objects that I am holding onto and 

looking at than the ones on paper; structure the curriculum around that for me and 

then I will do the curriculum in that place. Be observant with the students who are 

in the class. I am pointing out the obvious and in IEP meetings discuss problems 

that the student is having and how they can suggest ideas (James, personal 

communication, February 14, 2013). 

James’ recommendations highlight an important area for new teacher preparation 

programs and current school practices. New and veteran teachers need to be trained to 

take an asset based approach, observe, and document their students’ learning. An integral 

part of data gathering is talking to the students about their learning needs. Teacher 
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preparation programs, induction programs, and staff development programs need to 

support the development of teacher reflective practices that use this data to inform and 

modify curriculum and pedagogical practices. James makes a point of stressing the 

importance of teachers making suggestions to the students around student learning. This 

demonstrates the importance of the student and teacher co-constructing the learning 

environment.   

Teaching students to self-advocate around their learning should begin in the early 

grades. Adding student voice to the school setting can be addressed in the early grades in 

the development of a school wide positive behavior intervention and support (PBIS) 

program. Once the practice of incorporating student voice into school wide systems for 

behavior support are in place, schools can then transition the inclusion of student voice 

into the learning and support needs of students in the classroom. 

Finally, further research needs to be done on the use of CRT, UDL, and CRP on 

the development of students’ self-advocacy and self-efficacy and their relationship to the 

non-cognitive factors that promote student success. Only by giving students a voice in 

their learning, acknowledging their neurodiversity, and their assets can we take their 

learning out of the margins and bring them back into the classroom.  

If a student, cannot succeed in the class much, then definitely they should talk  (to 

their teacher) in order to get help so you can succeed in it and just get any backup 

support or anything they need in order to complete their assignments (Sara, 

personal communication, February, 14, 2013). 
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Appendix A 

The Student Perceptions of Classroom Support Scale (SPCS) 

Part A 

This survey is about the sort of things that help you in your general education classrooms. 

There are things that help you with your schoolwork and things that might help you make 

friends in the class. 

There are no right answers to these questions. 

Read the survey and listen to the recording about the different ways that you might get 

help in your class. 

The first part of the survey is about how you feel these different kinds of things would 

help you with your schoolwork in a regular class. 

 

 

 

 

Example 

 
How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

 

The teacher gives me all the answers to my class work. 

 

 1   2   3   4 

  

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

 

The teacher mumbling all the time. 

 

 

 1   2   3   4 

 

No Help 
1 

 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

If I left the class and did my work in a quiet place and a teacher assistant helped me. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If a resource teacher was in the class too and helped students who had problems. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 
If a resource teacher and the general education classroom teacher both helped students 

who had problems. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I left the class with a teacher assistant when the work got too difficult and did the work 

in the resource room. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If two general education classroom teachers taught together and helped students who had 

problems. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If a teacher assistant sat next to me and helped me with my work. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

If a teacher assistant helped me--as well as other students.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I worked by myself in class. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the class work was the same for everyone. 

 1   2   3   4 

If the classroom teacher told me exactly what to learn.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

No Help 
1 
 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

If assignments and class work were changed for me so that they were easier to 

understand. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the teacher gave everyone notes that were easy to understand. 

 1   2   3   4  

 

If I practiced my reading and writing in class while other students did their class work. 

   

 1   2   3   4 

 

If there were less students in my class.       

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

If the teacher worked with me and other students who had problems--while others 

worked on their normal work. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat near the front of the class.           

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat near the classroom teacher.      

 1   2   3   4 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

If assignments and class work were explained simply and clearly.    

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the teacher was friendly and positive.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

No Help 
1 

 
 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

 

If the teacher made the subject interesting and enjoyable.      

1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat with other students and we worked on projects together.    

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

 

If everyone stuck to the classroom rules.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

A quiet classroom.       

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat with other students and we worked on projects together - but was given jobs that I 

could do. 

 1   2   3   4 

If I was taught by a teacher I knew and liked.        

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in getting my work done in a general education 

classroom? 

 

If I worked with another student who was good at the subject.      

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I worked with another student in the class. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

Part Two 

Is there any additional information you would like to share with me about 

things teachers can do to help you do better in your classes? 

No Help 
1 

 
 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
 

 
 



 

 

183 

Part B 

This survey is about the sort of things that help you in your general education classrooms. 

There are things that help you with your schoolwork and things that might help you make 

friends in the class. 

There are no right answers to these questions. 

Read the survey and listen to the tape about the different ways that you might get help in 

your class. 

The second part of the survey is about how you feel these different kinds of things would 

help you make friends in a general class. 

 
 

 

Example:  How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education 
classroom? 
 

The teacher giving free time to the class.  

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

 

The teacher embarrasses you in front of the class.   
1   2   3   4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No Help 
1 

 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

If I left the class and did my work in a quiet place and a teacher assistant helped me. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If a resource teacher was in the class too and helped students who had problems. 

 1   2   3   4 

How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

If a resource teacher and the general education classroom teacher both helped students 

who had problems. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I left the class with a teacher assistant when the work got too difficult and did the work 

in the resource room. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If two general education classroom teachers taught together and helped students who had 

problems. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If a teacher assistant sat next to me and helped me with my work. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

If a teacher assistant helped me as well as other students.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I worked by myself in class. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the class work was the same for everyone. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the classroom teacher told me exactly what to learn.      

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

No Help 
1 

 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

 

If assignments and class work were changed for me so that they were easier to 

understand. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 
 

If the teacher gave everyone notes that were easy to understand. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I practiced my reading and writing in class while other students did their classwork. 

   

 1   2   3   4 

If there were less students in my class.       

 1   2   3   4 

 

How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

 
If the teacher worked with me as well as other students who had problems -while others 

worked on their normal work. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat near the front of the class.           

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat near the classroom teacher.      

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No Help 
1 

 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

 
If assignments and class work were explained simply and clearly.    

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the teacher was friendly and positive.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

If the teacher made the subject interesting and enjoyable.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat with other students and we worked on projects together.    

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

 

How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

 
If everyone stuck to the classroom rules.     

 1   2   3   4 

 

A quiet classroom.       

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I sat with other students and we worked on projects together but was given jobs that I 

could do. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I was taught by a teacher I knew and liked.        

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No Help 
1 

 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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How helpful would this be in making friends in a general education classroom? 

 

If I worked with another student who was good at the subject.      

 1   2   3   4 

 

If I worked with another student in the class. 

 1   2   3   4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from O’Rourke and Houghton Students Perceptions of Support Scales (2006)  

 

Is there any additional information you would like to share with me about 

things teachers can do to help you get along with your classmates and to make 

friends in class? 

No Help 
1 

 
 

 

A Little Help 
2 

 

 

Some Help 
3 

 

 

A Lot of Help 
4 
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Appendix B 

Student Pre Interview Questions 

Name:                                         Date:                                      Period: 

 

Number of General Ed Classes 

 

Pre: Student Interview Questions 

 

1. What do counterstories (or perceptions of support) suggest about the educational 

program of the student with disabilities? (Research question) 

 

Student Questions: 

 

 Tell me about your favorite class.  

 Why is it your favorite class?  

 How does the teacher support your learning/being a member of the class? 

 What does the teacher do to make you feel that you want to be in that class? 

 Tell me about your least favorite class.  

 Why is it your least favorite class? 

 How does the teacher support your learning/being a member of the class? 

 What does the teacher do to make you feel that you want to be in that class? 

 

2. What are the perceptions of support of students with disabilities in their general 

education classroom? (Research Question: This is partially addressed in the 

survey; should be addressed in full in focus groups) 
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Student Questions: 

 What are some things your teacher does in your general education class(es) 

that help you with your work? 

 

 What makes you feel supported in your general education classes? 

 

 

 What are some things your teacher does in the general education class(es) 

that make you feel like a member of the class?  

 

 

3. What are students with disabilities’ perceptions of support in their special education 

classroom? (Research Question: This is partially addressed in the survey; should be 

addressed in full in focus groups) 

 

Student Questions: 

 

 What are some things your teacher does in your special education class(es) 

that help you with your work? 

 What makes you feel supported in your special education classes? 

 

 What are some things your teacher does in the special education class(es) that 

make you feel like a member of the class? (I don’t really like this question 

because it implies they are from the outside.) 

 What classes do you feel the most successful in? 

 

 Why do you feel successful in that/those classes? 
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 What are some things your teacher does that make you more successful in 

this class? 

 

 What classes do you feel the least successful in? 

 

 Why do you feel unsuccessful in that class(es)? 

 

 How might your teacher support you to be more successful in this class? 

 

4. How can the counterstories (or perceptions of support) inform the design of students 

with disabilities educational program? (Research Question) 

 

Student Questions: 

 How can your teachers better understand the types of support you need in 

class? 

 What information would you like your teachers to know about you and how 

you like to be supported in class?  

 What changes would you suggest in your class so that you feel you can be 

more successful? 

 Where or how would you like to explain this to your teachers?  
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Appendix C 

Summer 2011 Pilot of the SPCS 

 

 

 
  

Pre Pilot Reflection:  

 The SPCS has already been used in a number of studies and has a very high rate 

of internal consistency. I received permission from the authors of the tool to adapt 

it as necessary for the group of students I was surveying. I removed the picture of 

the young man who was on the test and substituted an image that was gender and 

ethnic neutral.  

 My major concern with this alteration was that the images would clearly represent 

the four choice levels on the Likert scale of the survey.  
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Results 

 

I gave the survey to five people. I was not able to have all five within the range of 

the possible respondents for my study. I have listed the respondents’ comments for the 

surveys in three sections: directions, pictures and additional comments. A sampling of the 

survey interviews can be found on Table 2. 

Table 2 

 

Sampling of Survey Comments on Directions 

Directions Comments 

Very straightforward   Second section was confusing   

You need to distinguish better between the 

two 

Directions were clear and easy to understand. 

Pictures Comments 

The pictures are cute; they are easy to tell 

apart.  

The pictures moved and were not aligned 

(the survey was emailed to this individual)  

I liked the pictures; they were easy to 

understand. 

 

Additional Comments 

 

I got somewhat confused on the "friends" 

questions because I didn't see how some of 

them applied to making friends. Some of the 

questions might say N/A because it requires a 

deeper thinking. Like " I make friends studying 

with a student.” 

 

Pretty straight forward; looks good 

 

 

Table 3 

 

Respondents Comments to Survey Questions 
 

Item Respondent S  Respondent B Respondent C Respondent V Respondent P 

1 Straightforward  Pick the most 

help  

This is best 

way  

I would like this  It’s all about 

me  

2  I get it  Not as helpful  These are 

easy 

questions  

Not as helpful  A little 

helpful  

3  Vol. No help  Some help  Some help  Little help  Some help  

4  Res. little  Not very  Very helpful  This is not 

helpful  

Some help  
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5  Both more help  Some help   Very helpful  Very helpful  Sort of 

helpful  

 

The first part of the test examined classroom support to assist the student with their 

classwork. The second portion of the test examines students’ perception of social support. 

The issue that occurred here was that 3 out of 5 of the survey takers thought the questions 

were exactly the same.  They did not fully read the directions.  I have altered the directions so 

that it is now highlighted in that area. 

30  Isolation  Wouldn’t 

work  

This means 

by yourself  

I am okay with 

adults  

All by myself  

31  Volunteer 

would get in 

the way  

Wedge 

between kids  

Isolation  Vol. May not 

know the work  

How can I 

make friends 

by myself  

32  This is a little 

better  

This is better 

more students  

I like being in 

class with 

everyone else  

This is the same 

as the other 

question  

I am now in 

class so more 

students  

33  How would 

this help me?  

I would like 

this  

I want to 

know what I 

am doing  

I am still in the 

classroom; it 

might help  

How would 

this help me 

make friends?  

34  Other students 

might notice 

and tease me  

This might 

help a little  

It might be 

better  

I am not sure, 

might be a little 

bit better  

Doesn’t make 

much of a 

difference  

      

 

Post Pilot Reflection and Discussion 

 

After tallying all the scores and reviewing the comments by the survey takers, I 

believe that the Student Perception of Classroom Support instrument is a valid and 

reliable measure.  If I make a few adjustments to the second set of directions, the 

instrument will be ready to use in my study. After reviewing the questions with my 

survey takers, except for one survey taker, the instrument was pretty straightforward. 

Once the directions were clarified, the pilot group was able to interpret the questions with 

no difficulty. Their responses definitely showed that they were thinking how the different 

situations would affect their classwork versus making friends. This would appear to 

validate the instrument and to affirm its reliability. 

An additional finding for this administration was not all the students agreed as to 
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which setting they felt the most comfortable and supported. Some would rather be 

assisted one on one with a resource teacher and others would prefer the resource teacher 

to push into the classroom and support all the students in the class. I would definitely 

select these two items for part of the interview. It speaks to both the social pieces of 

inclusion and the academic piece.  
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Appendix D 

 

Winter 2012 Pilot of the SPCS 

 

I completed a new pilot in February 2012 and administered the survey to six 

additional students. In addition, I asked for input on the survey itself. The students gave 

me the following feedback: 

 The emoticon was condescending. 

 The second part of the survey did not address the overall topic. 

 The questions were redundant. 

 Easy to understand 

 It did not take long. 

 I would prefer to take it on the computer. 

I intend to address this feedback in the following manner: 

 

 Not using the emoticon; originally I was working with younger students; I 

switched to high school students  

 Explaining the purpose of the second half of the survey. (The two students who 

felt this way had the survey administered by someone else.)  

  Create a contingency plan on how to use the data from an incomplete survey. 

 If I have someone else administer the test, make sure they are fully trained. 

 Placing the survey on Survey Monkey or Google Forms (This may be an IRB 

issue so I may not do this.) 

 The redundancy-- I am not sure how to address this; the redundancy is built into 

the questioning to help identify themes. 
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Limitations 

 Since I only had six students answer the survey, I was limited in the analyses that 

I could perform. I analyzed only the first 29 questions since two of the students did not 

answer the last 29 questions. This was an error on my part. I need to make sure that when 

the survey is given, either I am present or the person administering the survey 

understands its structure and purpose. In addition, due to the small sample of students 

who took the survey, the use of descriptive statistics is limited.  

Results 

 

I analyzed the SPCS surveys and found that there were quite a few questions that 

had large variability between the respondents. I have listed those questions below. In 

addition, I found the mean score on each item and the standard deviation of each item. 

This allowed me to find those questions that had a large amount of intra variability in the 

responses. I also completed a standard deviation of all the means to find inter variability 

between the items. Because my sample was so small the descriptive statistics I used are 

limited in the amount of information that can be interpreted (see Table 4). 

Table 4 

Average Score and Standard Deviation on SPCS 

R1 R2 R3 R4 R5 R6 Avg. SD 

3 3 2 2 3 3 2.67 0.516398 

3 3 2 4 3 4 3.17 0.752773 

3 3 2 3 4 3 3.00 0.632456 

2 2 3 3 3 2 2.50 0.547723 

3 2 2 4 2 1 2.33 1.032796 

4 3 2 4 3 2 3.00 0.894427 

3 3 1 4 2 4 2.83 1.169045 

2 3 2 4 3 2 2.67 0.816497 
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3 1 3 1 3 4 2.50 1.224745 

3 3 2 4 4 1 2.83 1.169045 

2 3 4 2 1 1 2.17 1.169045 

2 NA 4 2 1 1 2.00 1.224745 

2 4 4 4 3 2 3.17 0.983192 

3 NA 1 3 4 2 2.60 1.140175 

3 4 3 4 3 2 3.17 0.752773 

2 1 1 1 2 1 1.33 0.516398 

3 3 2 3 3 3 2.83 0.408248 

2 1 2 3 4 2 2.33 1.032796 

2 3 3 2 3 2 2.50 0.547723 

3 3 3 2 3 3 2.83 0.408248 

3 3 4 4 4 2 3.33 0.816497 

3 3 3 4 4 3 3.33 0.516398 

3 3 2 4 4 2 3.00 0.894427 

2 3 2 3 3 3 2.67 0.516398 

2 4 4 4 4 2 3.33 1.032796 

3 4 4 4 3 4 3.67 0.516398 

2 3 3 2 3 4 2.83 0.752773 

3 3 2 4 4 3 3.17 0.752773 

2 3 3 4 4 4 3.33 0.816497 
Note: Table 4 shows the respondents’ answers for the first 29 questions the standard deviations significant 

standard deviations are in bold; however, due to the small size of the sample caution should be used in 

interpreting the results. 

 

 

The following questions had large variability in answers from the students: 

 

5. If a resource teacher and the regular classroom teacher both helped students 

who had problems. 

 

7. If two regular classroom teachers taught together and helped students who had 

problems. 

 

9. If a teacher assistant helped me - as well as other students.   

 

10. If I worked by myself in class. 

 

11. If the class work was the same for everyone. 
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12. If the classroom teacher told me exactly what to learn. 

 

14. If the teacher gave everyone notes that were easy to understand. 

 

18. If I sat near the front of the class.     

 

25. A quiet classroom. 

 

I also completed an item analysis and found three major themes around which I 

would begin to ground my interview questions. 

 

 Collaborative teaching 

 Teacher pedagogy 

 One on one instruction 

 

The themes are significant because it relates to what types of environment (educational 

setting) students with disabilities feel they will be most successful. I would be 

particularly interested to see if there is any difference in the responses of those students 

who had previous experience in a full inclusion setting. In analyzing the survey results I 

have begun to formulate a number of possible questions I would pursue in the students’ 

interviews. I have included some of those questions that could be further examined in my 

research. Since the students will design how they want to share their counterstories with 

their teacher, I cannot fully formulate the questions. I have included some possible 

wording below:   

Deeper research question: 

 

1. How can the counterstories (or perceptions of support) inform the design of students 

with disabilities educational program? (This would be addressed in focus groups) 
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Possible student version: 

  

 How can your teachers better understand the types of support you need in 

class? 

 

 What information would you like your teachers to know about you and how 

you like to be supported in class?  

 

 What changes would you suggest in your class so that you feel you can be 

more successful? 

 

 Where or how would you like to explain this to your teachers?  

 

2. What do counterstories (or perceptions of support) suggest about the educational 

program of the student with disabilities? (This would be addressed in focus groups) 

 

Possible student version: 

 

 Tell me about your favorite class.  

 Why is it your favorite class?  

 How does the teacher support your learning/being a member of the class? 

 What does the teacher do to make you feel that you want to be in that class? 

 

 Tell me about your least favorite class.  

 Why is it your least favorite class?  

 How does the teacher support your learning/being a member of the class? 

 What does the teacher do to make you feel that you want to be in that class? 

 

5. What are the perceptions of support of students with disabilities in their general 

education classroom? (This is partially addressed in the survey; should be addressed 

in full in focus groups) 
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Possible student version: (Still working on these) 

 

 What are some things your teacher does in your general education class(es) 

that help you with your work? 

 

 What makes you feel supported in your general education classes? 

 

 What are some things your teacher does in the general education class(es) 

that make you feel like a member of the class? (I don’t really like this 

question because it implies there are from the outside.) 

 

6. What are students with disabilities’ perceptions of support in their special education 

classroom? (This is partially addressed in the survey; should be addressed in full in 

focus groups) 

 

Possible student versions: 

What are some things your teacher does in your special education class(es) that help 

you with your work? 

 

 What makes you feel supported in your special education classes? 

 

 What are some things your teacher does in the special education class(es) that 

make you feel like a member of the class? (I don’t really like this question 

because it implies they are from the outside.) 
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Appendix E 

 

Items of the Student Perceptions of Classroom Support (SPCS) Scale 

 

Adapted from O’Rourke and Houghton, 2006 
 

Item No. Description 

 

Curricular support subscale: 

8. If the class work was the same for everyone. 

9. If the classroom teacher told me exactly what to learn. 

11. If assignments and class work were changed for me so that they were easier to 

understand.  

12. If the teacher gave everyone notes that were easy to understand. 

13. If I practiced my reading and writing in class while other students did their normal 

work. 

18. If assignments and class work were explained simply and clearly. 

15. If the teacher worked with me and other students who had problems – while others 

worked on their normal work. 

Instructional support subscale: 

14. If there were less students in my class. 

16. If I sat near the front of the class. 

17. If I sat near the classroom teacher. 

19. If the teacher was friendly and positive. 

20. If the teacher made the subject interesting and enjoyable. 

22. If everyone stuck to the classroom rules. 
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23. If the classroom was quiet. 

25. If I was taught by a teacher I knew and liked. 

Physical support subscale: 

1. If I left the class and did my work in a quiet place and a teacher assistant helped me. 

2. If a resource teacher was in the class too and helped students who had problems. 

3. If a resource teacher and the regular classroom teacher both helped students who had 

problems. 

4. If I left the class with a teacher assistant when the work got too difficult and did the 

work in the resource room.  

5. If two regular classroom teachers taught together and helped students who had 

problems. 

6. If a teacher assistant sat next to me and helped me with my work. 

7. If a teacher assistant helped me – as well as other students. 

Peer support subscale: 

21. If I sat with other students and we worked on projects together. 

25. If I sat with other students and we worked on projects together – but given jobs that I 

could do. 

26. If I worked with another student who was good at the subject. 

27. If I worked with another student in the class. 
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Appendix F 

 

Student Post Interview Questions 

Post Interview Questions: 

 

Student Name: 

 

1. Before this study did you talk to your teacher about changes you would like in 

class? 

 

2. How did you feel about contacting your teacher? 

 

3. How did your teacher react to your email/discussion? 

 

4. Have you noticed any changes in the class? 

 

5. Do you think you will continue to talk to your teacher about your support in 

class? 

 

6. How would you describe yourself as a student? 

 

7. Are there any questions you would like to ask me?  
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Appendix G 

 

Teacher Reflection Questions 

 

Teacher Reflection 

Teacher:  

 

Student: 

 

 

1. Before _______ contacted you what were some of the ways your instructional 

practices supported _______ in _______class? 

 

 

 

2. After having talked to _______, what are some ways you might change your 

instructional practices to better support _______ in your class?  
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Appendix H 

 

Teacher Interview Questions 

 

 

Teacher:        Student: 

 

1. What type of support did you and your student discuss? 

 

2. How student’s support into your instruction? 

 

 

3. Was the student’s request in line with what you know about the student? 

 

4. Do you believe the process made learning more accessible for your student? 

 

 

5. For other students? 

 

6. How do you encourage your students to self-advocate? 

 

 

7. After being in this study how would you change or would you change how you 

ask students to self-advocate?  

 




