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having emotional and behavioral needs articulated (Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015, p. 

213). Another student from a different study stated, “They kept talking about me . . . 

[that] we don’t live in a house . . . and stuff like that when it’s not even true” (Sullivan et 

al., 2014, p. 107). In yet another study, most students with EBD reported being disliked 

and ridiculed by mainstream peers bringing about feelings of social isolation, sadness, 

and distress (Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015). These feelings and events commonly caused 

reactions from the students, including punching, throwing desks, and kicking others 

(Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015), and evidence suggests social rejection from peers 

negatively impacts a student’s self-concept as the child may internalize the problem (Spilt 

et al., 2014). The impact could compound the perception of student feelings like, “I know 

that the school knows that I’m bad, so they’ll just go for their side. They won’t believe 

anything I said” (Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015, p. 215). For the students in this study, 

the residential school was a place with fewer bullying incidences and a place they felt 

safe (Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015). Students with EBD are especially vulnerable and 

have additional needs that require support. One student noted, “Social cliques kind of 

look down on the students who are in [special education]… [we are] seen as being 

disabled, or weird, or different… most kids try not to associate with that in an attempt to 

appear higher social standing” (Mueller, 2018, p. 277).  

It is imperative for schools to foster positive relationships among peers and to be 

responsive, restorative, and present to support students’ needs. In response to conflict, 

these practices impacted students’ capacity to feel welcome and restore relationships. It 

supports them in growing socially, emotionally, and behaviorally alongside their peers. 
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School stresses and culture created a place where some students noted similar ideas to: 

“You know you walk from a fight you get called a faggot. You get called a shitbag and 

whatever else” (Crowther et al., 2019, p. 68). Students fight for various reasons, 

including protection, acceptance, earning respect, avoiding appearing weak, and contest 

victimizing. At times, it becomes part of an individual’s identity. To dismantle such an 

identity, staff must break down why the student needs to be perceived as tough and aim 

to create interventions to reduce the aggressive behavior (Crowther et al., 2019). One 

intervention that has been found necessary is eliminating the positive reinforcement of 

proactive aggression by peers (Useche et al., 2014). This positive reinforcement becomes 

a place to gain peer approval and is more common in a special education setting for 

students with EBD peers (Useche et al., 2014). Students identified with EBD needs that 

were victimized by bullying were reluctant to reach out to staff because of a lack of trust 

in the relationship. However, they wished the staff and peers worked more frequently to 

support the students (de Leeuw et al., 2018). This support is especially important because 

students who identified as having EBD needs had a lower perception of the school 

climate, experienced more mental health problems, and were victimized more frequently 

than their general education peers (La Salle et al., 2018). Furthermore, schools that 

developed a more positive school climate had more positive peer interactions and less 

victimization for students with EBD and those without a disability (La Salle et al., 2018). 

In all, students identified a positive school climate, positive peer relationships, and 

supportive staff that promoted a positive outlook and opportunities as an influential 

element in supporting Black male students diagnosed with EBD.  
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Supportive Systems and Structures  

Caton (2012) found that creating interventions that teach students rather than 

restrict growth through punitive measures as one of the most fundamental and beneficial 

efforts schools could implement. Positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) 

can help successfully transition from a more restrictive environment to a less restrictive 

environment (Jolivette et al., 2016). PBIS is a framework that proactively supports 

students' social, emotional, and behavioral needs. PBIS emphasizes the use of 

encouragement, verbal praise, and positive language, all of which positively impact 

students’ self-concept (Akin & Radford, 2018). One example of this was in a study by 

Jolivette et al. (2016), where one student transitioned from a more restrictive 

environment, and proactive interventions were utilized to meet his needs, including a 

check-in/check-out system, a social group, academic remediation, and mentorship. Also, 

additional structure to support the transition from a more restrictive setting helps meet the 

student’s needs (Buchanan et al., 2016). Coelho et al. (2016) noted self-concept 

(academic, emotional, and physical) levels could decrease as students move to new 

schools with unfamiliar teachers, norms, etc., but specific interventions in preparing 

students for such a transition can have significant positive implications on the self-

concept and more specifically self-esteem. Buchanan et al. (2016) found a significant 

need for positive reinforcement around behavior. Parents felt that once a student left an 

alternative setting, students needed to follow all rules without schools providing the 

necessary tools to help the students continue to improve. Schools could support students 

by providing second opportunities to demonstrate respectful behavior, such as saying 
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something to the effect of “That really sounded disrespectful; do you want to try to 

rephrase that?” (Buchanan et al., 2016, p. 139). For Black males to gain a deeper 

connection to schools and a perception of fairness, behavioral expectations must be clear, 

and the responses must be consistent (Caton, 2012). In response to behavioral offenses, 

some components of a more restorative model for a school include restorative justice, 

referrals to school supports, including counselors, peer mediation, and family group 

conferences (Caton, 2012). 

Positive supports began as mounting evidence demonstrated that punishment was 

not a way to improve behavior. Students with the highest need were disenfranchised, as 

zero tolerance and consequence-based interventions routinely failed. However, although 

many schools have transformed how they approach students with negative behaviors, 

multiple hurdles exist in providing the necessary supports. Pinkelman et al. (2015) stated 

that staff buy-in, resources, money, and time routinely negatively impact implementation 

with fidelity. 

Moreover, when positive supports do exist in schools, the implementation of such 

supports follows gender and race lines. Similarly, students are disciplined for various 

reasons, and racial and gender bias continues to be prevalent (Silva et al., 2015). These 

biases were also common themes reported by students (Caton, 2012). Students briefed 

researchers on how school staff were unfair and targeted students with a history of 

behavioral needs (Yeager et al., 2020) and Black males (Bell, 2014). One student 

articulated: 
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The disciplinary practice at my high school ruins my life and some of my friends’. 

Many of my friends, who are Black males, are in a similar situation. Isn’t that sad! 

The disciplinary practice tends to be applied unfairly. For example, it is possible 

that I would have been suspended for fighting, and another student would have 

been given detention. (Caton, 2012, p. 1073) 

School staff were most effective in the eyes of students when they “were always there no 

matter what. They always cared about you even when you got in trouble; they didn’t want 

to see you fail” (Brooms, 2016, p. 815).  

To be most effective, a solid base of teamwork was necessary between the family 

and the school, including initial communication in coordinating routines and expectations 

between home and school (Buchanan et al., 2016). These conversations could occur in 

many activities and meetings before the student’s arrival to get everyone’s input with a 

solid understanding of norms and expectations between the student, family, and the 

school (Jolivette et al., 2016). This team approach with families would include IEP 

development, specifics around educational expectations, and in response to behavioral 

needs. “My mom is trying to be involved in school” (Bell, 2014, p. 6), but too frequently, 

families like this one were not part of the process or utilized insufficiently (Caton, 2012). 

Stoutjesdijk et al. (2016) found schools needed to reach out to parents to help partner 

with them to foster a collective team.  

Teacher and Student Relationships 

“A little bit harsh, but deep inside she cares," said a student diagnosed with EBD 

about his special education teacher, continuing, "She’s talked to me, like, personally, and 
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if a teacher cares about you… it’s just like if you need anything, let me know” (Yeager et 

al., 2020, p. 223). A different student’s perspective to describe great teachers involved the 

teacher’s mindset:  

Teachers got the mentality to be like, I’m not gonna stop until I see them do great 

things. . . .I have to help him. I’m here to help them. You know, I’m not here for 

me. I’m not here just to teach them a few math problems and a few English 

lessons. (Slaten et al., 2016, p. 27)  

Noting the importance of a teacher, another student stated, “A teacher can make or break 

you” (Caton, 2012, p. 1067), and this statement emphasizes how teachers have an 

incredible amount of impact on students’ achievement and self-concept. Students valued 

and wanted teachers who connected personally to them, genuinely showed care, and 

provided motivation (Yeager et al., 2020). Current research demonstrates the importance 

of relationships between students and teachers and how these relationships can be 

enhanced or hindered through individual interactions, content and classroom 

environments, and the response to behavioral needs, particularly for students with 

identified EBD needs. Students with emotional and behavioral needs generally 

demonstrate significantly less trust and closeness in teacher-student relationships (Murray 

& Zvoch, 2011). However, students’ feelings about teachers impact the students’ 

behaviors (Hardman, 2014) and significantly impact student academic achievement 

(Hattie, 2012).  

Yvette Jackson (2011) believed in focusing on High Intellectual Performance 

through High Operational Practices for all students, especially underachieving students of 
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color in an urban environment. Her theories and methodology align with Reuven 

Feuerstein’s work and theories around modifiable intelligence, mediation, and engaging 

learners. She found many of the High Operational Practices were employed when 

working with students labeled gifted and talented but found remarkable growth 

achievable for students of color in an urban school district, who may be grade levels 

behind, using the same practices. She noted seven such practices as essential: 

● Identifying and activating student strengths, 

● Eliciting high intellectual performance, 

● Providing enrichment, 

● Integrating prerequisites for academic learning, 

● Situating learning in the lives of the students, and 

● Amplifying student voice (p. 89). 

Furthermore, Jackson (2011) added that she made a point to emphasize identifying and 

activating student strengths first. She noted: “Positive affirmations can reprogram 

negative beliefs, mitigating the effect of disparaging input students receive from 

stereotypes, negative influences, or derogatory labeling perpetuated by a focus on 

weaknesses” (105), impacting the student’s self-concept and self-esteem. Moreover, by 

employing all these practices, an increase in academic achievement can be fulfilled with 

the maturation of the self-concept. This makes the teacher’s role vital, for they possess 

the capacity to create influential relationships, improve student confidence, and support 

students in connecting to the school environment (Hackett et al., 2018).  
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Race and Culture  

The United States' education system is not built as culturally neutral but 

responsive to those with power. This responsiveness to those with power is evident in the 

integration of “ready to learn” ideologies, grade-level standards, high-stakes standardized 

testing, social and behavioral norms, and content and curriculum primarily built and 

supported by the white, middle and upper-class perspective (Harry et al., 2008). These 

factors create a significant need for teachers to navigate and create a classroom and 

lessons that are culturally responsive to all children. While a teacher’s racial and cultural 

background does not inhibit growth, Black teachers with similar cultural backgrounds to 

the students rooted in the community have shown greater understanding and 

connectedness. They can support students with their own life experiences in their 

teachings (Milner, 2006). The need to be culturally responsive continues to be essential 

as the number of students from diverse backgrounds continues to increase, and the 

teaching force continues to be primarily white (Villegas et al., 2012). 

From the students' perspective, how teachers navigate factors of race and culture 

influences how students perceive them. Woodward (2018) found that a critical factor that 

Black male students noted was the teachers' preconceived notions about Black male 

students. From the perspective of both high school students who dropped out and future 

college students, racial differences and perceptions of them as Black males were barriers 

between some of the teachers and the students (Caton, 2012; Hackett et al., 2018). 

Students deemed teachers’ lack of cultural competence a barrier, as this student 

recounted: “We watched a movie about the slavery… I felt the teacher was supporting the 
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man who owned the slaves… That hurt me…” (Bell, 2014, p. 5). These incidences of 

microaggressions, microinsults, and microinvalidations are incredibly impactful. They 

reinforce a negative academic script, and due to the brain’s negative bias, negative 

experiences create a response three times greater than positive, greatly impacting the self, 

how they perceive school, and how the student perceives the assailant (Hammond, 2015). 

Student and teacher relationships were further fractured as some students felt 

multiple teachers understood the students as not being “culturally sensitive” toward the 

teachers (Land et al., 2014, p. 152). These sentiments lamented how students felt it 

essential for teachers to be culturally proficient (Land et al., 2014). From the student 

perspective, understanding the student culture, including the words they used, also 

impeded a connection. “My teachers didn’t understand what I be saying sometimes; she 

always asked me to repeat. What’s up with that? I remember using the word ‘diss’ . . . I 

had to explain that word to my teacher. I guess White kids don’t talk like that” (Bell, 

2014, p. 5).  

A missing element in these cases may be a lack of a deep caring connection built 

from a powerful alliance that incorporates advocacy or solidarity (Boucher, 2016). In 

fact, The First Learning Alliance (2001) found in their study of over 90,000 students that 

more substantial and higher quality relationships foster better attitudes toward school and 

learning. They had heightened academic aspirations, improved motivation, and academic 

achievement, and those same students had more optimistic social attitudes and positive 

behavior. Boucher (2016) concluded that there are four avenues for white teachers to 

create solidarity with Black students: a want to work in a classroom with a racial divide, 
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identifying a need to build relationships of solidarity, questioning and processing their 

whiteness and privilege, and isolating their lived experiences as different than that of 

their students. The practice of building a powerful alliance is a daily journey of reflection, 

purposeful interactions, and continued maintenance and growth of the teacher/student 

relationship (Boucher, 2016). Building positive relationships between students and 

teachers impact students’ self-esteem positively (Akin & Radford, 2018). Furthermore, 

there is also a capacity to recognize and grow deeper if teachers are willing to be 

vulnerable. Teachers who were vulnerable enough to share their racial identity and their 

associated struggles allowed for a more open dialogue between students and teachers 

(Slaten et al., 2016).  

As teachers, it is not only critical to open up about their cultural backgrounds and 

lived experiences (Boucher, 2016) but also to create a place for the students to bring part 

of who they are into the classroom. By providing a place for students to express 

themselves authentically, teachers build stronger relationships and improve learning 

while deepening their cultural identity (Slaten et al., 2016). Paulo Freire (1998) discussed 

that “I cannot be a teacher without exposing who I am. Without revealing . . . the way I 

relate to the world, how I think politically” (pp. 87-88). He discussed further that he is 

“working directly with the freedom of the students and the development of their 

autonomy” (p. 89). This autonomy can be fostered into great freedom where a student 

found that being in a culturally responsive classroom felt like “a breath of fresh air… I 

could finally breathe, I could finally be here and actually learning, actually [be] in an 

environment where I feel comfortable” (Slaten et al., 2016, p. 28).  
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Leading with Care Without Judgment  

Researchers found that students understood teachers approaching students without 

judgment and building an understanding of the students as a starting point to foster 

success in the classroom (Slaten et al., 2016). Consequently, the opposite can be 

detrimental (Caslin, 2019). One student announced how it feels to be cared for by a 

teacher always being present: “The ones [teachers] that really have the best interests at 

heart for you, they seem to somehow to always find a way to be with you, be around you, 

you know what I'm saying. Just to really tell you that, ‘Oh, you can do this…?’” (Land et 

al., 2014, p. 155). Another articulated the importance of teachers’ building trust and 

possessing a belief in their students:  

[They must] be able to have patience and talk to us, and we’ve got to be able to 

trust them, they’ve got to be able to trust us, you know. They got to have faith in 

us that we can make a difference, or we can get a better grade, you know? If you 

have nobody supporting you, you’re just going to feel like why even bother, you 

know? You need a support system. (Woodward, 2018, p. 68-69)  

Students stated they appreciate teachers they could confide in because teachers need not 

only show care toward “[students’] education, but they care about the students 

themselves” (Slaten et al., 2016, p. 27). This shared interpersonal relationship can 

positively promote students’ higher self-esteem (Morin et al., 2013). 

Similarly to the results from the other studies, students in the Schlein, Taft, & 

Tucker-Blackwell (2013) study seem to relate to a teacher’s approach as one “that is non-

judgmental, that is very forgiving, (and) that allows a child to have space” (p. 138). 
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Students also cherished teachers who showed care by providing advice on life and 

listening to the students’ opinions (Slaten et al., 2016). Merely listening to students and 

Black males provide two powerful outcomes: students feel valued, and the teacher can 

improve their relationship (Woodward, 2018). In contrast, a student shared, “I believe 

Miss [teacher name] want me to drop out” (p. 6). Another stated, “Some didn’t give a 

damn” (Bell 2014, p. 5). Putting more context around it, a participant added, “I had to 

deal with other things, those personal home things. . . . School was easy, but they 

[teachers] didn’t want to hear about your home life” (Bell, 2014, p. 6). At the same time, 

a teacher from another study emphasized knowing about a student’s home life and 

stresses around drugs and a lack of a place to call home. In one situation, the teacher 

shared she made time to connect with the student one-on-one, which turned a student 

from being very disengaged socially and academically to one that contributed and learned 

(Schlein et al., 2013). Teachers demonstrated a lack of flexibility and care in another 

study, according to a student who stated, “I remember one time I had a doctor 

appointment. . . . She didn’t let me make up my work. . . . Man, that was so mean . . . she 

didn’t care if I failed or not” (Bell, 2014, p. 5). 

Based on an extensive data set survey, Black and male adolescents had the highest 

self-esteem measures among their peers (Bachman et al., 2011). However, students with 

EBD reported self-confidence in some areas yet possessed lower global self-esteem than 

their general education peers (Conley et al., 2007). Moreover, some students felt 

stigmatized for having social, emotional, and behavioral needs. One student noted one 

such repercussion: “You always got blamed for everything . . . because you have got 
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disabilities” (Caslin, 2019, p. 173). Caslin (2019) found it vital for staff to look beyond a 

student’s disability label and think about how they articulate a student’s needs/labels with 

the student. In addition, a student’s negative reputation inhibited progress when teachers 

did not allow him to start fresh:  

I developed a reputation in the ninth grade that followed me throughout high 

school of being a troublemaker. Many times, I was isolated in the classroom and, 

at times, ignored by some teachers. Many of my teachers were not aware of my 

strengths because they did not spend time getting to know me. (Caton, 2012, p. 

1067)  

From the perspective of students with EBD in the Zolkoski (2019) study, the two primary 

ways teachers promoted resilience were by showing care and helping them learn. The 

students also shared the following ways they can help them succeed: “Be helpful,” 

“patience,” “adjust and compromise,” “be more understanding,” and “show students you 

care” (Zolkoski, 2019, p. 239).  

 Academic Expectations and Pedagogy 

While students prized teachers who were there and encouraging, they made it 

known that they also valued raised expectations. Students found feedback and high 

expectations on their academic progress, and things like attendance amplified their 

performance (Brooms, 2016). Zull (2011) discovered that dopamine is released when 

students use feedback and improve their understanding/performance. This dopamine 

provides additional motivation to support the student to maintain effort and persevere 

through the task. Conley et al. (2007) suggest that teachers focus on “demanding 
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performance” from students and letting self‐esteem follow to maximize performance and 

self-esteem. “Sympathizing” due to low self-esteem does little to support the student’s 

progress (Conley et al., 2007, p. 787). An instance of this occurred as a student noticed 

changes in their performance, which provided additional confidence:  

It was good for me because it let me know that the teacher cared if he was willing 

to push me. I didn’t have the best attendance, but he would tell me that I could do 

so much better if I was in class more often. And that was the year that I was 

missing class because of my [long commute to school]. So, him saying that to me 

it was important because then I started to get up earlier so I could get there on 

time, and I saw my performance raise. So, definitely, I saw that it wasn’t just him 

talking; it wasn’t him just trying to do his job. He actually told me those things 

because he believed in me. (Brooms, 2019, p. 818-819)  

An additional student stated: 

I think the [main] difference was I think I became a stronger writer, and I began to 

enjoy writing a bit more. I guess because my teacher expected more out of me. If I 

messed up or didn’t put much effort into an essay, he would call me out on it. He 

wouldn’t put me on blast in the class, he would see me in the morning, and he’d 

just ask me about it. He just expected more out of me, and I just appreciate that he 

thought that I could write better . . . or at a higher level. (Brooms, 2019, p. 818)  

The capacity and impact of high expectations balanced with encouragement can be very 

positive. In particular, feedback can positively impact self-regulation, academic self-

efficacy, and GPA (Brown et al., 2016). One student articulated that teachers “helped me 
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to stay grounded, realizing that I had potential. They kind of just kept telling me to stick 

with it, you know what I mean, for me to never give up” (Land et al., 2014, p. 154). 

Teachers also needed to exercise tough love as a tool to help students stay on track and 

discourage slacking. One student exclaimed: 

It was necessary; it was very necessary. I didn’t feel like I was straying on a path, 

but I was going through some stuff my senior year. Sometimes just knowing that 

there’s the love and it was tough was needed. In the midst of all of the toughness, 

they [showed love], and they showed favor—not favoritism, but favor. . . . Not 

letting up on me even though seeing that I’m hurt; still pushing me and not taking 

it easy and not taking it soft. Letting me know that it would be all right but not 

letting up on me. They didn’t baby me. (Brooms, 2019, p. 819)  

Studies showed that while strategies for fostering a positive learning environment 

were essential from the student's perspective, they were not always executed well. One 

student recalled frequently being divided into two groups in classes based on their 

behaviors and or academic skill levels (Caton, 2012). The students noticed that Black 

males were more frequently in the “lower” group, especially those with perceived 

behavioral needs as a student shared: 

I oftentimes belonged to the ‘low achievers’ group. I did not feel that most 

teachers were supportive of me. It was difficult to change the teachers’ perception 

of me because they focus more on my behavior issues, and therefore, it was hard 

to develop relationships with them. (Caton, 2012, p. 1068).  
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Other students experienced a lack of support, problematic expectations, or an imbalance 

of support and critical feedback. At best, some of these students perceived indifference. 

One student stated, “A lot of teachers have this mentality of, if you don’t care, then 

there’s really no point. Like I’m going to try to help you learn, but I’m not going to go 

too far out of my way” (Woodward, 2018, p. 67). Some students found they experienced 

ongoing negative expectations largely due to being “Black and poor” (Land et al., 2014, 

p. 152), which negatively impacted students’ academic self-concept and deterred their 

pursuit of academic progress. Another student found because of a supplementary identity 

as an athlete, teachers did not hold high expectations for him academically, “The teachers 

never said anything to me productive as I was an athlete so they would just do what 

needed to be done to keep me playing” (Land et al., 2014, p. 152). Another student 

added, "I tried my hardest, and I talked to everyone that I could, and I still didn’t get help 

[for] two years” (Land et al., 2014, p. 152). Other students experienced an inability to 

access and keep up as the teachers did not meet the students at their academic level. 

Schoolwork was “too hard to understand,” and teachers “rushed through the work" (Bell, 

2014, p. 5). One student stated, “Yeah, I used to tell him that is not my fault that I can’t 

write. He used to say it is, ‘you should be able to write at the age of five.’ I used to try my 

hardest” (Caslin, 2019, p. 174). A final student responded, “a barrier I faced at school 

would have to be not having adequate teaching” (Land et al., 2014, p. 152). 

Students valued teachers’ efforts to provide a duality of providing support and 

flexibility in combination with high expectations. In the Slaten et al. (2016) study, 

students appreciated the flexibility in the pacing of the online curriculum. Furthermore, 
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students liked how support improved based on student feedback (Slaten et al., 2016). By 

providing students a voice in the classroom, students more readily invest in their learning 

(Jackson, 2011). Students also appreciated that staff fixated on improving their 

understanding (Slaten et al., 2016). Another student took it a step further, naming a key to 

success for him was availability:  

You could still send them [an] emailed, they could also talk to you about stuff 

outside of school like what was going on at home. And, they'd give you rides too. 

. . . They didn’t just say, ‘I’ll help you with this course, and when the bell rang, it 

was all over with.’ Even if you didn’t have that class, they’d help you. They were 

very supportive because they were doing stuff that they wasn’t even getting paid 

for. (Brooms 2019, p. 820)  

Bell (2014) warned that the failure of not reaching students would continue, even with a 

rigorous and relevant curriculum, if social and cultural opportunities do not exist. 

The Slaten et al. (2016) study found that teachers’ capacity to connect the content 

to the students’ lives was essential in creating a meaningful experience. Learning can 

only take place by an existing connection, one's cultural context, or past understandings 

(Feuerstein et al., 2006). Jackson (2011) added that engagement, confidence, and 

constructing meaning increase when content is connected to their lives. Furthermore, 

students sought teachers who provided meaningful content outside of academics. One 

student emphasized, “[it's] not just about academics, it’s about learning about life” 

(Slaten et al., 2016, p. 27). Students also appreciated finding themselves in the 

curriculum, such as exploring and growing an understanding of their vocational 
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opportunities. One student exclaimed that the school allowed them to focus on what was 

important, stating, “Everyone has a dream. No matter who they are, they have a dream, 

and they need to strive for it” (Slaten et al., 2016, p. 29). 

According to Dweck (2006), the emphasis on skill-building and building a growth 

mindset is far more valuable than purely a push to raise esteem due to the potentially 

dangerous understandings of entitlement and superiority. In the study completed by 

Hackett et al. (2018), students found that they were successful in part due to their self-

regulation, goal-setting, and time-management skillset. Essential aspects of supporting a 

student’s transition from a more restrictive to a less restrictive environment include goal-

setting and mentorship groups (Jolivette et al., 2016). Furthermore, a student found that 

although he had trouble concentrating, he was able to succeed because of developing an 

obligation to himself (Hackett et al., 2018). Another student named a teacher who took 

the next step in building such skills, “He taught us how to be students and to study on our 

own” (Hackett et al., 2018, p. 2568). Social skills are also a common need for students 

with EBD. Such instruction has also demonstrated an increase in a student's aptitude for 

interpersonal relationships and demonstrating prosocial behavior, and such an 

intervention may reduce bullying (Brown et al., 2015). 

 Other students found social-emotional class discussions incorporating local news, 

peer relationships, and emotional intelligence supported a student to “develop as a 

person, as a human being. It helps me develop a psychological understanding of the 

world around me and the way that people perceive me and the way that I feel about 

myself” (Slaten et al., 2016, p. 31). Lessons and discussions that focused on the world 
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outside the classroom's confines with topics including oppression, corruption, race, and 

violence provided engagement and an opportunity to grow in perspective-taking and 

experience empathy (Slaten et al., 2016).  

 For teachers to implement evidence-based best practices, they must have a strong 

understanding of the practices, their needs, and an understanding of pedagogy (Torres et 

al., 2012). From the student's perspective, the presentation of content mattered. For 

instance, because there was no opportunity to explore and connect with the classroom 

content, students with EBD concerns in a setting three program preferred drawing and 

working on computers at home rather than at school (Yeager et al., 2020). Additionally, 

students from the Woodward (2018) study provided a mixed review. Students shared that 

some teachers did not care to utilize culturally relevant pedagogy. Nevertheless, others 

from the same study expanded on how some teachers made lessons enjoyable by bringing 

in student interests like hip-hop or utilizing real-world applications in math, science, and 

social study classes. Another student believed teachers could be more flexible and open 

up their curriculum and pedagogy by allowing students “freedom to build up self-

motivation to learn and realize.” Teachers could be more flexible with technology, 

allowing students to use their phones and YouTube to help them master lessons on their 

own (Woodward, 2018, p. 69). The same researcher suggested that teachers need to 

provide students with an opportunity to share and exercise learning that fits their learning 

style (Woodward, 2018). Students “want to be able to feel like their opinions somehow 

matter and influence those around them” (Boucher, 2016, p. 97), and it is up to the 

teacher to create a place for that to come to fruition.  
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Classroom Management 

According to students from Hackett et al. (2018), how a teacher maintained a 

learning environment and responded to different student needs was crucial in upholding 

positive relationships and academic success. From an urban elementary principal’s 

perspective, some teachers have “very unrealistic expectations” for student behavior. 

Moreover, some teachers take misbehavior as personal disrespect meriting suspension 

(Moreno & Scaletta, 2018, p. 104). While in other classrooms, the learning environments 

were impacted routinely by the teachers allowing for misbehavior to go unchecked, 

impacting the learning for all students (Hackett et al., 2018). According to Sullivan et al. 

(2014), peer instigating, teasing/bullying, and influence can negatively impact students 

with special education needs, influencing their participation in the classroom due to 

factors of not feeling safe voicing their ideas, asking a “stupid question,” and feeling 

driven to fit in.  

 Silva et al. (2015) found a significant bias in providing positive or negative 

feedback on student behaviors. Thus, to implement with purpose, staff must be trained 

and taught how to effectively navigate their biases and give all students an equitable 

opportunity to succeed. Other students noted an unfair practice of redirecting some 

students and not all. Students also felt teachers were biased toward Black students 

naming negative perceptions of Black males and how students were treated:  

The teacher would ‘turn a blind eye’ to some students’ misdeeds, especially those 

who were doing well in school. On the other hand, many teachers would call 

attention to the misdeeds of students who were not doing well by sending them to 
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the dean's office. Most of the students sent to the dean’s office were Black 

males.” (Caton, 2012, p. 1068) 

Some of my teachers would send me to the dean’s office for stupid 

reasons. An example was one teacher who sent me to the dean’s office for raising 

my voice in class. Other students would raise their voices, and that action would 

be overlooked. The teacher wrote on the referral slip that I was disrespectful. My 

schoolwork suffered because I was away from the class. (Caton, 2012, p. 1069) 

Caton (2012) added that due to these needs, teachers require additional professional 

development in classroom management and need to rely significantly less on 

exclusionary practices that provide little learning opportunities from errant actions 

regarding behavior. Additionally, negative reputations persisted, and rather than getting 

to know the students, some teachers only saw students negatively: “At times, I feel that I 

was singled out for punishment because of my reputation” (Caton, 2012, p. 1067).  

Furthermore, students also connected insufficient responses with the biases 

against the males with emotional and behavioral needs: “The teachers always blamed 

things on you, cos you’ve been in trouble so many times, they think it was you instantly” 

(Brown Hajdukova et al., 2016, p. 215). Others felt teachers identified and treated them 

differently due to their disabilities, as one student described:  

He would just like pick on me to do everything, he would sit there, and if he was 

wound up, he would flip on me for no reason. He was horrible, and I would tell 

him to shut up, swear at him. (Caslin, 2019, p. 173).  

How teachers responded triggered some students:  
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I don’t know, there are loads of teachers in our school that just face. That does my 

head in if a teacher like gets in my face. I just go to hit them, and it just doesn’t 

work for me. (Caslin, 2019, p. 174)  

Additionally, a student shared his displeasure with being hyper-monitored due to his 

EBD needs. “So she would come in, and she would just watch me, and I’ll look over… 

and one time I said, ‘What are you staring at?’” “So then, I ended up getting called to the 

office, and they were like, ‘Oh, your teacher told us you blurted out a certain many 

times.’ And I was like, ‘that’s cause I have someone right there behind me counting how 

many times I speak.’ It just feels uncomfortable” (Mueller, 2019, p. 275). 

According to Moreno and Scaletta (2018), a special education teacher’s 

coursework in preparation for teaching has a dual focus on academics and behavioral 

supports, differing from general education teachers’ focus on content and pedagogy. In 

lower-level non-threatening or non-immediate need situations, special education teachers 

rated their preparedness significantly higher than their general education peers. Because 

of this, the researchers found that special education teachers may attempt further 

interventions and be more prepared to deal with the behavioral needs of students. The 

difference in teachers’ preparedness may result in general education teachers writing a 

referral and creating a pathway for students to be removed from school rather than 

supported through positive classroom management (Moreno & Scaletta, 2018).  

For other students, the classroom experience impacted their achievement and 

challenged their self-esteem. One student shared that a teacher went “out of her way to 

make me feel bad about myself” and “would be extremely loud and scream for no 
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reason” (Hackett et al., 2018, p. 2574). A student shared a particular incident where the 

teacher called a student’s question “stupid” and ridiculed him further in front of his peers 

after he asked why she felt his question was stupid (Hackett et al., 2018, p. 2574). From 

one teacher’s perspective, she found it crucial to learn about students’ interests and lead 

with care and love as a classroom management strategy (Schlein et al., 2013). Students 

seemed to agree with such a strategy but also made it clear that it was not evident enough 

in practice. Feeling ashamed, disparaged, and singled out, and teachers showing 

favoritism or punitive responses toward the student negatively impact a student’s self-

concept (Gage & Lierheimer, 2012).  

Sacks and Kern (2008) found the quality of life for students identified as having 

EBD was significantly lower than that of their peers based on student and parent 

responses. Similarly to Gage and Lierheimer, they also found that parents noted a more 

considerable disparity between students with and without an identified EBD label. This 

disparity may be caused by students’ diagnosed with EBD illusory bias, an excessively 

optimistic belief in their abilities in contrast to other evidence (Gage & Lierheimer, 

2012). Theorists believe this occurs due to individuals creating a protective buffer or not 

realizing their own lack of abilities (Gage & Lierheimer, 2012). Additionally, Gage and 

Lierheimer (2012) found that as students of color (diagnosed with EBD needs) age, their 

self-concept commonly decreases. Gage and Lierheimer (2012) believe the lack of 

culturally relevant practices being exercised in schools and, in particular, in classrooms 

plays a significant part in such a trend.   
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Students articulated that home circumstances and stressors, including death, a 

parent leaving home, and movement through foster care, impacted the student at school 

(Caslin, 2019). “Sometimes, I end up bringing it into school, and I end up taking it out on 

everyone and getting into more fights” (Caslin, 2019, p. 175). Instead of uplifting them, 

students felt teachers let them down by not maintaining care and support. “I believe that 

my teachers should have covered my back; instead, they threw me under the bus. I was 

far behind with my schoolwork when I returned to class and trying to catch up with the 

classwork was an impossible task” (Caton, 2012, p. 1070). Even worse were actions that 

directly impacted the students, such as being “talked down to” (Land et al., 2014, p. 152). 

These actions brought about the perception of not having an ally to lean on for support 

(Bell, 2014). Too often, teachers fixate on misbehaviors instead of leading with a 

student’s strengths (Caton, 2012). Anderson (2005) found that when an individual’s 

strengths are developed, their self-concept also improves, creating an improvement cycle 

through additional motivation and positive reinforcement. “One of my teachers always 

sent me to the dean’s office for stupid reasons. One time. . . . After I had finished 

explaining my side, the dean asked, ‘Why didn't the teacher take care of this issue rather 

than sending you to my office?’” (Caton, 2012, p. 1068). Teachers’ overreactions to 

behavioral concerns and transgressions negatively impacted teacher-student relationships 

(Caton, 2012). The students had feelings like:  

The teacher was taking the other kids’ side when I didn’t do anything. I wanted to 

talk to them, but they wouldn’t listen. They never listen. The kids could say the 
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wrong thing to you, hurt you, but the teachers wouldn’t do much. It’s kind of not 

the same for everyone else. (Hajdukova et al., 2016, p. 215) 

Students noted it was beneficial when teachers supported resolutions between peers: “My 

friend and I had a fight in the cafeteria, and the teacher took us to his office, and we 

worked it out. We were not sent to the Dean’s office” (Caton, 2012, p. 1070). A teacher 

initiated and named this strategy as effective in Schlein et al. (2013). She found it best to 

mitigate and restore the situation herself rather than to move toward more punitive 

responses, such as calling for behavioral support. Supporting a restorative resolution 

supported all moving forward and learning from the incidents. 

Every Child is Gifted 

Yvette Jackson’s (2011) research asserted that a successful urban education 

system treats all children as gifted. This treatment may be even more relevant for urban 

students diagnosed with EBD. The case study of a Black male student labeled EBD by 

Owens, Ford, Lisbon, and Owens (2016) illustrated what is possible, which is a suitable 

way to conclude this literature review. The researchers explored a students’ lived 

experiences as a twice-exceptional African American male. Since kindergarten, the 

student, Franklyn (pseudonym), frustrated educators and administrators. He demonstrated 

physical aggression, destruction of property, and disrupted learning. At the same time, he 

had a “charming” smile and an infectious laugh. From his peers’ perspective, he was 

smart, helpful, and the class clown, but they also had to be aware of his moods. In the 

community, he was known for starting fights with others his age. Simultaneously, he was 

a leader. After such events, he took responsibility by sharing that he led his peers to such 
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actions. At home, Franklyn took a position as a role model for his sisters as he met the 

house expectations and helped his sisters do their homework. He was infrequently violent 

with his family but received regular consequences for verbal aggression. Concurrently, 

Franklyn challenged teachers, infrequently completed his classwork, and was repeatedly 

suspended and missed opportunities to engage with his peers in school. In turn, he 

demonstrated low academically in his classes and was held back in first grade.  

In second grade, it was determined that he qualified for special education under 

the label EBD. Through the evaluation to qualify for special education, Franklyn 

demonstrated an IQ of 125, testing in the top 25 percent for math, reading, and writing 

among his grade-level peers. At the same time, on other state tests, Franklyn 

demonstrated that he was below grade level in reading and math and proficient in 

science, history, and language arts. The researchers found that the team was focused on 

the behavior and ignored his notable strong academics, which was a missed opportunity. 

They note this as a commonality among other studies as well. In the next two to three 

years, Franklyn demonstrated limited growth. He was in the resource setting, where he 

demonstrated further aggressive behaviors. He was repeatedly suspended in and outside 

of school and was held back at the end of third grade. He did not have a permanent or 

highly qualified teacher in special education.  

In fourth grade, Franklyn had a first-year teacher as his special education teacher, 

and things started moving more positively. The teacher noticed Franklyn’s strengths of 

leadership, being a conversationalist with adults, and creativity. His teacher started 

partnering with others to form a team of support. She worked with his general education 
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teachers to integrate interventions in their classrooms and developed a plan incorporating 

one-on-one conferencing, behavior intervention plans, and nonverbals between the 

student and teachers. Significant improvement occurred both behaviorally and 

academically. By fifth grade, he earned a high B grade point average in his core classes.  

From the perspe2ctive of the researchers who published this case study, Franklyn 

demonstrates similar behaviors to those in many twice-exceptional students, specifically 

those who are African American. They found that the deficit model interferes with the 

ability of teams to identify the student as also advanced in other area(s). Instead, they find 

it imperative to use a different paradigm and go beyond one individual identity and 

prioritize the “interlocking traits of promise.” The priorities of doing so included: 

targeting the gifted potential, relating to the students' identities, and utilizing student-

centered, culturally responsive teaching practices (Owens, Ford, Lisbon, & Owens, 

2016).  

Jackson (2011) argued similarly, describing a need to foster a belief in the 

remarkable capacity of urban children. She found it imperative to start with strengths. It 

is critical not just to fill in the holes in the current system disserving students but to 

dismantle a deficit mindset about the most vulnerable students, including Black males 

and students diagnosed with EBD. From much of the evidence, students seek many of 

these practices yet find themselves, as Black males, subject to high suspension rates, low 

graduation rates, and high incarceration rates. They are the most likely to be diagnosed 

with an emotional and behavioral disorder, and the interventions are not providing 

enough of a platform to best support their needs. Students diagnosed with EBD are 
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frequently not making the necessary gains to become productive and successful members 

of society. They frequently move to higher levels of service but are not given the same 

opportunity to move to a less restrictive placement. Teacher and school practices too 

often impede the creation of a positive self-concept. There is a growing concern about the 

impact of schools’ influence on psychosocial outcomes for students (Slaten et al., 2016).  

Millions enslaved. Thousands lynched. Although that was yesterday, we continue 

to lose our Black males today. While writing this piece, yet another Black man, another 

in my community, unjustly lost his life.  

“Say his name,” they proclaimed.  

“George Floyd.”  

“George Floyd.”  

“George Floyd.”  

In Minneapolis, Minnesota, a Black man begged for his life. An officer knelt on his neck 

for 8 minutes and 46 seconds. A crowd gathered, a camera rolled, and a Black man died.  

In a eulogy a few days later, Al Sharpton (2020) stood in front of the crowd at 

George Floyd’s memorial, drawing parallels to the killing, the maltreatment, and the 

continued failings of our society in keeping our knees on Black people’s neck: 

George Floyd’s story has been the story of Black folks. Because ever since 401 

years ago, the reason we could never be who we wanted and dreamed of being is 

you kept your knee on our neck. . . . What happened to Floyd, happens every day 

in this country . . . in every area of American life. It’s time for us to stand up in 

George’s name and say, “get your knee off our necks.” (Sharpton, 2020) 
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The time of injustice, shackled boys, and unthought and unrealized dreams must come to 

an end, and much of it can start in our schools. Black males and students with EBD are 

suspended more and graduate less. Students with EBD have a lower quality of life, are in 

more restrictive environments, and have continued needs after they finish school. At the 

same time, there exist no studies investigating the lived experiences of Black males with 

EBD and the impact of such on their self-concept. These students need to be heard, and 

their perspectives are thus needed, which is the purpose of this study. 
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CHAPTER III 

Methodology 

This qualitative descriptive multiple-case study expands on the current research 

related to Black male students diagnosed with EBD. The descriptive multiple-case study 

research design was chosen to provide a collection of lived experiences and illustrate the 

impact of those experiences on self-concept. Interviews are “an essential source of case 

study evidence” (Yin, 2018, p. 120). Through interviews, the researcher gathered the 

students' perspectives and articulated and amplified their stories. Because sizeable 

quantitative data sets frequently mute marginalized voices and an underutilization of 

student voice, especially from students of color and students with disabilities exists in the 

literature (Caton, 2012; Hackett et al., 2018; Caslin, 2019), there is a need to employ this 

qualitative research (Slaten et al., 2016). These students possess overlooked truths that 

require unearthing. Other studies have obtained such data as an opportunity to learn from 

similar individuals (Woodward, 2018; Hackett et al., 2018; Caslin, 2019), but because of 

scant research and recurring adverse outcomes, including high suspension rates, low 

graduation rates, and a lower quality of life (McFarland et al., 2018; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2020a; Sullivan et al., 2014; de Brey et al., 2019; Sacks & Kern, 2008), 

additional research is critical. This study focused on factors such as teaching practices, 

school climate, relationships, individual events, and student-student and staff-student 

interactions. These six aspects may have implications for forming a student’s self-

concept, which significantly developed during their formative years (Becht et al., 2016). 
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A qualitative descriptive multiple-case study fits the need to give voice to these young 

Black males diagnosed with EBD. 

Method: Multiple-Case Study Research 

The research method selected for this study was a qualitative descriptive multiple-

case study. The case study research method was chosen because of the goals of the 

research and the act of seeking an in-depth description of a social phenomenon (Yin, 

2018). Case study research is commonly used in social sciences to “understand complex 

social phenomena” (Yin, 2018, p. 5). Case study research can be used in any of the three 

phases of an investigation: exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory. Descriptive research 

exists to answer the question of “what” and “describe a phenomenon and its 

characteristics” (Nassaji, 2015).  

 Through case study research, there is both a single case study design and a 

multiple-case study design. Traditionally, an individual case study focuses on an 

individual person (Bromley, 1986), whereas in a multiple-case study design, each case is 

its own subject that produces individual findings. It is essential to have a focus for the 

study that is laid out through a theoretical construct and bound by a set of questions to 

identify pertinent information to be collected. These practices provide the researcher with 

an avenue to isolate particular variables for the study and discover relevant 

understandings (Yin, 2018). As a researcher, one is charged to think of the cases not as 

samples but as an “opportunity to shed empirical light on some theoretical concepts or 

principles” (Yin, 2018, p. 38). Through further analysis of the multiple cases, robust 
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conclusions can be formed and meet the goal of qualitative research, to provide deep 

insight into a specific world (Punch, 2005).  

Conceptual Framework 

Critical Race Theory 

To explore the lived experiences of Black males diagnosed with EBD and the 

effect of such experiences on their self-concept, critical race theory (CRT), specifically 

counter-storytelling and intersectionality, was used in part as the conceptual framework. 

Critical race theory states that within the United States, a system of oppression and 

exploitation of people of color is maintained and operated through a system built on 

white supremacy and privilege. This system permeates American life to maintain a power 

structure benefiting those who are white (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Using CRT as a 

framework is an opportunity to identify, analyze, and upend structures that maintain 

subordinate racial positions in education (Smith-Maddox & Solorzano, 2002). The use of 

the CRT tenets further confronts a particular fault of American meritocracy of not 

acknowledging the significant factor of race (Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Counter-Storytelling 

Counter-storytelling, a fundamental tenet of the CRT framework, provides a space 

for otherwise silent voices to be heard (Caton, 2012). Ladson-Billings (1998) found that 

CRT can promote historically muted voices and shed light on a less familiar world to 

address myths of fairness in society. Counter-storytelling challenges the status quo and 

understandings of the dominant culture (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Racism, white 

privilege, and oppression are maintained in the United States educational system to 
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promote white individuals’ entitlement at the expense of Black students (Ladson-Billings, 

1998). Howard (2013) expanded on this understanding, saying that “Black male accounts 

of their own schooling experiences have registered only a minor blip on the radar of 

social science research because it is assumed that they are unable or unwilling to tell it” 

(p. 64). This sentiment, in itself, further promotes maintaining the status quo and an 

understanding of “less-than.”  

 Researchers have increased their use of student voice to bring in their unique 

and needed perspectives (Caton, 2012; Woodward, 2016). Student voice provides an 

opportunity for decision-makers to hear the youth’s views to improve educational 

practices (Conner, Ebby-Rosin, and Brown, 2015). In using student voice, researchers 

have three primary goals: to capture and share student understandings, to promote 

reforms based on student feedback, and to elevate students to be more participatory 

members of the education system (Conner et al., 2015). Even though there has been an 

increase in the utilization of student voice, more is needed to understand how to foster 

positive relationships in the classrooms (Woodward, 2016), the lived experiences of those 

with disabilities (Caslin, 2019), and the impact of teacher practices and systems on Black 

male students (Caton, 2012; Hackett et al., 2018).   

Intersectionality.  

A second tenet of CRT, intersectionality, provides further opportunities to build 

upon the impact of the intersections of race, gender, and ableness in this study. Black 

males have recurringly been illustrated as violent (Hays et al., 2010), unintelligent, and 

subhuman (White & Cones, 1999). These depictions have impacted this population by 
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over-diagnosing such persons with EBD (Algozzine et al., 2017) and subjecting them to 

higher rates of disciplinary action (Minnesota Department of Education, 2020). The 

intent of this study was to awaken our understanding of the lived experiences of Black 

male students diagnosed with EBD and the impact of these experiences on their self-

concept.  

Self-Concept 

Two other parts of the conceptual framework for this study are self-concept and 

lived experiences. These major pieces of human existence interact with one another. A 

person’s self-concept comprises attributes and roles one associates with himself that 

develop through social experiences (Mead, 1934). The self-concept and a person’s 

behaviors work reciprocally (Bandura, 1978). Three self-concept components relevant to 

students lived experiences are self-efficacy, self-esteem, and identity. A person’s 

experience influences all three, and jointly, all three impact a person’s behavior, 

influencing their lived experiences. 

Summary 

This study’s conceptual framework ties together CRT tenets counter-storytelling 

and intersectionality by investigating a person’s lived experiences and self-concept. This 

study is focused on four Black males diagnosed with EBD. It provides light into their 

journey through a racist educational system. Because these students lived in a racist 

society, it is believed racism has impacted these students’ lived experiences, and these 

lived experiences have impacted how they see themselves. This study used counter-

storytelling to provide the reader an opportunity to see how the intersections of race, 



83 
 

 
 

gender, and disability impacted these students’ lived experiences and self-concept 

through their years in the educational system. The product of such illuminated a 

challenging educational journey where students overcame a system not built for them to 

succeed. To achieve such a product, the researcher utilized the students’ perspectives 

gathered via two interviews per student centered on two main research questions:  

1. What are the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with 

EBD?  

2. How have the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with EBD 

impacted their self-concept? 

 

Figure 3.1 

Conceptual Framework 
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Research Model 

The research model selected for this study was focused on four students’ lived 

experiences and the impact of their lived experiences on their self-concept. Each of the 

four students represented an individual case. Incorporating the four cases into this one 

work formed the present multiple-case study. Pictured below is a visual of the research 

model, starting with the initial interview to drawing individual conclusions per case. 

 

Table 3.1 

Research Model 

Research Model (Per Case) 

Initial Interview Each participant was asked ten universal, open-ended 
questions in a semi-structured interview. 

Initial Analysis Per case, the researcher 
1. Listened to each of the recordings. 
2. Transcribed the content. 
3. Read each transcript. 
4. Coded each transcript. 
5. Axial coding: made connections between codes. 
6. Identified themes. 
7. Wrote follow-up questions for the next interview. 

Follow-up Interview 
 

The facilitator 
1. Asked specific questions of each participant. 
2. Confirmed understandings drawn from the first 

interview. 

Data Analysis Per Case, the researcher 
1. Listened to recordings. 
2. Transcribed the content. 
3. Read each transcript. 
4. Coded each transcript. 
5. Axial coding. 
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6. Selective coding. 
7. Identified themes. 

CRT: Intersectionality 
and Counter-Storytelling 

The researcher analyzed 
● How did the findings align or misalign with 

intersectionality and counter-storytelling?  
● What was the relationship between the tenets, 

intersectionality and counter-storytelling, and 
findings? 

Self-Concept The researcher analyzed what conclusions can be drawn 
between the student’s lived experiences and their impact 
on their self-concept. 

Prior Research The researcher analyzed how these findings compare to 
prior research. 

Final Conclusions The researcher drew holistic conclusions.  
 

Subjects 

The population sought to participate in this study included Black male students 

(15-18 years of age) with a diagnosis of EBD. This multiple-case study comprises 

individuals with shared demographic characteristics and an understanding of the given 

topic under study because the individuals possess such characteristics. Participants for 

this study included four students from an intermediate setting-four school in the upper 

Midwest. The small sample size is purposeful as well. The goal of qualitative research is 

not to be generalizable but particular. The small sample allows one to explore a particular 

context and build working hypotheses for similar conditions (Patton, 1980). The sample 

was selected via a voluntary, purposive sampling method. Using purposive sampling, the 

researcher can gather content from willing participants who share certain characteristics 

(Creswell, 2014). For this study, participants were identified based on the student 
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demographic information: Black, male, age 15-18, with an educational disability of EBD. 

Race, gender, and disability area were specified to meet the criteria laid out in the study's 

primary research questions and purpose. The specific age range (15-18) met such criteria 

and ensured the students had further maturity and capacity to reflect on their educational 

experiences and the development of their self-concept.  

The school staff was tasked with recruiting the sample to maintain student 

confidentiality from the research team until they had agreed to participate. A school 

administrative assistant narrowed the list of students to those that fit the demographic 

information, Black, male, age 15-18, diagnosed with EBD. Ten students fit the criteria. 

From there, the students were introduced to the study by a school administrator. The 

students/guardians received a formal invitation (Appendix A) and an attached consent 

form (Appendix B) either through email or a paper copy. Consent forms were returned 

via the student or a school staff member through a home visit. Of the ten students, four 

students volunteered and participated to be part of this study. The participants completed 

the assent forms (Appendix C) just prior to the first interview. The facilitator 

(interviewer) walked through the form, explained the study, and answered any participant 

questions.  

Data Collection Procedures 

To gather personal accounts of the participants’ school experiences, each student 

participated in two rounds of interviews. Based on existing research and literature (Caton, 

2012; van Manen, 2016a), the following interview protocol was developed to gather 

personal, educational narratives to produce four case studies. To produce the four case 
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studies, each participant was invited to participate in two semi-structured interviews with 

an allocated time of up to 60 minutes per interview. The interviews took place in the 

spring of the 2021-2022 school year in the students’ school in a private room with only 

the participant and facilitator present. The time between the initial and the follow-up 

interviews per participant varied from seven to 24 days. Both the initial and follow-up 

interviews were audio recorded to provide the researcher data to later transcribe and 

analyze.  

According to Creswell (2014), it is imperative in conducting a study to be 

sensitive to the needs of the participants, especially when working with a vulnerable 

population. Participants in this study, Black males diagnosed with EBD, are more prone 

to have experienced trauma, poverty, stress, racism, and a more challenging educational 

experience. The facilitator remained self-aware and engaged to provide a safe space with 

necessary emotional stability and to support the participant in sharing their authentic 

voice. The facilitator, a person other than the researcher, was a Black male educator from 

an urban environment, guided by the researcher to garner authentic dialogue from 

participants. The researcher taught, modeled, and coached the facilitator before each 

interview. Cresswell (2014) described many practices utilized in this study, including 

gaining parental consent and learning about and responding to cultural, religious, and 

gender differences that need to be respected to support the participants.  

Initial Interview 

The students each participated in an initial interview. The interviews consisted of 

open-ended questions to guide the conversation and use the participants’ original words 
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and authentic ideas. Previous research has measured self-concept primarily through 

spontaneous self-reporting (open-ended questions) or reactive self-reporting, frequently 

using an inventory/scale (Gore & Cross, 2011). The employment of spontaneous self-

reporting demonstrates greater construct validity (Brinthaupt & Erwin, 1992), making the 

use of open-ended questions more optimal (Gore & Cross, 2011). Open-ended questions 

rely less on the researcher’s subjective views and more on the participant’s perspective 

on the identified content under study (Creswell, 2014).  

Each participant engaged in an initial semi-structured interview with the 

following questions, designed to bring insight into the students’ perceptions of how 

systems, people, and practices impacted their educational journey and their self-concept. 

● What is it like for you to attend school? 

● What makes school a positive experience for you? 

● What makes school a negative experience for you? 

● What happened when/if you made a mistake in school? 

● How has school helped you socially and emotionally? 

● Tell me about your relationships with your teachers, administrators, and other 

staff. 

● How do you think school staff sees you? 

● How has school impacted your view of yourself? 

● How do you see yourself as a student? 

● What are your hopes and dreams? 
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During the interviews, the facilitator was tasked with creating an organic conversation 

building on what the interviewee shared, causing the interview to be more fluid than 

rigid. The fluidity of the interview is considered a best practice, as well as maintaining 

and engaging in the conversation unbiasedly. The facilitator was tasked with bringing 

about the participants’ authentic understandings and experiences while not impacting 

such ideas through the questions or conversations associated with the interview (Yin, 

2018).  

Initial Analysis 

After the initial interviews, the researcher listened to the audio recordings to 

become familiar with the content of each case. The recordings were then transcribed and 

read through by the researcher. He focused on one case at a time using the Strauss and 

Corbin (1990) model of coding. Beginning with open coding, the researcher read again 

through each transcript, breaking the content into different excerpts. These excerpts were 

then combined to build codes of content from each case, prioritizing the student’s direct 

experiences and the impact of such experiences on their self-concept. The researcher 

proceeded to then draw connections between codes through axial coding. Subsequently, 

general themes started emerging, producing the initial interview themes. This content 

was utilized to write specific follow-up questions per case to understand more deeply 

content relevant to the two main research questions. Before the follow-up interviews, the 

researcher connected with the facilitator to share such findings and the drafted questions 

for the second interviews. By connecting with the facilitator, it allowed the researcher to 
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confirm his findings and next steps with the facilitator and prepare the facilitator for the 

follow-up interviews.  

Follow-Up Interviews 

The follow-up interviews were facilitated similarly to the initial interviews. The 

follow-up interviews took place between, seven days and 24 days after the initial 

interviews. The participants were asked open-ended questions designed to gain further 

insight into their lived experiences and how these experiences impacted their sense of 

self. Five of these questions were the same across each case study; they include: 

● What good things would people say about you? What are you good at? 

● What did/does a typical day/week look like for you in elementary, middle, 

and high school? 

● How were you personally impacted by staff, peers, and your actions? 

● How has school helped you grow in knowing yourself, handling your 

emotions, improving your relationships with peers and adults, and making 

responsible decisions? 

● Is there anything else you would like to share? 

The facilitator also engaged the participants in member checking by reviewing and 

confirming the general themes and codes gathered from the initial interview with the 

participant.  

After the interviews, all paper materials and electronic recordings were provided 

to the researcher and kept in a secure/password-protected location. The researcher used 
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pseudonyms in the transcripts, and no other parties beyond the facilitator and researcher 

had access to the identities of the individuals who participated in the study. 

Trustworthiness and Authenticity 

 To ensure validity and reliability, the researcher implemented a number of 

measures to support the trustworthiness and authenticity of the study. According to 

Creswell (2014), member checking is a way for the participants to determine the accuracy 

of part of the product, such as the general themes. In the current study, during the second 

interview, the facilitator shared the broad findings from the first interview with the 

participants to confirm accurate understandings. Additionally, the researcher provided “a 

rich, thick description to convey the findings” (Creswell, 2014, p. 200); this can add 

validity and make the results more realistic (Creswell, 2014). Furthermore, the researcher 

also clarified his biases at the end of Chapter 3 to show reflexivity. The researcher also 

triangulated data through converging multiple data sources, the four individual cases, to 

address the research questions.  

To support reliability, the researcher executed two strategies recommended by 

Gibbs (2007). The researcher checked and corrected transcripts after the transcription 

software transcribed the interviews. Secondly, during the coding process, the researcher 

was careful to maintain the meaning of each code across different excerpts.  

Data Analysis 

This qualitative study aimed not merely to provide a conclusive set of ideas but to 

reach van Manen’s (2016b) charge “to be allusive by orienting the reader reflectively to 

that region of lived experience where the phenomenon dwells in recognizable form” (p. 
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238). To achieve this, the researcher coded, analyzed, and produced a set of themes 

centered on the participants’ voices.  

Follow-Up Interview Themes 

After the follow-up interviews, the researcher transcribed the recordings and read 

through the follow-up interviews focusing on the content from one participant (case) at a 

time. The researcher completed deductive coding, starting with associating open codes 

with excerpts from the transcript. The codes were then connected to categories and later 

connected the categories and subcategories using axial coding. After that, the researcher 

identified themes from the follow-up interviews.  

Narrative of Findings. Arranged by theme, structured narratives from each 

interview were drafted for each initial and follow-up interview.  

Summative Themes and Theory 

This research method employed a linear analytical structure progressing step by 

step. Beginning with the initial problem, questions, literature review, method, and themes 

from each interview. The researcher proceeded to find summative themes by 

categorizing, comparing, and contrasting the themes from each case to produce 

summative themes across the four cases. The researcher used pattern matching to 

compare the themes to the original conceptual framework (Figure 3.1). Pattern matching 

compares the findings to a prediction made prior to the collection of data (Yin, 2018). 

Additionally, the researcher focused on how the themes aligned with the CRT tenets of 

intersectionality and counter-storytelling, and self-concept. In doing so, the researcher 

answered the following questions: 
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● What is the relationship between the CRT tenets, intersectionality and counter-

storytelling, and findings? 

● What conclusions can be drawn between the student’s lived experiences/themes 

and the impact on self-concept? 

Thereafter, through selective coding, the researcher generated a theory for the study. The 

researcher was tasked and achieved Yin’s (2018) challenge “to attend to all the evidence 

collected, investigate plausible rival interpretations, address the most significant aspects 

of your case study, and demonstrate a familiarity with the prevailing thinking and 

literature about the case study topic” (p. 164). 

Researcher Bias 

 Croswell (2014) noted the researcher as the chief instrument with a need to 

identify their values, assumptions, and biases at the onset of the study. As stated in the 

introductory section, I am aware that my biases and previous lived experiences impact 

my interpretation, writing, and theories, even as I make every effort to ensure objectivity. 

As a white male who grew up in a small-town school system, my lived experiences 

considerably differ from those I am studying. My unconscious thoughts are impacted by 

the privilege I possess in the white-dominant society. At the same time, I have been an 

educator who has taught in urban school districts serving primarily students of color and 

many Black males diagnosed with EBD. I have garnered an understanding that we do not 

serve these students well, and I reflect on and recognize some of my own mistakes. I, too, 

notice that I hold a deep belief in every students' limitlessness and capacity to grow into 
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what their experiences may enlighten and foster. I believe educators have boundless 

power to make such an impact. 
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CHAPTER IV 

Findings 

 Compassionate, joyful, goofy, and outgoing are four ways the participants 

described themselves in this multi-case study built from the students’ narratives of their 

educational journeys. The purpose of this study was to gain an understanding of the lived 

experiences of Black males diagnosed with EBD and how these lived experiences 

impacted their self-concept. Students’ school experiences are filled with different factors 

impacting their successes and how they see themselves. Each student in this study 

represented a case, the individual stories of LT, AJ, KP, and JC (pseudonyms).  

 As stated in Chapter 3, the four participants participated in two interviews. The 

first provided the foundation of the content. The following ten questions guided the 

conversation through a semi-structured interview. 

● What is it like for you to attend school? 

● What makes school a positive experience for you? 

● What makes school a negative experience for you? 

● What happened when/if you made a mistake in school? 

● How has school helped you socially and emotionally? 

● Tell me about your relationships with your teachers, administrators, and 

other staff. 

● How do you think school staff sees you? 

● How has school impacted your view of yourself? 

● How do you see yourself as a student? 
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● What are your hopes and dreams? 

After the initial interview, the researcher analyzed the data by breaking the transcripts 

into excerpts and coding the content. The researcher uncovered general themes through 

the coding process. Thereafter, the researcher produced follow-up interview questions per 

participant. This content is shared in this chapter per case. 

 In this chapter, each case includes an introduction to the student, broad themes 

from the initial interview, the follow-up interview questions, broad themes from the 

second interview, a narrative of the findings, and final themes from the individual case. 

At the conclusion of this chapter, the overarching final themes across the four case 

studies are summarized.  

The narrative of findings for each case study is written from each student’s 

perspective. It is written in a semi-chronological structure to support the reader’s 

understanding of how the student's school experiences and self-concept evolved. The 

researcher intentionally sought the use of participants’ voices to reverberate through this 

piece. It was determined that this was the best way to illuminate the students’ voices and 

provide them the platform to tell their counter-story. Within the narrative of findings, the 

researcher intentionally used as many direct quotes from the participants as possible to 

curb my influence on the content.  

Additionally, the researcher used a clean verbatim technique in quoting the 

participants. The researcher cautiously and deliberately removed some words with less 

meaning, such as filler words (“um” and “you know”), repetitions, and false starts, to 

support the readability and to maintain meaning in the text while preserving the 
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participant’s voice. Grammatical errors, slang, and expletives remained to provide as 

much of a sense of the participant’s voice and feeling as possible. This process is 

supported by Collins et al. (2019), who found that it is “occasionally necessary” to edit 

parts of the transcript to meet the intended meaning of the speaker, support the reader, 

and meet the study's intent. 

Each case study begins with an introduction. The initial four words are the words 

the participant used to describe themselves based on how they felt others saw them. 

These initial qualities were a way to begin the counter-story and identity. The goal of this 

chapter is to disclose the truth about the lived experiences as the students experienced 

them and reveal how their view of self was impacted along their educational journey by 

answering the primary research questions of this study:  

1. What are the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with 

EBD?  

2. How have the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with EBD 

impacted their self-concept? 

Case Study 1: LT 

Nice. Compassionate. Smart. Open-Minded. LT enjoys and thrives working with 

his hands. The junior in high school had previously played an instrument and currently 

dreamt of becoming an auto mechanic after high school and eventually opening a shop of 

his own. Once LT runs his shop, he wants to fix cars for “cheap” to help give back to his 

community. “I've always been low income, always had a very tight budget to try to get 

stuff.” He will be starting this process next year as a senior in high school, where he will 
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be taking tech classes and starting to earn college credits. He thinks this will help him get 

into the automotive field because he will be “learning, welding, and dismantling a car,” 

and he could earn a scholarship for college. Growing up in the school system, he did not 

always have room for this dream. 

Themes from the Initial Interview 

I had inadequate support 

  The initial interview uncovered rich content illuminating themes about LT’s 

educational experience and its impact on how he saw himself. The themes from the 

interview are located in Table 4.1. The first theme was about receiving inadequate 

support. LT shared, “When in mainstream schools, it seemed like they (staff) were either 

swamped with work or don't care because I've seen it over and over with me and my 

peers just not getting the help we need with bullying issues, fighting issues, [and] 

emotional health.” LT also shared, “Going to school is difficult. . . . It's been difficult 

since, really, I would say, like first grade because I have always been either picked on or 

bullied by other classmates.” LT found that staff rarely addressed the bullying, and if they 

addressed it, the bullying would start up again. In reflecting on his time in elementary and 

middle school and its impact on him, he exclaimed: 

I still have a really hard time trusting people. I don't open up at all. There's 

definitely lines that I have drawn and that I don't let anyone, even family, cross, 

and I don't let information out that I don't want out, and if information that I don't 

want out to other people gets out, I get really aggressive. I've noticed that and 

that's something I've tried to stop, but it happens.  
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Table 4.1 

LT: Themes from the Initial Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I had inadequate support. ● My staff did not help me with bullying issues, 
fighting issues, or emotional needs. 
—Rarely addressed. 
—If addressed, it would happen again.  
—I was treated as the aggressor and given ISS 
or suspension.  

● I was unsupported in class when I had 
questions. 

I had responsive staff. ● My teachers were responsive to my hate for 
reading and encouraged me to read and 
improve.  

● My staff at my school responded to conflicts 
and bullying quickly and thoroughly.  

● My teachers were responsive to my need to rest 
when I was tired.  

 

In Middle school, LT did not receive the help that he needed. Instead, the schools 

focused on consequences, and this did not help LT as he shared:  

I had gotten suspended and referrals so many times that I got a letter at the end of 

the year from the school asking me not to come back the next year. Every week, I 

was getting into fights because I was getting bullied and jumped in the hallways, 

and the teachers weren't doing anything, and then I would get in trouble and sent 

home, and the other kid would be able to come back to school the next day, and 

then I would get in school suspension, almost all the time. So, they would really 

just put me in like an office by myself with some schoolwork, maybe, and I get to 

sit there.  

James Menke
Change to “I”
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Repeatedly, LT found that he was mistreated, and staff response was recurringly 

over the top. One time, LT and another student were in a verbal altercation after the other 

student would not stop “messing” with him. A teacher heard the students yelling and 

called for support. He found that the teachers were overaggressive in their response, 

grabbing the students and pulling LT away. He did not understand why he got a two-day 

suspension, and the other student was back in class the next day.  

Fourth and fifth grades were difficult for LT because his teacher “was terrible.” 

During this time, LT was diagnosed with ADHD and taking different medication doses. 

“I was just like slightly falling asleep in class and like unmotivated, but he wasn’t 

working with me with anything.” “He wasn’t trying to help.” LT understood that the 

teacher had 20 other students to support and that other kids needed help, but LT felt 

ignored as he was just given a task and sent to do the work. “I would sit with my hand up 

for five minutes at a time, and just nothing, so I just put my hand back down and try to 

figure it out myself.” In his mainstream school, he found staff did not understand him or 

address his needs, “I really don’t think they got the whole story.” Because of these 

difficulties, it made him think of himself as a “giant failure.”  

I had responsive staff. 

The second theme apparent from the initial interview was about having 

responsive staff. While LT did experience a lack of support, especially in elementary and 

middle school, he experienced responsive staff intermittently in his younger years and 

frequently in his upper grades. LT found a few examples of staff being responsive to his 

academic needs existed in his mainstream schools. In elementary school, LT hated 
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reading as it was always difficult for him. Two teachers not only made it tolerable but 

helped him thrive. His first-grade teacher was the first impactful educator. He said, “She 

actually helped me learn to kind of like it and how to understand and wrap my mind 

around how words worked.” Similarly, while describing himself as a “stubborn kid,” he 

noted that his third-grade teacher helped catapult his skills. She also encouraged him, and 

he felt that he had made great growth. Starting at a first-grade reading level in third grade, 

he found that she convinced him to try and “put in the effort.” At the end of third grade, 

he made incredible growth, as he was reading at the fifth-grade reading level. 

Concurrently, LT required help from his teachers with bullying. He said that his 

first-grade teacher “was the best.” He found this true because she helped him when he 

was messed with and bullied. She would listen to him and then would address the issue. 

Even if it did not result in anything in the end, “She actually took action, and that was 

really good.” Once in setting four, he found that teachers helped much more than in his 

mainstream schools. The staff was more responsive to conflicts.  

At the setting-four school, “There was maybe once or twice where I almost got 

into it with someone, but it was squashed immediately by teachers and like they calmed 

everyone down.” LT continued, “They worked out the problem, and like the next week 

after, we had a sit-down meeting between me, the kid I almost got into it with, and 

another teacher, just to work out what happened, why we're upset and to like figure it 

out.” 

An example of when staff were responsive was in response to an altercation with 

a student who was new and acting “big” and “important,” LT said: 
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I was having one of my off days, and I wasn't trying to deal with it, and I started 

yelling, buffing up to him, and walking over, and immediately Mr. RB grabbed 

me, pulled me back. The other student got the other kid got him out of the gym, 

and me and RB just sat and talked for a minute to sit, get me calm. They got 

another teacher to sit and talk with him (the other student), and yeah, that's really 

about it, and then, we were able to go and continue on with our day like normal.  

The staff responsiveness supported the students and helped keep a positive learning 

community for all. He shared, “The teachers at these schools are completely different. I 

feel like they actually care and actually want to take the time and make good lessons, and 

actually help the students.” LT discovered it was different in another way, in providing 

another example of how the staff was responsive to his needs. When he was falling asleep 

in class, his teachers told him, “Hey, we're gonna let you go out and go down to the nurse 

so you can go and go take a nap for a little bit.” LT would get a brief nap in and he would 

“be able to go back and learn, and they won't say or mention anything about it.” 

Follow-up Interview Questions 

 The initial interview provided a strong foundation. The follow-up interview for 

LT took place seven days after his initial interview. In the follow-up interview, the 

researcher sought a deeper understanding of the lived experiences and the impact of those 

lived experiences on LT’s self-concept. The below questions guided the follow-up 

interview.  

1. What good things would people say about you? What are you good at? 
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2. What did/does a typical day/week look like for you in elementary, middle, and 

high school? 

3. How were you personally impacted by staff, peers, and your actions? 

4. How has school helped you grow in knowing yourself, handling your emotions, 

improving your relationships with peers and adults, and making responsible 

decisions? 

5. You spoke of how the teachers were different at your setting-four schools and 

mainstream schools. How were they different?  

6. You shared that you felt the consequences for your actions were not the same as 

other students doing similar behaviors. Do you feel like race had an impact? 

7. You stated that in your mainstream schools, “I really don’t think they got the 

whole story?” Can you elaborate on this?  

8. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Themes from the Follow-up Interview 

I survived independently. 

The follow-up interview provided further depth into the lived experiences and the 

impact of such lived experiences on LT’s self-concept. These themes are illustrated in 

Table 4.2. The first theme that radiated from the text involved surviving independently. 

Being bullied continuously caused LT to self-manage, independently doing things to help 

him to push through. In sixth grade, he would do so by walking the halls. During his first 

hour, homeroom, he would leave five minutes before class was out and wander the 

building. In his next class, math, he usually walked out of there early, too, “because kids 
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at my table would constantly kick me under the desk and mess with me.” When he 

returned, “my pencil was missing, calculator missing, stuff like that, and so, I would get 

fed up, just walk out, and go walk.”  

 

Table 4.2 

LT: Themes from the Follow-up Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I survived 
independently. 

● I was forced to find another way to manage as I was not 
allowed to cope my way (walk halls, shake legs/stress 
cube). 

● I did not get enough support when I was being picked 
on/bullied, causing me to self-manage alone. 
—I left class early/walked the halls.  
—I fought other students. 

● I coped with racist consequences. 

I needed staff who 
invested in me. 

● My teachers took time to teach me academics, how to 
think through things, and about myself. 

● I felt they wanted me at the school and to do well. 
—I was placed in ISS rather than out of school suspension 
—I found “they were not going to get rid of me after a 
year.” 

 

Similarly, he also sought safety at lunch, eating with a small group of students 

that would not mess with him and did not care if he sat at their table. After lunch, he 

would “go back to my routine of walking the school.” Avoiding staff, LT played “Ring 

around the Rosey” and would hide in unmonitored areas until they would find him for the 

rest of the day.  
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Moving into seventh grade, LT carried with him some extra energy and fidgeted 

to cope. However, kids would complain to the teachers. “I would get told to stop shaking 

and doing my little fidgets. They wouldn't let me carry a fidget around like a ball or stress 

cube or whatever. None of that.” This forced him to survive another way. Concurrently, 

in seventh grade, they focused on not allowing him to roam the halls to escape the bullies. 

He had to find a new way to cope.  

Furthermore, the School Resource Officer (SRO) caused further distress. LT 

shared, “He’s absolutely the worst. He would scream at students and me. He accused me 

of lying about things that were on security tapes, everything that he's witnessed, and 

called me a liar to my face. Yelled at me. Everything.” 

At the same time in seventh grade, he continued to deal with bullying. “I would 

get messed with, shit talked. I've had my stuff stolen out of my locker a couple of times, 

and like I've had my lock taken off my gym locker . . . [and] like tossed into a toilet. It 

was terrible.” The bullying was taxing for LT, and he fought. LT stated, “I don't wanna 

hurt nobody. I had hated fighting, in all honesty,” but he had to survive and a couple of 

incidents stuck out the most, he shared: 

I got into a fight with this kid named SK on the bus. . . . I was in the wrong, 

completely, 100 percent. But, it was one of those situations where this kid had 

been bullying me for months now, and we had gotten physical a couple of times . 

. . but he was making fun of me on the bus, and I had already had a rough day, 

and I couldn't handle [it] anymore. And, I snapped, and I got up, and I hit him, 
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and I just kept hitting him, and then, it got to the point of another kid had grabbed 

me, throw me off, and me and him got into a fight, and so that kept escalating. 

Another incident occurred in the hallway at school, LT exclaimed:  

Two, three kids walked up on me in the hallway, talking shit, and then, one of 

them walked up and shoved me to the floor, and [being a] hormonal ass kid 

getting pushed, I'm going to be upset, and I got up, and I started hitting 'em, and 

then, it turned into a three-on-one fight. 

 A while later, LT and one of his friends got into a verbal and physical 

altercation in the locker room, where LT ended up saying, “Don't try this again. Next 

time, I'll stab you.” LT felt it was over and done, but later that year, he brought a small 

knife to school. LT did not mean to bring his grandpa’s dull knife and stated he was 

definitely not going to stab anyone. “I was too much of a bitch to actually stab 

somebody.” He was going to keep it in his pocket. However, on the bus, his friend saw he 

had it and informed the administration.  

LT noted that most of his problems were with white kids, and he noticed a 

difference in his consequences and his peers. LT felt race was a factor “100 percent.” “I 

could understand how I got into a lot of my fights looking back on it. Yeah, I definitely 

got the worst of it 'cause I'm a man of color, and it's just not; the world is not built for 

me.” This was seen in response to the bus incident. LT ended up getting a “slew of 

charges” including attempted murder, which was dropped down to a misdemeanor, and 

also disorderly conduct.  
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In the above incident in the hallway, the consequences were racist, as he shared 

that two of the other students received two days of suspension and the other one was back 

in the classroom the next day. LT, however, got a much more significant consequence, “I 

got charged with assault put on probation for . . . six to nine months, and I was suspended 

for two weeks.” 

Most apparent were the inequitable consequences in response to LT bringing a 

knife. LT expressed how one of his friends had previously brought a knife to school. “He 

had accidentally brought his hunting knife, so like big motherfucker, and he accidentally 

brought his handgun; it was unloaded, thankfully, but he brought a gun, and they just let 

him go about his day, and he was white.” Comparing it to his situation, he said, “I come 

in [with a] short, dull rusty ass pocket knife, and I get expelled.” He was expelled and got 

a felony on his record. At this point, he had no choice but to change his mindset to cope, 

sharing:  

At that point, I gave up. I was done. I gave up on my dreams of being a mechanic, 

I was really done. I kind of accepted the fact, well, I got all this shit on my record. 

I'm gonna change schools again. No college is gonna want me with this record. 

No college is gonna want me with this academic background. I'm gonna be stuck 

flipping burgers. So, I just kind of forced myself to accept that at a young age. 

I needed staff who invested in me. 

The second theme from LT’s follow-up interview was about needing staff who 

invested in him. The staff at his two setting-four schools gave him time, energy, and care. 

One way this was provided was through how the staff communicated with him. The staff 
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made time to talk with him but were straightforward, “no-nonsense,” and “straight to the 

point.” He found the school staff was invested in him, and not suspending students 

outside of school was one of those ways he found beneficial. He said he always favored 

out-of-school suspension as a kid as it gave him an escape, “Suspend me. Send me home. 

Please, please let me go and go watch cartoons for the rest of the day.” At his setting-four 

schools, though, they would not make it that easy, giving him time, energy, and care. 

LT gained a feeling that his setting-four schools were invested in him, and “they 

were not going to get rid of me after a year.” This was apparent as teachers went above 

and beyond with their lessons. One teacher invested time and energy to help him 

academically and took multiple steps further by teaching him how to think through his 

everyday challenges. Another teacher helped him match his standardized test results with 

his class performance. The teacher shared with LT that he had much higher skills than the 

tests indicated and helped him with his test-taking skills. Another important lesson that a 

substitute teacher went out of his way to provide at the right time was through a 1:1 

conversation. LT shared: 

It was a Black dude, and he saw that I was having problems in class that day, and 

he took me out of class, and he sat down, and we talked for like ten minutes about 

how if I don't fix what I'm doin’, and I don't get on my shit, I'm gonna just 

become another fuckin number. I'm gonna be another Black man dead by the 

cops, or I'm gonna be another Black man in jail, and that really helped open my 

eyes and realize that damn this world isn't meant for people of color. The U.S. is 
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not meant for people of color. It really isn't, and that people of color have to work 

twice as hard to be able to get the same shit. 

These investments were important to support his mindset, academics, and behaviors.  

Summary of Themes 

Through LT’s initial and follow-up interviews, themes around his lived experiences were 

evident. The four themes realized from LT’s interviews are noted in Table 4.3. These 

experiences made an impact on how he saw himself, his confidence, and what he was 

willing to share with others. These themes will be discussed further in Chapter 5. 

 

Table 4.3 

LT: Summary of Themes 

LT: Summary of Themes 

I had inadequate support. 

I had responsive staff. 

I survived independently. 

I needed staff to invest in me. 
 

Case Study 2: KP 

Athletic. Funny. Smart. Joyful. KP is a ninth-grade student who looks out for 

those around him. He loves sports and may be best at baseball, but he also craves the 

opportunity to play organized basketball and football. He misses freedom. KP looks 

forward to navigating school freely without a badge or someone providing the 

opportunity to move from place to place again. In the future, he dreams of making a life 
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for himself, moving his mom out of (their current state), and having an active job, not just 

sitting down and working for someone else. He has had this type of job; it’s not the right 

job for him. He wants to start a business, possibly mowing lawns or becoming a 

YouTuber.  

Themes from the Initial Interview 

I had a lack of freedom 

Two themes emerged from KP’s initial interview, as depicted in Table 4.4. One 

theme that surfaced was his sense of a lack of freedom. “I've been in special ed. schools 

since second grade. Started fuckin’ up. Yeah. . . . Just kept fuckin’ up. And, I started 

catching cases.” In reflecting on his experience in elementary school, he did not 

remember too much. One thing did radiate, though: he missed freedom. “I didn't have 

freedom in schools since second grade,” and when asked if he recalled much from before 

his time in a setting-four program, he said, “I just remember the big classes and the 

freedom.” 

 

Table 4.4 

KP: Themes from the Initial Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I had a lack of freedom. ● I have been in a setting-four school since 2nd 
grade. 

● My schools have many rules. 
● I was sent into a locked room. 
● I was sent to the Juvenile Detention Center when I 

made mistakes. 
● I hope to be part of sports and in mainstream 
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school, again. 
● I feel like students should have more freedom. 

I benefited from being 
connected to staff. 

● I saw staff of color as better educators. 
● A couple of my teachers were like family to me. 
● I viewed my family and my teachers as friends.  
● I appreciated staff helping me on my personal 

needs. 
● Some of the staff I saw as good were part of my 

community. 
 

Each of his setting-four schools had a room that students would be placed in when 

they made a mistake or needed to “reset.” These small rooms had a locked door, and a 

student could not leave after entering unless the staff member unlocked it from the 

outside. Some of these walk-in closet-like rooms would also be in classrooms. The staff 

would put him into a room when he did something wrong. KP found it was used to 

control the students before they got too out of control. KP questioned the practice saying, 

“I don’t understand why a school would have a jail cell.”  

In middle school, he became more aggressive and got into further trouble. “I was 

fighting and slapping, beating up people; everybody started pressing charges on me.” In 

school, they struggled to help him. He found, “Every time I did something wrong, it was 

either the den (the cell) or JDC.” He recalled one of the times he ended up going to 

Juvenile Detention Center (JDC): 

It was just a way [for] the Justice Center to get my name, to like know who I was, 

because I didn't do nothing. They fucked . . . I really pushed the police officer. I 

remember this shit. Yeah, I pushed the police officer 'cause she was stepping on 

my foot. I got charged with fourth-degree assault. I swear to God. Fourth-degree 
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assault. She stepped on my foot, told me to go in one of the rooms that I was 

telling you about, right? I pushed her; she said move. She bring me to the ground. 

Handcuffed me. . . . Then, I had to do community service and go to a probation 

officer. 

Throughout elementary and middle school, KP was arrested and made multiple 

trips to JDC. KP was charged with crimes and, for part of that time, had a restraining 

order in place against him. The restraining order caused him to be in a different location 

at the setting-four school, and he had to follow further restrictions. “I had to be 

programmed like out of my classroom, so like I work in that one-on-one space with 

somebody for the whole day” He continued, “They would bring me lunch, breakfast, and 

then, I'll go home from that place. I'd be the last [student to leave].” 

At the same time, he did not appreciate many of the rules and expectations placed 

on him. He found some do not make sense. “Teacher’s just doin’ too much. They real 

strict about certain rules and certain things that we can and cannot do, and I feel like they 

should let up on some of those things.” He brought up an example of this: "I was trying to 

get a computer, and the teacher was like, ‘No. Everybody else [was] not done with their 

work.’” “I flipped the freak out on the teacher. . . . I felt some type of way, 'cause I was 

done with my work, and everybody else wasn’t done with their work. I couldn't get no 

computer. I had to sit there and do nothing.” He also believed phone policies should be 

changed as they are too restraining and do not make sense. “I'd be trying to charge my 

phone. You know you can't charge your phone, can't pull your phone out in class unless 

it's five minutes left.” He said, “It's just certain rules. You can't wear a coat in school… 
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You can't wear [a] hat. You can't bring the blanket. You can’t do none of that. You can’t 

wear backpacks…” If you are suspected of breaking the rules like vaping or smoking, the 

SRO searches students and can write tickets. KP cried out, “It’s fucked up.”  

He was restricted. To move from one room to another, someone needed to unlock 

a door for him. Students “gotta wait to get let into school.” They “gotta wait to get into 

the bathroom.” The students had to have a staff member give them access to leave one 

space and move into another.  

KP was pushing through in search of his freedom. He said, “I’ve been in setting-

four schools for almost like ten years. I'm ready, I'm trying to leave, trying to do better 

and stuff, and make my mom proud and shit. I wanna get back active in regular sports 

and do something with that, so I’ve been workin.” He was now hoping to take the next 

step by joining his peers again in returning to a school that is not, as he put it, a 

“detention center.” 

I benefited from being connected to staff. 

 The second theme evident from the KP’s initial interview was benefiting from 

being connected to staff. First, KP emphasized that people of color and Black staff, in 

particular, are better able to meet his needs, making his current school better than others. 

“I would say this school is decent because you got mixed staff. You got Black staff. You 

got white staff, and most likely the Black staff, they cool as hell, and they just, they teach 

you what you need to do or what not to do when.” At his previous middle school, he also 

appreciated it as there were many Black educators. “They from the [direction]side, so I 
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don’t really gotta explain it, ya’ know. They just act different than a normal teacher 

would act, but that’s just them.”  

 In elementary school, KP remembered a couple of impactful teachers that were 

like family to him. He had a great relationship with one staff that was a “brother” to him 

as he would play basketball with him. Moreover, he appreciated a female teacher because 

she was a mother figure. This teacher would talk to his grandma, and he saw his grandma 

and the teacher as friends. The teacher also was part of the community and worked at a 

local park, and he saw her there. It appeared to be critical for KP to have a teacher be part 

of the community and connect to him and his family. In addition, this teacher helped him 

with school and personal problems outside of school. KP said, “Not everyone would talk 

to me. Not everybody helped me.” He even has the opportunity to see this teacher in the 

community when he goes to the park. On top of that, that teacher has a current connection 

to a staff member in his current high school.  

 Another staff member in KP’s current high school reminded him of his mom. 

KP recognized the social worker as critical to his success. “She tells me what I need to 

do, what not to do. She like my mom here, too. She’ll curse me out.” He said, “When you 

create a bond with a teacher, it’s cool. Good thing you got somebody you can trust to tell 

somebody something like some teacher fucking with you.” He said, “You got a teacher 

that can defend you. . . . She going to have your back.”  

KP appreciated the staff that he could see in himself. He appreciated having 

content that connected to his interests, like football players—Barry Sanders and OBJ. KP 

highlighted staff that were like family members, were connected to his community, had a 
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relationship with his family, and could support his needs both inside and outside of 

school, stretching beyond his schoolwork. In talking about another teacher, he shared 

about a staff that did her job right: 

She was real funny, real strict, but she can be funny and be straight at the same 

time. She know how to like really do her job, ya’ know how some people, be over 

doing their job as a lot of people overdo. She know how to play both roles like 

when not to play around, when to play around. So, like, you gotta love those type 

of people.  

Follow-up Interview Questions 

 The initial interview provided a footing to build this case. The follow-up 

interview took place 21 days after the initial interview. In the follow-up interview, the 

researcher pursued a deeper understanding of the lived experiences and the impact of 

those lived experiences on KP’s “self.” The below questions guided the follow-up 

interview.  

1. What good things would people say about you? What are you good at? 

2. What did/does a typical day/week look like for you in elementary, middle, and 

high school? 

3. How were you personally impacted by staff, peers, and your actions? 

4. How has school helped you grow in knowing yourself, handling your emotions, 

improving your relationships with peers and adults, and making responsible 

decisions? 
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5. You mentioned a point system. Could you talk more about these systems? Were 

they at each of your sites? How do they make you feel? Why?  

6. In much of what you discussed in the first interview, you took responsibility for 

“Fucking up.” Were there times staff helped you navigate before something got 

big? What could/did staff sometimes do well? What is something that they did not 

do well? 

7. You said in the last interview the following: Sometimes that is hard as hell, and 

sometimes you wanna do no work.” and “You don’t want to be in class and don’t 

wanna deal with nobody.” How do/have staff respond when you feel like this? 

8. You mentioned how you disagreed with the practice of having a room like a jail 

cell and SRO at school. How has this impacted you? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to share? 

Themes from the Follow-up Interview 

I was imprisoned. 

  KP’s follow-up interview revealed two themes as shown in Table 4.5. The 

theme of being imprisoned was derived from statements he shared about staff being 

unable to handle his behaviors when he was younger, so he was sent to the “den” or the 

police were called. At another school, he recalled staff gaining control of his behaviors in 

a new way. The teachers would handle it themselves. He shared that his mom had to sign 

a waiver to let them put their hands on him when needed. LT shared earlier that he saw 

“These big guys, grown-ass men fighting with middle schoolers.” This caused him to be 

“scared as hell. I didn’t want to do shit no more.” 
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Table 4.5 

KP: Themes from the Follow-up Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I was imprisoned.  ● I was sent to the Juvenile Detention Center (JDC).  
● The school called the police on me.  
● I was put in the classroom/school cell. 
● The school tried to impact my behavior using a 

point system. 

I independently learned to 
self-manage. 

● I taught myself to cope, calm down, and improve 
my behaviors. 

● I used marijuana to keep calm and focused. 
 

In KP’s setting-four schools, staff also used a point system. This point system was 

built to help curb their behavior. He received a good or bad point for his behavior. If he 

would get a bad one, “I woulda went off on everybody ’cause then I know my mom 

going to hear . . . I’m going to snap on y’all.” 

In thinking about the impact of the locked rooms onsite and its impact on KP, he 

articulated: 

You see yourself in the cell. You see yourself out the cell. When you see yourself 

in the cell, you probably mad. When you see yourself out the cell, you gonna 

know you don’t wanna be in that cell ‘cause you locked in a room, and you can’t 

get out, and there’s somebody controlling that room, that you in, and they locking 

the door, and they opening the door. So, with that, you know that somebody is 

controlling your life basically. They tell you where you can leave, and we cannot 

leave with that, with you knowing that it makes you feel some type of way, to 
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make you feel like you lost your freedom or something. Like you don’t own 

yourself. You owned to somebody else, now. They got control of you. That’s how 

I feel.  

KP also spoke of how JDC maintained power over him. He noted that people 

started to remember his face. He talked through the process of arriving at the facility each 

time:  

They searching me, patting me down, then, putting me in a little holding cell, then 

give you a call to your mom. You gotta take a weight check, height check, take 

your picture, do your fingerprints, and then, you gonna sit back in your cell and 

wait ‘til your court date, and watch everybody transition, and when they go on 

break, when they don’t go on break, you're sitting out there watching the time, 

talking to the person above you. Yeah, that’s it.  

On one occurrence, he emphasized, “Dude grabbed me overly aggressive, I had to 

curse his ass out.” He further stated, “Some people just like to have power over people so 

for they feel like they doing something.” KP refused to attend class at JDC, but that did 

not stop the jail from governing where he went and when.  

I independently learned to self-manage.  

KP also revealed how he independently learned to self-manage, since he found 

that the school did little to support his behavioral and emotional needs. Their instruction 

did not seem to impact him, and the skills they were trying to teach did not make a 

difference. “School used to give me little skills like slow your breathing, play with a 

fidget, fidget spinners, and stuff.” His belief was that the change occurred more internally 
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for him. He taught himself to “learn how to handle the situation” and “learn how to deal 

with the situation.” He found this learning provided him the understanding that if he 

learned that he was “going to be successful.”  

Concurrently, KP found by using marijuana he was able to remain calm and 

focused. It supported his growth. “Smokin’. It helped me all the way. I just be calm, 

mellow. I don’t care what everybody else is doing. I’m just focused on myself. That’s all 

the difference.” By self-medicating, the expectations and restrictions were more tolerable 

for KP. He shared that during a typical day he would be “Smokin’. Smokin’ all day. 

Leaving this bitch high as hell.” His self-medicating and his own learning played the 

largest factor in his progress.  

Summary of Themes 

Through KP’s two interviews, he shared in great detail his experiences and the 

impact of those impacts on his “self.” The four themes uncovered from the interviews are 

listed in Table 4.6. KP routinely spoke of his current reality of being locked up and 

restricted and the desire for more freedom. He appreciated most staff that looked like him 

and to whom he could relate because of the connection to his family and community. KP 

found that throughout his experience, staff sought power and control, and overall, he was 

the big reason why he was able to progress. In chapter 5, these themes are further 

discussed and analyzed alongside the themes of the other cases.  
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Table 4.6 

KP: Summary of Themes 

KP: Summary of Themes 

I had a lack of freedom. 

I benefited from being connected to staff. 

I was imprisoned.  

I independently learned to self-manage. 
 

Case Study 3: AJ  

Kind. Funny. Outgoing. Honest. AJ knows when to be serious but also enjoys 

playing around. This high school senior had always been a big guy, which allowed him to 

be good at football as a linebacker. While AJ has an educational diagnosis of EBD, he 

shared he also has a learning disability and ADHD diagnosis. He said he has been 

impacted by anxiety, being bullied, and feeling trapped. At the same time, he feels like he 

is making progress—notably in his ability to learn and stay out of physical altercations. 

AJ has big hopes and dreams of graduating from high school and later earning an 

undergraduate and graduate degree to be a mental health therapist allowing him to give 

back to his community. AJ is also interested in being a forensic scientist to make a lot of 

money. 

Themes from the Initial Interview 

I was continually bullied.  

AJ’s initial interview revealed two themes shown in Table 4.7. Regarding 

bullying, which he began experiencing in second grade, he stated that students would 
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“fat-shame me,” He proceeded, “and that stuff hurts. . . . When you are already insecure 

about your body, your face, your body, and all that, and people make fun of that, [it] 

makes ya’ wanna kill themself.” Recognizing his weight, he said, “I was kinda fat too, 

not [as] fat as I am now, but I was bigger. I was a big guy when I was younger.” In 

elementary school, students would also take his food at lunch, which his mom made for 

him, and this evidently bothered AJ very much. 

 

Table 4.7 

AJ: Themes from the Initial Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I was continually bullied. ● I was called names, pushed, and punched. 
● I was fat-shamed and called the N-word. 
● I became truant because of the bullying.  

I had a team that helped me.  ● I appreciated the staff that  
—was encouraging. 
—told me what I needed to hear. 

● My mom gave me advice, recognized a 
problem, and solved a problem. 

● I needed one or two good friends. 
 

The bullying continued through elementary school and into middle school. Some 

of his peers used the N-word to define AJ, causing him to “flip” and become unsafe with 

his body and words. The school was not a safe environment for AJ as students also hit 

and punched him. He experienced feelings of detachment and a lack of connection to the 

school.  
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In fifth grade, AJ started to skip school. He felt school was stupid. “I just didn’t 

like going there,” he said. The bullying continued. He saw his sister and his friends get 

bullied, all while he continued to be bullied. A significant event hit AJ hard. At age 11, 

he exclaimed, he was just starting to know about death when one of his friends 

committed suicide due to such bullying. With great emotion, he cried out,  

It affects people’s lives. Everyone has a breaking point. You can’t stop it. My best 

friend. I feel so bad he died. I really do. I could help him, and I didn’t. I didn’t do 

nothing about it. I just walked away. 

This impacted him in multiple areas of his life and he still was processing it. For him, the 

bullying did not stop. “That’s why I didn’t want to go to school, sixth, seventh, and 

eighth grade. They bullying me. I kept missing school ‘cause they be bullying me, and 

then, I got truancy.” AJ continued: 

Through his twelfth-grade year, he continues to be challenged with bullying:  

A couple months ago, I was walkin’ through, and one of the kids [said] You’re fat 

cuss word, and I am like that’s the way you feel; like I know, I’m bigger. I know I 

am big, but you don’t have to say that. It literally didn’t make me feel that great. I 

am insecure about my body enough. They call me fat. It’s scary. It makes me feel 

insecure about my body and all that.  

As a survivor, it made him feel better that there were consequences, but he found the 

bullying never stopped, saying:  
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I am pretty sure even when I am going into adulthood; the bullying will never 

stop. People are going to find some way to bully you about [how] big you are, 

about how skinny you are, how nice looking you are. People will still bully you. 

Looking into the future, he feels he can hopefully make an impact and curb bullying 

behaviors. He shared that he hopes to start a non-profit organization with his mom to 

support victims of bullying and mitigate the impact.  

I had a team that helped me. 

Regarding the second theme shared through the initial interview, AJ shared that 

he had a team of support around him, and each played a role. His team comprised his 

teachers, one or two good friends, and his mom.  

AJ found the teachers most valuable when they shared what he needed to hear. AJ 

clarified this in his comments about one teacher in particular. She was “somebody that [I] 

could talk to.” He recognized this teacher was great, not just because she was nice, but 

because “she would keep it real with me.” He found that others did more coddling and 

did not say what he needed to hear. Those teachers acted like he was doing okay even 

though he was not. His favorite teachers kept it honest and helped him identify his 

mistakes and “fix it.” 

AJ also appreciated the encouraging staff. He benefited from one teacher, 

specifically, who pushed him to be the best he could be. She would say things like, “You 

are a strong, intelligent, Black man.” She challenged him beyond what he thought was 

possible by exclaiming, “You can do what you can do when you put your mind to it.” He 

said, “She definitely pushed me to be my best, too. She said I could be something greater 
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than people think I am, and ‘Don’t let people control you or listen to what they say. Prove 

them wrong.’”  

While teachers also helped AJ learn to take deep breaths, do pushups, and wall 

sits to calm down, his mom probably made an even more significant impact, introducing 

him to journaling. He was resistant at first but found it essential to get his thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences out as he has filled out three or four journals. 

His mom also supported him and informed him that one of his teachers was racist. 

While AJ was perplexed by the situation, AJ’s mom said, “You are good, but your 

teacher can’t see that.” She articulated, “She saw a Black man that she wanted to put 

down.” Lastly, his mom made an impact by continuously sharing facts he needed to hear. 

His mom shared with him that he can’t get a job if he is unstable, that he had to do the 

work as others could not do it for him, and something he wished was not true, that she 

could not trust him any longer because of his behaviors. 

Lastly, he recognized that he did not need more than one or two great friends. One 

friend he has had for a long time. This friend was motivating, and AJ felt he would have 

his back for life. AJ shared an example of how his friend helped him: "When I was 

getting bullied a couple years ago, he’d always stand up for me.” Even though AJ’s a 

bigger guy, he appreciated someone being there. “When people bully me. . . . That’s my 

weakness. It makes me weak. I get mad when people bully me.” AJ continued, “I just 

don’t want to be the next one, the next person to go.” AJ’s buddy would say, “That’s my 

brother right there,” and that is what AJ needed to get his strength back. AJ’s team each 

worked separately, but all played an important part. 
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Follow-up Interview Questions 

 AJ’s initial interview set the groundwork for this case. His follow-up interview 

took place seven days after his initial interview. In the follow-up interview, the researcher 

sought a deeper understanding of the lived experiences and the impact of those lived 

experiences on AJ’s self-concept. The below questions guided the follow-up interview.  

1. What good things would people say about you? What are you good at? 

2. What did/does a typical day/week look like for you in elementary, middle, and 

high school? 

3. How were you personally impacted by staff, peers, and your actions? 

4. How has school helped you grow in knowing yourself, handling your emotions, 

improving your relationships with peers and adults, and making responsible 

decisions? 

5. You mentioned that one of your teachers was racist and other students using the 

N-word. Has this been repeated in school? How has this impacted you? Has it 

impacted how you view teachers and school? 

6. Based on your previous interview, your mom seems to be quite an influence. How 

do you see the teachers and staff partnering with your mom? Has that helped? 

7. You mentioned truancy a couple of times. Can you speak to why you were not 

going to school? What did the school do to welcome you? What could they have 

done better? 

8. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Theme from the Follow-up Interview 

I needed to learn to control my anger.  

In the follow-up interview, one primary theme came through, as presented in 

Table 4.8. AJ needed to control his anger. One of his teachers exclaimed that as a large 

Black man, he needed to help himself calm down. People could not do it for him. Police 

would be scared of him.  

 

Table 4.8 

AJ: Theme from the Follow-up Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I needed to learn to control my 
anger. 

● As a Black man, I must find a way to calm 
myself down. 

● I was most aggressive in middle school.  
—I got mad daily.  
—I hurt myself and others.  
—I destroyed stuff.  

● In response, I met with the admin, was 
suspended, and got kicked out of school.  

● I was placed in holds, handcuffed, and sent to 
JDC.  

● I was taught/used coping skills and I met with 
adults to help support my needs. 

 

AJ’s middle school years were the most difficult for him. During this time AJ 

became angrier. In response, he would have recurring meetings with his administration 

and be put in ISS. The school's response to his behavioral outbursts became more 

restrictive as his behaviors became more aggressive. AJ shared: 
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I would get mad five times a week. I was just a angry kid. I was just [an] angry 

kid. . . . In sixth grade, it was really bad. I was angry at everybody else, at even 

myself. I took my anger out on everybody else. I was mad at the school. I was 

mad at myself. Holds would happen every day. 

AJ’s anger issues caused him to wreck property and hurt others. He also found 

himself in the hospital for hurting himself. AJ’s behaviors became increasingly 

aggressive. He found that when he did something wrong, staff would put him in a hold. 

They’d “hold you down,” he said, and “put you in a hold physically. Sometimes, they 

called my mom to come get me.” Some schools’ responses were more serious. Some 

holds would involve holding his legs down, and others would restrict him from being 

able to breathe. Once, he heard his shoulder pop. The police would be called and put him 

in handcuffs. “I’ve hit people before, and they put me in JDC. . . . I was bad.” In middle 

school, he said, “I would get in-school suspension (ISS) or go to JDC. . . . I’ve had people 

press charges on me before, charged as a minor, off record by 18, assault charges.” He 

repeated, “I was bad. . . . I threw a chair at a teacher’s head, and they got a concussion, 

and they kicked me out after that.”  

In middle school and up through ninth grade, AJ had multiple occurrences of 

charges pressed against him and was put on house arrest and wore an ankle bracelet. His 

most prolonged stay at JDC was one to two months. He said JDC “scared the heck out of 

me.” People would push him down and threaten him with shanks. He needed to control 

his anger. His most recent significant altercation was in ninth grade. He hit a student in 

the face. AJ went to JDC for three days, Friday to Sunday. He described JDC as “very 
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scary” and that “I never want to go back there.” He figured that jail and prison “has to be 

a whole ’nother thing.” He felt it had to be worse than JDC. After this occurrence at JDC, 

he had significant consequences. First, he had a one-week suspension, and then he was 

on-site in ISS for two weeks.  

The school supported him in restoring the relationship. He apologized and now 

described himself and the other student as friends. He described the incident as a wake-up 

call, realizing, “I need to stop being the way I am.” He felt he could do something with 

his life, and his behaviors could limit his future if he did not change. In the future, he 

wanted to do things like graduate high school and attend college. He knew he would 

derail such aspirations if he did not change his behaviors. After going to JDC for the last 

time, he said, he was forced to come to school due to truancy issues. He found this helped 

because the school was able to support him with impactful educators for his academics 

and in supporting his growth in controlling his anger. To make a change, he tried to 

improve his ability to control his anger. “I don’t try and bottle it up. I try and talk about 

my anger.” AJ used his journal and talked to the staff. He also coped by screaming into a 

pillow, taking deep breaths, and doing little exercises. As AJ was preparing for his high 

school graduation, progress was evident as AJ had not been back to JDC. AJ still carried 

with him anger but had done a better job coping.  

Summary of Themes 

 Through AJ’s initial and follow-up interviews, three themes came to light, as 

listed in Table 4.9. AJ had to cope with several things throughout his time in school. He 

was subjected to much bullying. Concurrently, he needed to find a way to combat his 
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anger. AJ had a team around him, but it was on him to make a change. Further discussion 

about AJ’s themes is provided in the next chapter.  

 

Table 4.9 

AJ: Summary of Themes 

AJ: Summary of Themes 

I was impacted by bullying. 

I had a team that helped me.  

I needed to learn to control my anger. 
 

Case Study 4: JC 

Open-Minded. Goofy. Understanding. Caring. Ambitious. JC, a high school 

senior, defined himself as “nothing extraordinary, you know, just the average, typical 

guy.” JC’s education journey “has been a long, interesting process” where he has been to 

many schools but found that overall his experience has been “good.” JC likes basketball, 

food, and hanging out with friends. At the time of the interviews, he was finishing up his 

last year of high school and serves on the student council. JC’s message to educators was, 

“don’t let those kids who are in situations that are different from others feel left out.” He 

has a deep passion for understanding others. “It’s good to understand people where they 

come from and who they are as people.” He continued, “I think that's a beautiful thing to 

be able to understand people.” In the future, he doesn’t want to be stuck doing a job he 



130 
 

 
 

would dread just for the money. He enjoys writing music and wants to eventually have 

his own talk show because he loves to entertain.  

Themes from the Initial Interview 

I valued deep, individualized connections with my teachers.  

From the initial interview, two themes were uncovered, as seen in Table 4.10. 

First, JC valued staff with the mindset of “I'm not just somebody that's here giving you 

papers to learn.” JC found he was better able to connect with vulnerable staff who took 

the time to share about them and know about him. Simply noticing that a student had his 

head down one day while they typically are alert and engaged was not enough, he said; 

he needed more. JC wanted a teacher to be part of his life where both student and staff 

would share their experiences and genuinely know about each other. Generally, this was 

the case at his high school, and he highlighted one teacher specifically. She took the 

“time to get to know you, to understand you, and know your story aside from other 

people.” He felt that made the relationships more authentic and stronger. 

 

Table 4.10 

JC: Themes from the Initial Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I valued deep, individualized 
connections with my teachers. 

● I wanted a relationship beyond classwork. 
● I valued staff that could relate to students and is 

a positive role model. 
● I wanted the teachers to know deeply about me. 
● Deep relationships helped me academically as 

they helped me feel more comfortable with the 
person teaching me. 
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I needed staff who responded 
with care. 

● I appreciated staff providing meaningful 
feedback 

● I valued staff responding to my needs and 
getting to the root of the problem/need. 

● It is essential for me to have staff that 
understands before reacting.  

 

Counter to this narrative was his experience in mainstream schools and at his first 

setting-four school. He distinctly remembered hating his first setting-four school. JC 

refused to go on the bus because he did not feel there was a connection as they were 

looking at what was wrong with him rather than getting to know him. JC sought a deep, 

authentic relationship with staff members. He thought it was crucial for all students to 

have this relationship with staff so he would feel comfortable enough to ask questions 

and ask for help. JC stated, “[You] gotta be comfortable with who you are getting the 

knowledge from.”  

JC highlighted one more educator who was a younger, “chill” and “laid-back 

guy” who played college sports and is now a gym teacher. JC viewed him as kind of a big 

brother. He appreciated his positivity and noted, “If you got a problem with him, you 

probably just having a bad day or kind of being a bitch yourself.” JC added, “You could 

talk to him about things and then go play basketball with him.” He saw this staff member 

as something even more for some students, saying: 

For people who don't have that outside of their house, may not have a big brother 

or just a positive male influence in their life, in general, sometimes that can be 

provided here so you can learn certain things that males teach young men, and 

that's just like how to approach certain things in life as a young man. 



132 
 

 
 

I needed staff who responded with care.  

Illustrating this theme was JC’s finding that the staff at his high school “show that 

they care for you first.” This was notably seen in how one teacher shared honest and 

constructive feedback starting with the positives. The teacher would say, “You're doing 

good. You're doing good, but also let you know, like hey, when you're slacking. You 

gotta pick it up. You gotta do this. You gotta do that.” She would look out for him, 

support and hold him accountable. He stated, “I respect her for that.” 

Furthermore, even though JC felt like he could relate to and had good 

relationships with his peers at his current school, conflicts erupted at times. JC expressed 

how staff responded to student conflicts. JC noted that instead of allowing it to turn into a 

big issue, the staff quickly got to the root of “what's going on.” The teachers helped the 

peers figure it out. JC saw his high school as “really just like every other school, but 

there’s more support.” 

JC brought up one more staff member who demonstrated responding with care in 

another way. Throughout JC’s life, he always spoke loudly, and people often thought he 

was angry or an “asshole.” He did not even realize it until she pointed it out. She took it 

one step further and shared this observation with others to help support him. “Yeah, he's 

loud, but he's just trying to let it out. . . . Sometimes, he just needs to get that out of there. 

He's not yelling at you. He's not trying to hurt you.”  

Lastly, in middle school, JC provided counter-examples of responding with care 

as he was subjected to and witnessed responses from an SRO that was racist. In reflecting 

on the events, he stated: 
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I think, if you're gonna have SRO in school . . . you need to make sure working 

with some of these kids that got behavior issues, especially young Black men, 

young Black girls, kids from the inner city . . . [they] need to be able to 

understand. You know what I'm saying, and not just react. 

Follow-up Interview Questions 

 JC’s initial interview provided a strong foundation to build for this case study. 

In the follow-up interview that took place 24 days later, the researcher pursued a deeper 

understanding of the lived experiences and the impact of those lived experiences on his 

“self.” The below questions guided the follow-up interview.  

1. What good things would people say about you? What are you good at? 

2. What did/does a typical day/week look like for you in elementary, middle, and 

high school? 

3. How were you personally impacted by staff, peers, and your actions? 

4. How has school helped you grow in knowing yourself, handling your emotions, 

improving your relationships with peers and adults, and making responsible 

decisions? 

5. You said the SRO working in the inner city with Black young men and girls needs 

to understand and not just react. Were there times that teachers or administrators 

did this as well? 

6. You mentioned how your friends were a positive influence. How did the schools 

help foster this? 

9. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
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Theme from the Follow-up Interview 

I was made a criminal.  

In JC’s follow-up interview, one theme, I was made a criminal, became apparent 

depicted in Table 4.11. JC was part of a number of events and experiences that led to the 

label of “criminal.” The first event occurred in his mainstream elementary school. He was 

continuously bullied by one student specifically. JC said, “I was such a nice kid, like I 

was the type of kid [that only if] you put your hands on me [or] somebody I care about, 

that's the only way you get me to snap. You can talk all the crap you want in the world; I 

don't care.” After his mom saw the bullying firsthand, though, JC received orders from 

his mom that he could not let the bully do that to him anymore. At recess a week later, 

the bully was giving him a hard time again. In reflecting, he does feel bad for how far he 

took it, but not for doing it. “I was picked on constantly, you know, and I didn't want to 

do nothing, [but] to make everybody happy and make everybody feel good.” He 

continued, ”I put him in a chokehold, slamming him to the ground.” JC recalled, “ He got 

right back up, you know, he was crying, but he got right back [up]. I didn’t snap his neck 

or nothin.” 

 

Table 4.11 

JC: Theme from the Follow-up Interview 

Theme Open and Axial Codes 

I was made a criminal. ● After being routinely bullied, I put a student in a 
chokehold. 
—I was put in a setting-four school. 
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● I was sent to a locked room for long durations of time 
and sent to a mental hospital. 
—I was traumatized. 

● After being hit with a pencil and antagonized, I 
punched a student 
—I had to serve community service and probation. 
—I was anxious at school; it impacted the way I 
thought and moved 
—I was seen as a criminal.  

 

JC remembered his case manager being on his side, knowing he should not have 

taken it so far, but understanding that he had been picked on repeatedly. JC recalled the 

principal proclaiming a different message at another meeting, “We can't have kids who 

act like that, that have that behavior.” JC was sent to a setting-four school.  

At the setting-four elementary school, he felt staff were, “waiting for you to do 

something bad,” adding, “It felt like an asylum, like a prison, sometimes.” JC recalled 

repeatedly going into a locked room. He expressed, “There would be times I’d be sitting 

in there for hours, even if I cooled down. They just didn't feel like dealing with me and 

giving me the chance. . . . They had just locked me in there.” JC remembered the time 

that he felt most distressed was when he was not having a good day. “Not only did they 

lock me in that room, they called my mom, called the ambulance, and got me in a damn 

mental hospital.” He further shared, “My mom, looking back now is even like, yeah, 

that’s messed up. You didn’t even need that.” JC explained that while most students 

spend at least three months in there, he was out in two weeks. He felt that people shared 

the idea when he was at the hospital that “There's no reason for this dude to come here. 

He's not, you know, trying to harm himself. . . . He's not extreme. He's not mentally 
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unstable.” JC concluded about his experience at that school “So, it was very traumatizing. 

Just, I felt like there's a lot of things they put me through that I just didn’t need. . . . I hope 

nobody ever has to experience that school, man.”  

JC elaborated on an incident he discussed in the first interview. He had been hit 

with a pencil and encouraged over and over by the initial aggressor and his peers. JC 

asked for support from the teacher, but the teacher said he was busy as he was on the 

phone. JC eventually punched the student and was arrested. He added:  

Nobody just looks at me like, “Hey, that's a mixed man.” They see my brown skin 

or my curly hair or when I got my Afro up, and they see a Black man, and if they 

don't see that, they see me as Mexican 'cause I look Mexican, too. So, either way 

is gonna, I'm gonna be shown discrimination. 

JC found the intersection of the judicial system and school impacted his focus. He said 

this was because “I had to do community service, I was on probation for a year, man. I 

had to do things that you're normal every day 12-, 13-year-old don't really have to worry 

about.” Outside of school, he had to make “sure I'm behaving real good . . . I don't get in 

trouble.” He continued: 

I had to stay real cautious, and it affected my learning because I went to school, 

and I'd be weary of the officer. . . . I didn't feel cool for that because I felt like 

that's all I was constantly reminded of and seen as was, damn, this is a kid out 

here starting off his life with a criminal record. 

JC, reflected on the incident and the impact it had on him. JC said that each time he was 

around family or friends, he was reminded and seen as a kid with a record. In thinking 

James Menke
Fix quotes
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about it years later, he stated, “I can't always do everything about something. There's 

certain things where you just have to live with that understanding that man, at this point 

in my life, I was really screwed over. I know it was messed up. It is what it is.” 

Summary of Themes 

 Throughout JC’s educational experience it was evident that his experiences 

impacted how he saw himself. He added that race was also a factor partially illuminated 

in the theme of responding with care. Further discussion about the themes, shown in 

Table 4.12, intersectionality, counter-storytelling, and the self-concept are provided in 

Chapter 5.  

 

Table 4.12 

JC: Summary of Themes 

JC: Summary of Themes 

I valued deep, individualized connections with my teachers. 

I needed staff who responded with care. 

I was made a criminal. 
 

Multi-Case Study Themes 

 LT, KP, AJ, and JC took part in two interviews addressing the impact of their 

lived educational experiences on their self-concept. The students shared an array of 

experiences. Parts of their journeys were similar to one another, while others conflicted. 

LT, AJ, and JC found race was a factor in their educational experiences. KP, AJ, and JC 

had encounters with the judicial system and their educational experience. LT, AJ, and JC 
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were all impacted by bullying behavior. All the students found similar teacher qualities 

that were helpful to them. All possessed goals and were optimistic about reaching them. 

The themes from each student’s interviews are found in Table 4.13. 

 

Table 4.13 

Summary of Themes 

LT: Summary of Themes 

I had inadequate support. 

I had responsive staff. 

I survived independently. 

I needed staff who invested in me. 

KP: Summary of Themes 

I had a lack of freedom. 

I benefited from being connected to staff. 

I was imprisoned.  

I learned to self-manage. 

AJ: Summary of Themes 

I was continually bullied. 

I had a team that helped me.  

I needed to learn to control my anger. 

JC: Summary of Themes 

I valued deep, individualized connections with my teachers. 

I needed staff who responded with care. 

I was made a criminal. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, the researcher examined the students’ words to discuss the 

findings of two research questions.  

1. What are the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with 

EBD?  

2. How have the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with EBD 

impacted their self-concept? 

The qualitative text revealed the students’ lived experiences in their own words. From the 

transcripts, themes were drawn from each case.  

In Chapter 5, the research draws conclusions about intersectionality, counter-

storytelling, and self-concept.   
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CHAPTER 5  

Discussion 

The purpose of this qualitative multiple-case study was to build an understanding 

of the lived experiences of four Black male high school students diagnosed with EBD and 

to understand how such experiences impact their self-concept. The intersection of race, 

gender, and disability was investigated through counter-storytelling. The primary 

research questions were: 

1. What are the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with 

EBD?  

2. How have the lived experiences of Black male students diagnosed with EBD 

impacted their self-concept? 

 Collectively, the four case studies produced 14 themes. By synthesizing the 

cases, the researcher created a theory about the school experiences of Black male students 

diagnosed with EBD and how the students’ self-concepts were impacted. The theory 

includes four overarching themes about the school experiences of Black males diagnosed 

with EBD:  

● I was treated inhumanely. 

● I benefit from invested staff who build individualized connections with me.  

● I require responsive support. 

● I independently need to cope. 

Concurrently, the construct of race was intertwined into all aspects of the students’ 

experiences. From the students' perspective, racism was apparent in relationships with 
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staff and how staff inhumanely responded to the students. They were forced to cope 

independently.  

This chapter provides an interpretation of the findings, alignment to the 

conceptual framework, implications for practice, and suggestions for further research. 

Specifically, the interpretation of findings focused on answering the two research 

questions by discussing the themes and alignment with prior research. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

Throughout the remainder of this section, the four overarching themes are shared 

in further detail, collectively producing a theory of the students' lived experiences and the 

impact on their self-concept. The researcher answered the two research questions by 

intertwining the current study with previous research and the conceptual framework.  

I Am Treated Inhumanely 

The Black male students diagnosed with EBD in this study described being 

subjected to the following burdensome experiences: bullying, being restrained and locked 

in a small room, facing law enforcement in schools, and being subjected to restrictive 

rules and school practices. Their self-concept was impacted by the experiences, and the 

experiences were impacted by the self-concept. 

Bullied. The majority of the students in this study experienced bullying. In 

previous studies, bullying is also apparent for Black students and those diagnosed with 

emotional or behavioral needs (Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015; Sullivan et al., 2014). 

Malecki et al. (2020) found that students diagnosed with EBD are more likely to be 

victimized by bullying behavior. Furthermore, students with EBD have a lower 
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perception of the school climate and identify as having more mental health problems, 

according to Salle et al. (2018). Like the students in this multi-case study, Brown 

Hajdukova et al. (2015) found that students in general education settings ridiculed and 

made fun of students diagnosed with EBD, causing social isolation, sadness, and distress. 

Three of the students in this study shared that bullying played a factor in how they felt 

about themselves. Spilt et al. (2014) stated that internalizing social rejection might impact 

students' self-concept. In addition, Rose et al. (2016) found a positive relationship 

between victims of bullying, a lower level of self-esteem, and higher levels of depression. 

Because of this, students' participation in the classroom may be impacted (Sullivan et al., 

2014), and may cause students with EBD to react by punching, throwing desks, and 

kicking others (Brown Hajdukova et al., 2015).  

 Restraint and Seclusion. In this study, multiple students spoke of being 

physically restrained, handcuffed, and locked in a small room (secluded). According to 

the U.S. Department of Education (2012), “physical restraint and seclusion should not be 

used except to protect a child or others from imminent danger of serious physical harm.” 

Gage et al. (2020) found students in setting four are “almost guaranteed” to be restrained 

or secluded. Furthermore, the same study found students with disabilities had a higher 

likelihood of being restrained (seven times) or secluded (four times) more than their peers 

(Gage et al., 2020).  

The seclusion efforts resemble solitary confinement; the only difference may be 

less allotted time. According to an article by the American Civil Liberties Union (2014), 

juvenile facilities often call these rooms by other names, similar to the students in this 
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study. In the current study, KP spoke of how he felt “owned” by someone else being 

confined to the school “jail cell,” and JC shared that he was traumatized as he 

experienced occasions where he would remain in seclusion for a long. These restraints 

and seclusionary actions have caused injuries, psychological trauma, and even death 

(Gage et al., 2020). Solitary confinement can cause an increased risk of suicide, physical 

harm, developmental harm, and exasperate trauma and abuse, particularly for children 

with disabilities (2014). Thus, these practices can cause immense harm and minimal 

benefit; in fact, Gagnon et al. (2017) found that utilizing seclusion and restraint may not 

reduce the behavior but re-enforce it.  

Law Enforcement in Schools. Black males with EBD described being subjected 

to inhumane practices due to the union between law enforcement and education. In this 

study, students were subjected to SRO oversight and harassment, and two students were 

further impacted by being arrested and going to JDC. Many studies have reported data 

describing SROs’ negative impacts. These include frequent negative SRO interactions 

with students, criminalizing school discipline issues, and perpetuating the school-to-

prison pipeline. Students of color and students with disabilities are specifically vulnerable 

to being identified as “potential criminals” (Renbarger, 2022). Furthermore, many 

students from this study were suspended, both in and out of school from a very young 

age. This disciplinary action may label the student similarly as a “troublemaker,” 

impacting their identity both now and in the future. These perceptions may continue to 

impact students, increasing the likelihood of them being assigned an alternative school 

placement and later in a juvenile detention center (Vanderhaar, 2022). The incarcerated 
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environment can cause the teenage brain to incur negative implications on the self-

concept because their identity and self-esteem are permeable (Lane et al., 2002).  

In all, this study illuminated that Black males diagnosed with EBD may be treated 

inhumanely. As described by the students, there appeared to be a significant bullying 

problem that impacted the students’ behaviors and their self-concept. Concurrently, the 

students explained that restraint and seclusion were used frequently, and seclusion, in 

particular, may have been used not only for safety but possibly as a way to punish the 

students or, at minimum, as a way not to have to “deal” with the student. Lastly, the 

presence of SROs and students being sent to JDC was another way the students were 

subjected to inhumane treatment. Altogether, each of these experiences appeared to 

impact the students’ self-concept and possibly left a lasting impact on their lives.  

I Benefit From Invested Staff who Build Individualized Connections With Me 

 The students from this multi-case study elaborated on the need for educators 

who invested in them and created deep and meaningful relationships. The students 

described benefiting from positive experiences with the staff of color. They found value 

in staff from within their community who had strong relationships with their families.  

 Deep Individual Relationships. They favored staff who fostered relationships 

with them and knew them beyond classwork and school. They wanted staff to know them 

as people. Similarly, Yeager et al. (2020) found that students sought teachers that knew 

them “personally” and genuinely showed care. Consequently, these strong teacher-

student relationships can lead to positive student self-esteem and psychological well-

being. As Sarkova et al. (2014) found, there is a statistically strong relationship between a 
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positive teacher-student relationship and self-esteem and psychological well-being. 

Additionally, Morin et al. (2013) found that interpersonal relationships can positively 

promote students’ self-esteem. 

The importance of fostering a meaningful relationship may be magnified with 

Black males with EBD. Murray & Zvoch (2011) found that students with emotional or 

behavioral needs demonstrate less trust and connectedness to staff. The students in this 

study described forgiveness and trust when the staff had short memories and forgave 

them for their mistakes. Forgiveness is part of fostering that positive relationship. 

Boucher (2016) stressed the practice of building a solid relationship as a daily journey of 

reflection, purposeful interactions, and continued maintenance. The building of positive 

relationships between students and teachers can then lead to positive impacts on students’ 

self-esteem (Akin & Radford, 2018). 

The students in this study appreciated staff who showed an investment in them, knowing 

that they may have “issues” but seeing them as people with potential. They just have to 

put “in the effort.” The students in this study stated that with a strong, trusting 

relationship with the teachers, they more readily asked questions and asked for help. At 

the same time, Hattie (2012) found that relationships are essential for academic 

achievement. Positive relationships between students and teachers can improve a 

student's academic success and self-efficacy.  

Educators of Color. Students shared that having teachers of color, specifically 

Black staff was valuable. The Black staff who had positive relationships with these 

students were effective. Milner (2006) contended that staff of color could support 
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students of color by connecting their teachings to their own life experiences. In contrast, 

Caton (2012) and Hackett et al. (2018) discovered that from the perspective of both high 

school students who dropped out and future college students, racial differences and 

perceptions of them as Black males were barriers in the teacher-student relationship. 

These racial and cultural barriers could impact students' sense of self. In comparison, a 

racially and culturally responsive classroom could provide a student with something else 

entirely. It could be a place where students could “actually learn” and “feel comfortable” 

(Slaten et al., 2016, p. 28). 

Family and Community. The students in this study revealed that a deep 

connection became even stronger when the staff were from the same community. 

Additionally, some great educators were highlighted who fostered a positive relationship 

with the students’ home lives and families. The combination of connecting with the 

family and community, coupled with a personal relationship with the student, appeared to 

lead to an extension of the student’s family at school. Multiple students even referred to 

staff at school as their school grandma, brother, or mom. Schlein et al. (2013) found that 

staff’s relationships with their family could cause a student to go from being disengaged 

socially and academically to one that contributed and learned. Furthermore, in the current 

study, three students shared that some staff acted as role models who played and talked 

about sports and formed meaningful relationships. JC shared that because of difficult 

home circumstances and stressors and possibly a lack of a male role model, having a 

mentor at school could be especially significant. 

Collectively, the students in this study shared how they benefited from invested 
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staff who built individualized connections with them. By having a deep relationship with 

the staff, the students found that they were more comfortable learning and asking for 

help. They shared that a connection to their family was essential and staff from the same 

background and culture amplified their effectiveness, all of which can positively impact 

the student’s self-concept.  

I Require Responsive Support 

 The students shared that they needed responsive support from staff for their 

academic, social, emotional, and behavioral needs. They required ongoing 

encouragement, support that extended beyond classwork, and responsive educators to 

support them with conflict. They felt that these factors led to progress in school and saw 

themselves more positively. 

Ongoing Encouragement. The students in this study shared that positive 

reinforcement went a long way to reaching success. One student found that with great 

encouragement and responsive teaching, he made multiple grade levels of growth in 

reading in one year. According to a study that gathered the Black male perspectives about 

educational experiences at an alternative high school, Slaten et al. (2016) reported that 

students appreciated the flexibility in pacing and taking in student feedback. 

Concurrently, Downs et al. (2018), who investigated the teacher's use of positive and 

negative reinforcement and the impact on students with EBD, discovered that 

encouragement significantly supported students with EBD needs. However, Silva et al. 

(2015) found that Black male students were the least likely to receive positive 

reinforcement. Positive reinforcement and successful past experiences can impact the 
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students’ self-efficacy as it is greatly influenced by persuasion, coaching, and 

encouragement (Bandura, 1994).  

Another student in this study, AJ, discussed the impactful actions of one staff member: 

“She definitely pushed me to be my best . . . [so] I could be something greater than 

people think I am.” This staff member not only provided a possible boost in self-esteem 

and self-efficacy but may have lowered students’ likelihood of internalizing racist 

stereotypes. This experience aligns with Bandura’s (1994) work which found that a 

person’s self-efficacy is impacted by such positive reinforcement. Furthermore, 

according to Bandura, this change in self-efficacy could significantly impact their 

academic performance over skill and ability. 

Beyond Academic Support. The students in this study also spoke of staff being 

available and more responsive to other things beyond their academics. For example, one 

helped a student realize how he was perceived (as angry) by others and helped others 

understand him beyond the initial impression. Another act of going beyond academic 

support was demonstrated by providing another student with an opportunity to take a nap 

and go back to class. Staff also were responsive in helping students control their emotions 

and sometimes helped the student process difficulties in their homes.  

Response to Conflict. The students in the study talked about peer conflict and 

bullying and how they received adequate and inadequate support depending on the school 

and individual staff members. LT, for example, named his first-grade teacher, who often 

supported him by addressing the bullying immediately. He added that even if it happened 

again, she responded. This quick response was mentioned by multiple students in their 
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setting-four high school, where the staff immediately separated the students and got to the 

root of the situation.  

On the other hand, CJ and LT shared that they were subjected to staff who 

demonstrated bias in responding without understanding events, resulting in the students 

of color receiving inequitable, more grievous responses. The outcome and process 

impacted how others saw them and how they saw themselves. For example, CJ shared:  

Every time we went around with family or some of our friends, I was reminded of 

it. I didn't feel cool for that because I felt like that's all I was constantly reminded 

of and seen as was damn, this is a kid out here starting off his life with a criminal 

record. Yeah, I didn't feel like I wanted to be seen as that. For me it worried me 

alive and made me anxious of like my every move.  

The Caton (2012) study supports this evidence, noting inequitable disciplinary practices 

where Black males received a more severe consequence. Findings in the Wynne et al. 

(2013) study support these ideas, with parents’ beliefs that school was a contributor to 

unsuccessful outcomes due to a negative environment and a lack of support. 

In the current study, the students stated that they require responsive educators 

who provided encouragement and responded to both needs beyond the classroom and to 

conflict. The staff played a critical role in supporting the students and meeting their 

individual needs. By meeting their individual needs, it may help the students build a 

better sense of self and improve their academic, social, emotional, and behavioral skills.  

I Independently Need to Cope 

The students in this study described how they were forced to cope independently 
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when faced with restrictive and harmful school environments, racism, ineffective 

practices and systems, and their SEL needs. These students all demonstrated aggressive 

behavior yet found their way to persist through their educational journeys.  

Aggressive Behavior. Each student coped by engaging in self-harm, damaging 

property, or physical violence—fighting with other students. Students described their 

reasons for fighting as responding to other students who started it, recurrent bullying, a 

lack of staff support, and anger. Similarly, Crowther et al. (2019) found that students may 

fight because they need to protect themselves, be accepted by others, and contest 

victimizing. They added that fighting could become part of a student’s identity and may 

not be easily changed.  

Persist. Each student in this study shared that they had progressed beyond 

fighting and physical violence. Throughout their education journey, however, they had to 

persist through significant challenges. The continuous bullying, locked doors, 

suspensions, restraints, and racist practices took a toll on the students. Peguero and Bracy 

(2014) investigated factors that lead to students dropping out. They found school 

discipline (such as suspensions), perceived unfairness of rules and discipline practices, 

and increased school security were all associated with a higher likelihood of students 

dropping out. The students in this study, however, did not drop out; they persevered and 

were forced to find their way to cope. This individual burden may play a part in why 

Sacks and Kern (2008) found that the quality of life for students diagnosed with EBD 

was significantly lower than that of their peers.  

In the current study, the students coped by leaving class early, walking the halls, 
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and making jokes. LT was forced to find new ways to cope after staff restricted his ability 

to roam the halls and stopped allowing him to shake his legs or fidget in his classroom. 

While KP noted that staff provided him with a fidget or showed him how to take a deep 

breath, he largely credited himself with teaching himself and altering his mindset to focus 

and remain calm, including using marijuana. AJ started journaling and talking out his 

feelings to cope with his anger. Ultimately, all the students found that they needed to act 

a certain way. As Black males, the school and world were not built for them. They 

needed to continue to find ways to help them survive.  

As Baumeister (1998) exclaimed, the self exerts control over itself and its 

environment by taking action based on motivation. This exertion seems to have occurred 

for the students in this study, reaching for their dreams. They dreamt of becoming an auto 

mechanic, a difference maker, free, and accomplishing “crazy” and “wild things.” 

The students in this study needed to cope independently through their education 

journey. They persisted, and although at times they fought, they matured and found their 

way to navigate their school experience as Black men diagnosed with EBD in a world 

that was not made for them to succeed.  

Alignment to Conceptual Framework 

 This study's conceptual framework was built on the students sharing their 

counterstories. These counterstories illuminated how the students were impacted by the 

intersection of race, gender, and ableness. At the core of the conceptual framework for 

this study is critical race theory (CRT). According to Ladson-Billings (1998), CRT 

identifies the systematic way that people of color are oppressed and exploited in every 
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area of American life to maintain White supremacy and privilege. The two CRT tenets 

focused on in this study were counter-storytelling and intersectionality.  

Counter-Storytelling 

  The CRT tenet named counter-storytelling provides a platform and amplifies 

the voice of the marginalized (Caton, 2012). The marginalization of people on the basis 

of race began in the 1400s when the color of a person’s skin started to be utilized as a 

weapon to name one group of people as less than another. These people of color were 

forced into a life of servitude (Zurara et al., 1896). Since then, Black males in the United 

States have been subjected to slavery, Jim Crow laws, inequitable schooling, and inferior 

social systems. Black males are depicted as violent (Hays et al., 2010), unintelligent, and 

subhuman (White & Cones, 1999). These stereotypes persist today as Black male middle 

school students from Hacket et al. (2018) shared that when you see a Black man, you see 

someone who is unsuccessful, quick-tempered, and someone who fights. The students 

from this study may or may not have internalized these messages, but they have been 

impacted by structural racism. From the current study, LT expressed his understanding of 

the construct of race and its impact when he stated, “I'm a man of color. . . . The world is  

 not built for me.” The participants of this study wrote their own stories by living their 

lives. They navigated a world burdened with racism yet pursued their own lofty goals. 

Sharing it in this work provided their account to produce their counterstory—a different 

story that reflects their truth. AJ shared his story through his case as he gained control of 

his anger through the use of journaling and KP in making progress toward achieving his 

freedom. Also, CJ persisted through significant challenges to be part of the student 
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council and graduate high school, and LT continued to take steps toward his goal of being 

an auto mechanic. Through sharing their truth and their stories, these students revealed 

their resilience, care, humanity, and incredible growth. 

Intersectionality 

The students in this multi-case study were subjected to the intersection of race, 

gender, and ableness. Crenshaw (1989) identified the combination of race and gender as 

something that intersects to compound disenfranchisement. To further understand the 

impact of intersectionality, this study also examines disability as an added form of 

oppression that complicated the lives of these Black male students. From previous 

research, students with EBD are twice as likely to be suspended than their grade-level 

peers. Similarly, Black students are 1.5 times more likely, and males are 1.2 times more 

likely to be suspended (Anyon et al., 2014).  

Collectively, the three oppressive elements in the students’ lives in this study—

being Black, male, and diagnosed as EBD—could have been responsible for an even 

higher rate of suspension than all three would experience individually, producing a 

different outcome than the individual identities. Like suspension, the intersecting 

oppression between the three variables may further alienate this group of students in 

areas discussed earlier in the literature review, including praise/reprimand ratios (Downs 

et al., 2018), referral rates (Anyon et al., 2014), and graduation rates (McFarland et al., 

2018). 

Alignment to Current Study 

Through the remainder of this discussion, major takeaways will be discussed by 
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utilizing the lens of the conceptual framework. The existence of racism produced unique 

lived experiences for the students. Each student’s self-concept was affected, in part, by 

their educational experiences and the intersection of race, gender, and ableness. The 

opportunity to hear from these students through their counterstories provided a distinctive 

firsthand account of their lived experiences and self-concept.  

Restrictive Practices. KP articulated, “I don’t understand why a school would 

have a jail cell.” By listening to the students and hearing their counterstories, staff can 

look beyond norms and rethink the premise of restrictive practices. Even though KP later 

shared a more holistic understanding of why this disciplinary action existed at his school, 

the question is fair. The mere existence of a room used to isolate these students is cause 

for concern. At a minimum, there are less restrictive practices that can better support a 

child's humanity. Restrictive practices caused harm to this group of students and appeared 

to affect how they saw themselves. 

Racism. An additional element integrated into each of the themes was being 

subjected to racism. LT, AJ, and JC referred to staff who treated them differently due to 

the color of their skin. LT and JC saw a difference in responses to incidents and 

consequences between them and their white peers. AJ recognized a particular educator as 

racist after conversing with his mother. Inhumane and discriminatory treatment as 

described by three of the students brought to light the racist practices they felt they 

experienced and how it may have impacted them. Black males are especially at risk for 

negative development of self because of intersecting obstacles (Sullivan & Esmail, 2012). 

LT and JC both had to navigate the feeling of being targeted as a criminal, and AJ felt 
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labeled as a bad person even though he was behaving well.  

 JC reflected on an incident in the classroom where he was unsupported and felt 

unfairly arrested and charged. He said that when he was around family or friends, he was 

reminded and felt seen as a kid with a record. In thinking about it years later, he stated, “I 

can't always do everything about something. There's certain things where you just have to 

live with that understanding that, man, at this point in my life, I was really screwed over. 

I know it was messed up. It is what it is.”  

 Institutional racism also played a role in the students' lived experiences. 

Schools produce inequitable outcomes. Students in this study had different lived 

experiences that may have resulted in a higher likelihood of being diagnosed with EBD in 

the first place, being closely watched over, suspended disproportionately, physically 

restrained, and sent to a locked room or JDC at a disproportionately higher rate. The staff 

within their schools reinforced these racial inequalities. 

Persist and Overcome. Through the counterstories, the students shared assets 

that helped them persist and overcome. At times, they coped independently. They 

persisted by finding ways to cope and overcome restrictive practices and hostile school 

climates where the students were bullied. The students also shared the benefit of having 

responsive staff who built deep relationships with them. The responsive staff stepped in 

in a timely matter to support the students by isolating their biases and creating a space 

where the students could succeed. The deep relationships allowed them to learn from 

someone they could trust. These staff members built deeper relationships with the 

students that went beyond the classroom.  
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Conclusion 

Because of the prevalence of racism and the intersection of race, gender, and 

ableness, students in this case study had a unique and troubling educational experience. 

The students' counterstories illuminated that they were treated inhumanely. They 

benefited from responsive support and invested staff who built individual connections. 

Concurrently, they learned how to cope independently. 

Implications for Practice 

 This study revealed experiences and practices that hindered and benefitted 

Black males diagnosed with EBD. Such findings show a need for the continued evolution 

of how schools operate and how educators practice.  

Training and Educator Practices 

This study has found that this sample of Black males diagnosed with EBD go 

through significant negative experiences. Combined with previous research, it is clear 

that this population in particular, are subjected to racist practices that have resulted in 

adverse outcomes such as suspension, more significant consequences, and lower 

graduation rates. Because of this, it is evident that further training on anti-racist practices, 

identifying one’s biases, and research like Yvette Jackson’s research (2011) on all 

children being gifted must be a priority for all (teachers, ESPs, office staff, SROs, and 

administration) in our school systems. Training in best practices to support all students, 

especially Black males with EBD, must be enacted, practiced, monitored, and maintained 

systematically.  
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Relationships 

 Deep relationships between students and staff were identified as critical by 

students in this study. These understandings match findings from previous research. All 

staff who work with Black males diagnosed with EBD have a responsibility to serve 

students, starting with a deep relationship grounded in belief, care, and understanding of 

the student beyond that of the classroom setting.  

Responsiveness to Students and Fostering a Positive Learning Environment 

 One school, a setting-four high school in the study, was highlighted by its 

remarkable capacity to maintain a positive learning environment and staff able to respond 

quickly, effectively, and thoroughly to peer conflict. This responsiveness should be the 

goal of all academic institutions. Mainstream schools with restrictive settings should 

revise practices and do everything in their power to build a more positive learning 

environment for all students. Staff, including teachers, ESPs, SROs and administration, 

play critical roles in creating such an environment and being responsive to student needs. 

Staff need to be responsive to students’ needs. If there is a peer conflict, bullying, or even 

if a student is tired, schools have an obligation to respond in a timely and thorough 

fashion to provide students with a safe, nurturing environment that meets their basic 

needs.  

Imprisonment and Freedom 

 This sample of Black males diagnosed with EBD experienced significant 

restrictive practices that limited their freedom and impacted their self-concept and ability 

to succeed. School systems must look closer at practices that are unnecessary or 
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overaggressive. Some of these practices could include practices of placing students in 

locked rooms, placing students in holds, having SROs and police on school grounds, and 

school removals, suspensions, and expulsions. Policies associated with these practices 

must be scrutinized, reviewed, and revised. Practices thereafter need to be monitored, and 

staff held accountable for such practices. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

While this research provides a starting point for understanding the lived 

experiences of Black males diagnosed with EBD and the impact of such experiences on 

their self-concept, more research is necessary. This study included the stories of four 

students who provided a detailed account of their experiences. Future research needs to 

seek a larger sample size, measure self-concept beyond interview data, provide data on 

the intersection of race, gender, and ableness, and provide further counterstories of 

marginalized people.  

Sample size 

A larger sample may reveal additional perceptions and experiences to more fully 

understand how schooling impacts this population.  

Measure Self-Concept 

Concurrently, in this multi-case study, self-concept was investigated purely 

through interviews. Utilizing a self-concept scale for additional data could support a more 

extensive understanding of the self-concept of Black male students diagnosed with EBD. 

Data 

Additionally, there is a lack of data on the intersection of race, gender, and 
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disability. The data associated with the intersection is critical to more fully understand the 

outcomes for these students. Currently, most data only reflects gender or race, or a 

disability diagnosis. Some studies detail data in terms of the intersection of race and 

gender. What are the graduation rates, suspension rates, and test scores for Black males 

diagnosed with EBD? How does that compare to other populations? In addition, what 

percentage of students are Black and male diagnosed with EBD, and what percentage of 

students in each setting are Black males diagnosed with EBD? What percentage are 

female? 

Counterstories 

Lastly, more studies that collect and examine the counterstories of the youth and 

marginalized communities throughout our educational system are needed. The outcomes 

and intricacies of institutional, systematic racism must be further understood, specifically 

in education. These populations need to be heard for such understandings to come to 

fruition.  
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APPENDIX A 

Formal Invitation 

We need to hear from you.  We need your perspective.  You have ideas we have 
yet to realize. How has your educational experience impacted you?  How could it 

be better?  What do we need to know? 
 
 
Dear student: 
 
This is an invitation to take part in a study and provide needed information on your 
educational journey as a Black, male students with emotional or behavioral needs.  I 
appreciate this opportunity to invite you to participate in my study, which I am conducting 
as a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational Leadership at Minnesota State 
University, Mankato. This study is being completed alongside my faculty advisor, Dr. 
Melissa Krull.  
 
Your voice, experience, and insight need to be heard in educational research. It is my goal 
to improve educational experiences and outcomes for all.  This study is about amplifying 
your voice.   
 
In agreeing to participate, you will take part in interviews.  You will share your perceptions 
of how systems, people, and practices impacted your educational journey.   
 
I greatly appreciate your time and interest. If you would like to participate, you and your 
parent need to review and sign the attached informed assent form and consent form and 
email/mail it to James Menke. If you have any questions about what is involved, please 
email (james.menke@mnsu.edu) or call me at 952-807-7538. Thank you very much for 
your consideration. 
 
 
 
Sincerely,  

James Menke 

 

Minnesota State University, Mankato 
Doctoral Candidate  
 

(MNSU IRBNet ID Number: 1649322) 
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Your child’s perspective is needed.  How has their educational experience 
impacted them?  How could it be better?  What do we need to know? 

 
 
Dear parent/guardian: 
 
This is an invitation for your child to take part in a study and provide needed information 
on their educational journey as a Black male students with emotional or behavioral needs. 
I appreciate this opportunity to invite them to participate in my study, which I am 
conducting as a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational Leadership at 
Minnesota State University, Mankato. This study is being completed alongside my faculty 
advisor, Dr. Melissa Krull.  
 
Your child’s voice, experience, and insight need to be heard in educational research. It is 
my goal to improve educational experiences and outcomes for all.  This study is about 
amplifying your child’s voice.   
 
In consenting for your child to participate and your child agreeing to do so, your child will 
take part in interviews.  Your child will share their perceptions of how systems, people, 
and practices impacted their educational journey.  
 
I greatly appreciate your and your child’s time and interest. If your child would like to 
participate and you consent, please review and sign the attached informed assent form and 
consent form and email/mail it to James Menke. If you have any questions about what is 
involved, please email (james.menke@mnsu.edu) or call me at 952-807-7538. Thank you 
very much for your consideration. 
 
 
 
Sincerely,  

 

 

James Menke 

 

Minnesota State University, Mankato 
Doctoral Candidate  
 

(MNSU IRBNet ID Number: 1649322) 
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APPENDIX B 

Consent Form 

Title and Purpose of Study 

The lived experiences of Black male students with emotional or behavioral needs: A qualitative study on 
self-concept 

Your child is being asked to take part in a research project that will help adults understand what school is 
like for them.  Your child will be asked to answer questions about their school experience and how it has 
impacted their self-concept. In all, they are being asked to participate in two 45-minute interviews during 
the school day.  Their answers will be audio recorded to make sure that we do not miss any of their ideas. If 
they decide that they do not want to finish all the questions or no longer wish to participate, they can stop at 
any time without penalty.  

If you or your child would like more information, please reach out to James Menke via email at 
James.Menke@mnsu.edu or phone 952-807-7538. If they are willing to participate and you consent, please 
submit this parental/guardian consent and a signed assent form to the district administrator who will 
forward it to James Menke.  

Investigator/Researcher and Contact Information: 

If you have questions about this study, contact the researcher, James Menke, at 952-807-7538 or 
james.menke@mnsu.edu. You may also contact the principal investigator, Dr. Melissa Krull, at 952-818-
8864 or melissa.krull@mnsu.edu. If you have questions about participants’ rights and for research-related 
injuries, please contact the Minnesota State University Institutional Review Board at (507) 389-1242 or 
irb@mnsu.edu.  
 
Study Procedures 
 
Each participant (your child) will take part in an initial 45-minute interview. The interviews will take place 
at school at a time that works for your child.  After the initial interviews, a follow up 45-minute interview 
will take place during the school day.  The purpose of the follow up interviews is to affirm, revise, and add 
to the content gathered during the initial interviews.  At any time, your child may choose to leave the study 
or not to participate/answer a question. Your child may leave before the start of interviews, during 
interviews, or after they have finished taking part in interviews. 

Initial here to indicate you have read this page: _________ 

Melissa Krull,  
Principal investigator 
Department of Educational Leadership 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 
7700 France Avenue So., 5th floor 
Edina, MN 55435 
melissa.krull@mnsu.edu  
952-818-8864 
 

James Menke,  
Student Investigator/Researcher 
Ed.D. Candidate 
Department of Educational Leadership 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 7700 
France Avenue So., 5th floor 
Edina, MN 55435 
james.menke@mnsu.edu  
(952-807-7538) 
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What should you know about this research study? 

·         Whether or not your child takes part is up to you and your child. 
·         You and your child can choose not to take part. 
·         You and your child can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
·         Your decision will not be held against you or your child 
·         You and your child can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Confidentiality: 

Every effort will be made to keep the content gathered from the interviews confidential. 

· The researcher will assign code names/numbers for participants to be used on all research notes and 
documents.  

· The researchers will keep notes, audio recording, interview transcriptions, and any other identifying 
participant information in a locked file in the researcher’s possession. 

· After the researcher completes the study, the materials will remain in possession of the principal 
investigator to write about the study.  All such content will be deleted no later than July 2024 

Risks and benefits of being in this study 

We anticipate minimal social or emotional risk in this study. We define minimal risk as harm, not beyond 
what is encountered in everyday life. However, should any form of stress or discomfort emerge, your child 
may take a break or discontinue at any time.  The process of sharing their perspective will provide them 
with the opportunity to give voice to the thoughts and feelings they have experienced. 

Voluntary participation 

Your child’s participation in this study is voluntary. If they decide to take part in this study and both the 
assent and consent forms are signed, your child is still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a 
reason by contacting the principal or student investigator. Their decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your or their relationship with Minnesota State University, Mankato, and refusal to participate 
will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. 
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If you or your child would like more information, please reach out to James Menke via email at 
James.Menke@mnsu.edu or phone 952-807-7538. If they are willing to participate and you consent, please 
submit this parental/guardian consent and a signed assent form to the district administrator who will 
forward it to James Menke. 

  

Student’s Name _____________________________________ 

Guardian’s Name _____________________________________ 

 

 
__________________________________________         _________________ 
Guardian Signature                                                                 Date 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

A copy of the assent/consent form may be obtained by contacting James Menke via 952-807-7538 or 
james.menke@mnsu.edu. 

(MNSU IRBNet ID Number: 1649322) 
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APPENDIX C 

Assent Form 

Title and Purpose of Study 

The lived experiences of Black male students with emotional or behavioral needs: A qualitative study on 
self-concept 

You are being asked to take part in a research project that will help adults understand what school is like 
for you.  You will be asked to answer questions about your school experience and how it has impacted your 
self-concept. You are being asked to participate in 2 interviews lasting 1.5 hours.   Your answers will be 
audio recorded to make sure that we do not miss any of your ideas. If you decide that you do not want to 
finish all of the questions or no longer wish to participate, you can stop at any time without penalty. The 
questions are not a test, and there are no wrong answers. 

If you would like more information, please reach out to James Menke via email at 
James.Menke@mnsu.edu or phone at 952-807-7538. If you are willing to participate, please submit a 
parental/guardian consent and this signed assent form to the district administrator who will forward it to 
James Menke.  

Investigator/Researcher and Contact Information: If you have questions about this study, contact the 
researcher, James Menke, at 952-807-7538 or james.menke@mnsu.edu. You may also contact the principal 
investigator, Dr. Melissa Krull, at 952-818-8864 or melissa.krull@mnsu.edu. If you have questions about 
participants’ rights and for research-related injuries, please contact the Minnesota State University 
Institutional Review Board at (507) 389-1242 or irb@mnsu.edu.  

Study Procedures 

Each participant (you) will take part in an initial 60-minute interview. The interview will take place at 
school at a time that works for you and other students.  After the initial interview, a 30 minute follow up 
interview will be scheduled and take place at a time that works for you.  The purpose of the follow up 
interview is to affirm, revise, and add to the content gathered during the initial interviews.  At any time, you 
may choose to leave the study or not to participate/answer a question. You may leave before the start of 
interviews, during interviews, or after you have finished taking part in interviews. 

Initial here to indicate you have read this page: ________ 

    

Melissa Krull,  
Principal investigator 
Department of Educational 
Leadership 
Minnesota State University, 
Mankato 7700 France Avenue 
So., 5th floor 
Edina, MN 55435 

  
 

 

James Menke,  
Student Investigator/Researcher 
Ed.D. Candidate 
Department of Educational Leadership 
Minnesota State University, Mankato 
7700 France Avenue So., 5th floor 
Edina, MN 55435 
james.menke@mnsu.edu  
(952-807-7538) 
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What should you know about this research study? 

·         Whether or not you take part is up to you and your parent/guardian. 
·         You can choose not to take part. 
·         You can agree to take part and later change your mind. 
·         Your decision will not be held against you. 
·         You can ask all the questions you want before you decide. 

Confidentiality: 

Every effort will be made to keep the content gathered from the interviews confidential. 

· The interviews will take place in a private location in the school building 
· Students are asked to keep participation and others participation confidential.  
· The researcher will assign code names/numbers for participants to be used on all research notes and 

documents 
· The researchers will keep notes, audio recording, interview transcriptions, and any other identifying 

participant information in a locked file in the researcher’s possession 
· After the researcher completes the study, the materials will remain in possession of the principal 

investigator to write about the study.  All such content will be deleted no later than July 2024 

Risks and benefits of being in this study 

We anticipate minimal social or emotional risk in this study. We define minimal risk as harm, not beyond 
what is encountered in everyday life. However, should any form of stress or discomfort emerge, you may 
take a break or discontinue at any time.  The process of sharing your perspective will provide you with the 
opportunity to give voice to the thoughts and feelings you experienced. 

Voluntary participation 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to take part in this study and sign this assent 
form, you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason by contacting the principal or 
student investigator. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your relationship with 
Minnesota State University, Mankato, and refusal to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits. 

  

  

Initial here to indicate you have read this page: _________ 
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If you would like more information, please reach out to James Menke via email James.Menke@mnsu.edu 
or phone at 952-807-7538. If you are willing to participate, please submit a parental/guardian consent and 
this signed assent form to the district administrator who will forward it to James Menke. 

  

Student’s Name _____________________________________ 

 
__________________________________________         _________________ 
Student Signature                                                                 Date 

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

A copy of the assent/consent form may be obtained by contacting James Menke via 952-
807-7538 or james.menke@mnsu.edu. 

(MNSU IRBNet ID Number: 1649322) 

 


