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Research Problem

The purpose of this study is to explore ways in which two special education pre-k teachers, in a mid southern urban town, use intervention strategies in their classroom to address issues related to behavior disorders.  Two research questions addressed in this study include: 1. What are the experiences of two special education pre-k teachers who deal with students with behavior disorders? 2. In what ways do special education pre-k teachers make decisions about appropriate intervention strategies?  

Rationale

Behavior management is a very important issue in education today.  One of the classroom teacher’s most important jobs is managing the classroom effectively (Marzano, 2003). Meadows, Melloy, and Yell (1996) stated that in the classroom, a premium is placed on a teacher’s classroom management skills and knowledge. According to them, how teachers manage classrooms and student behavior is a key to how much productive learning occurs, and how teachers prevent misbehavior is as important as how they react to problems when they occur. Therefore, in order to have more productive classrooms with good learning environments, teachers need to find ways to prevent misbehavior in the classroom.   

Based on my experience as a special education pre-k teacher, I have found that misbehavior is a big problem in special education pre-k classrooms. This is especially true for students with behavior disorders. For example, as noted by Keith (2006), many special education classrooms today consist of students who have a range of disabilities, including physical disabilities, learning disabilities, conduct disorders, emotional disorders, and behavior disorders. It is also noted that many of the various disabilities and disorders that the exceptional/special needs students have are also linked with behavior problems. For example, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is one of the disorders linked with behavior disorders or conduct disorders. Other disabilities and disorders frequently linked with behavior disorders include autism, anxiety, and mood disorders (Keith, 2006).


In my classroom, some of the major behavior disorders that my students have include Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and autism. In my experience, I have found that my students with these types of disorders often display serious behavior problems.  For example, my students with ADD, ADHD, and autism have very short attention spans and are very easily distracted.  Often these students become distracted during lessons, especially when they are asked to do something that they do not want to do.  They sometimes act out and can become very aggressive.  When this happens, it can be very disruptive to the classroom and affect the learning of the other students. 

Based on my experience as a special education pre-k teacher, I have found that special needs pre-k students with behavior disorders learn better in productive learning environments with few classroom disruptions. In order to achieve this type of class environment, special education pre-k teachers need to find ways to improve inappropriate behavior of students with behavior disorders. Therefore, it is very important that researchers continue to try and find interventions strategies that will effectively help to improve the behavior of young special needs students with behavior disorders. As a result of this study, I hope to be able to find effective intervention strategies that special education pre-k teachers (including myself) can use in the classroom to help improve inappropriate behavior of special needs pre-k students with behavior disorders. This will not only help to improve the teachers’ behavior management skills, but also their classroom management skills. For example, these teachers will be able to spend less time on correcting inappropriate behavior in the classroom and more time on teaching, which in the long run will help students to learn better.

Subjectivities

I am currently a fourth year special education teacher in a CDC (Child Development Center) pre-k classroom.  Based on my experience as a special education teacher, I have found that working with exceptional children is very rewarding; however, it can also be very tiring at times.  For example, I face behavior problems on a daily basis in my classroom.  Sometimes it is quite a chore trying to keep the students motivated to stay on task and to behave appropriately during our lessons.  Many days, more time is spent on addressing behavior issues than on teaching. 

  
My classroom consists of special needs pre-k students from diverse socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds, as well as with diverse ability levels.  The students have a range of disabilities including speech impairment, learning disabilities, hearing impairment, and social-emotional disorders; however, all of them also have some type of behavioral disorder.  Most of the students are between the ages of three and four.  They are very active children and their attention spans are very short.  It is sometimes very hard to keep them on task; therefore, I usually have to plan lessons that are very short, motivating, and fun.  However, even with these types of lessons, I still have disruptive behavior problems with some of the students during the lessons. For example, sometimes during lessons a student will get up and go over to the play area and pick up a toy and start to play with it.  When this happens, the child will have to be redirected back into the appropriate behavior that is expected.  The child often throws a fit because he is not able to do what he wants to do.  It is very time-consuming to get the child back on track, and it is also very disruptive to the learning of the rest of the students.

In my classroom, I have also found that when students throw fits it can sometimes cause a chain reaction of disruptive behavior among the other students.  For example, I have a student in my classroom who is autistic and he is very sensitive to noise.  Whenever one of the other students cries or causes a loud disturbance, he screams and holds his ears.  When he does this, it sometimes frightens some of the other students and they begin to cry also.  It then takes a while to get the class quieted down so that we can continue with the lesson.

There are also times in my classroom when one of the students demonstrates very aggressive behavior towards one of the other students, my classroom assistant, or myself.  For example, there is a little girl in my classroom who will hit other people if she does not get her way.  Whenever one of the other students has something that she wants she will snatch it from them.  If the other students refuse to give it to her, she will push them or hit them.  There have also been times when she has even hit or pushed my assistant or me.  She also loves attention, and when she does not get the attention that she wants she acts out.  One time during a lesson, she wanted to answer a question that another student was answering.  When she was told to wait her turn, she threw a fit.  She started screaming and when that did not work she got up and ran into the wall.  This upset me very much because I was afraid that she would hurt herself.      

I believe that some of the behavior problems that we have in our classroom can also be a result of the students not being disciplined at home.  I believe in strong collaboration between parents and teachers in the discipline of students.  There have been times when I have discussed a child’s behavior problems with the parents and have been told that the child has bad behavior problems even at home.  When I ask them what type of discipline strategies they use to motivate them to act appropriately, they say that they really do not have any.  On the other hand, there have been times when parents have told me that their child acts really terrible at home, and at school we do not have any behavior problem with them at all.  Again, I believe this stems from the fact that the child is not being disciplined at home.  Discipline needs to be consistent at home and at school in order for it to work.


In order to have effective classroom management in my classroom, I plan to implement a more positive behavior management plan that will motivate my students to behave appropriately in the classroom.  I will collaborate with a special education pre-k colleague at my school, as well as one from another school in order to develop strategies that will help to improve the behavior of the students in my classroom.  I believe that by implementing a behavior management plan with effective behavior interventions, I will be able to lessen the distractions and keep the students motivated during lessons and other activities throughout the day.  

As an educator, I believe that all students can learn, and I want to make sure that my students have the best possible opportunity to do so in my classroom.  Therefore, I want to make sure that my classroom provides an educational environment that is efficient, safe, and motivating.  Hopefully, this research study will allow me to research and implement strategies to encourage and motivate more positive behavior among the special needs pre-k students in my classroom.  
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