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ABSTRACT 

Adolescents at this age seriously contemplate who they are, who their friends are, and with whom 

they belong. The purpose of this qualitative research study was to explore the characteristics of 

classroom membership as perceived by middle school students themselves and for their classmates 

with severe disabilities. Two inclusive middle schools were selected which consisted of 6th, 7th, 

and 8th grade levels. A total of fifty-one middle school students participated in the main study, of 

whom four students had severe disabilities. Seven focus group discussions and 16 individual 

interviews were conducted to obtain a fuller understanding of students' descriptions of perceptions 

on classroom membership for students with and without severe disabilities. Videotaped recordings 

were made in the inclusive classrooms such as science, math, art, and drama. Interview data 

analysis was conducted following the coding procedures such as the constant comparative method 

used in qualitative research. Videotaped observation notes were analyzed to confirm findings 

obtained from the interviews. In goieral, findings showed that middle school students perceived 

that having friends in class, peer interactions, actively participating in the class activities, and 

obtaining good grades indicated a student was a member of the class. Students perceived that 

teachers made them feel like members when the teachers respected them, treated them equally, had 

no favorites, appreciated students' work, and called on everybody to partidpate in the class. 

Students associated class activities with classroom membership. They felt part of the class when 

class work was flm, active, interesting, and meaningful. Studaits perceived similar indicators of 

membership for their classmates with severe disabilities. In conclusion, findings provided 

implications for teachers to facilitate membership and a sense of belonging for middle school 

students with and without disabilities in their inclusive classrooms. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The way we are, we are members of each other. All of us. Everything. The 
difference ain't in who is a member and who is not, but in who knows it and who 
don't. Burley Coulter (Wendell Berry, The Wild Birds, p. 136) 

Regulations in Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children 

Act (EAHCA) of 1975, mandated that students with disabilities receive a free and 

appropriate education in the least restrictive environment. The EAHCA. reauthorized as 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education .'\ct (IDEA) of 1990. required each State to 

assure that; 

... to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, including 
children in public and private institutions or other care facilities, are educated 
with other children who are not disabled, and that separate classes, separate 
schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular 
education environment occurs only when the nature or severity of the disability 
is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and 
services cannot be achieved satisfactorily...(20 U.S. Code sec. 1412 [5]) 

This federal regulation implies that a student with disabilities should not be 

removed from a general education setting unless documented evidence shows 

that the student cannot benefit from learning in this setting with the appropriate 

supportive services. The principle of normalization supports this notion of equal 

opportunities for all and a right to a quality of life, irrespective of a person's 

disability (Niije, 1969; & Wolfensberger, 1972). Continued efforts from parents, 

professional advocates and legislative mandates have helped to shift the focus 

from traditional educational practices, such as segregated schooling or special 
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placements in separate classrooms^ to increased social participation and 

integration of people with disabilities into the community (Biklen, 1982). 

Inclusive education embraces the philosophy that all children, including 

those with the most severe disabilities, have the right to be educated in their 

neighborhood public schools or school of choice with age appropriate peers in 

typical classrooms. Full inclusion can be defined as a provision of special 

educational service in which students with severe disabilities are full-time 

members of the class they would be in if not disabled, and where they would 

receive the necessary individualized support services to learn functional skills 

(Brown et al., 1983, 1989a, 1989b; Gartner & Lipsky, 1987; Giangreco & 

Putnam, 1991; Lipsky & Gartner, 1992; Stainback, Stainback, & Forest, 1989). 

Others describe fiill inclusion as a "sense of belonging," of "friendship 

and belonging" and as "class membership" (Jorgensen, 1992; Rivers, 1993; 

Schnorr, 1990). All these terms described by the authors share a common theme; 

one of being part of the class, a member of the class, and belonging in a 

classroom that includes diverse learners. Although these authors state that being 

full time in a classroom with nondisabled peers of the same age is central to 

inclusive education, what makes a typical student a member of a class still needs 

to be researched. Since the students are the key players of a classroom, their 

descriptions, perceptions, and meanings of classroom membership would provide 

substantive evidence in understanding the characteristics of classroom 
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membership for all students regardless of disability. This information would be 

significant for educating students with severe disabilities in general educational or 

inclusive settings. 

Recently, increasing attention has been given to the development of social 

networks and feelings of belongingness within the school and community 

(Capper & Pickett, 1994; Salisbury, Gallucci, Palombaro, & Peck, 1995; 

Schnorr, 1991; Stainback, Stainback, & Moravec. 1992; Strully & Strully, 1985). 

Social acceptance and a sense of belonging are important throughout life 

(Maslow, 1962). Unfortunately, only a few studies have specifically explored the 

concept of "belongingness'^ or what it means to "belong" to an inclusive 

classroom from an insiders' point of view. O'Brien & O'Brien (1992) emphasize 

that mere recognition of another person as a member does not "lead to treating 

the other person well." Membership involves people sharing everyday 

experiences at school, and work, and living in the neighborhood alongside with 

persons with severe disabilities, thereby increasing their knowledge that "we are 

all members of each other" (p.25). While it is difficult to directly observe 

"membership" (Billingsley, Gallucci, Peck, Schwartz, & Staub,1996), or to make 

inferences for a student with severe disabilities, it is imperative to examine what 

makes someone a member or not a member of a class and to find out how this 

phenomenon might affect students with severe disabilities. Otherwise, these 

students may be physically present with others, but excluded fi-om a true sense of 



belonging. Nisbet (1992) noted that members benefit from opportunities to build 

significant relationships, and those who are not members are '^at risk for 

loneliness, isolation and powerlessness" (p. 18 ). 

In the past few years, the field's attention has been directed toward the 

influence of social relationships on educational outcomes for students with severe 

disabilities. Newton & Homer (1993) synthesized research studies on social 

interactions of adults with moderate to severe disabilities and reported that they 

are lonely, have a limited number of fnends, have only brief interactions with 

persons other than family members, and spend most of the time with their paid 

staff than with their peers. Nisbet (1992) stated that one characteristic of what is 

known as "quality of life" depends on whether persons with severe disabilities are 

recognized as members of social networks in the community. Also, having social 

relationships, fnendships, and a sense of belonging are indicators of quality of life 

(Eichinger & Downing, 1992., Staub et al., 1994., & Peck et al., 1994). 

Therefore, persons who are interested in building an inclusive community need 

to consider the dynamics of membership roles and to provide the resources to 

facilitate membership for persons with severe disabilities. Strully & Strully (1989) 

stated that one of the goals of teachers and parents of students with disabilities is 

to develop practices that would enhance the membership of these students as 

valued participants in their school communities. 



Early adolescence is the developmental period when students contemplate 

who they are, who their friends are, and with whom they belong. One aspect of 

the social context in education is students' sense of belonging or membership in 

the school or classroom. The extents to which a student feels accepted. 

respected, included, and supported by others in the school are critical aspects of 

belonging (Goodenow, 1993a). According to Weiner (1990), belonging may be a 

key influence on motivation and school membership, yet little research has been 

conducted on this topic, and few measures of the construct exist (Finn, 1989). 

Purpose and Significance of the Studv 

While studies related to outcomes of full inclusion, fnendships, social 

relationships, social competence have been studied, membership per se has not 

been carefully analyzed or studied for students with or without severe disabilities. 

Yet, the outcome of membership received the highest "unportance" ratings from 

parents and social validation studies of the outcome framework (membership, 

skills, and relationships) conceptualized by Billingsley et al (1996). While a few 

studies have addressed school membership for students without disabilities 

(Gallagher, 1996; Goodenow, 1993a, 1993b; Wehlage, 1989), the concept of 

classroom membership for students with disabilities has been underaddressed. 

Although membership and belongingness are cited as a critical outcome of 

inclusive education, little empirical research exists with regard to what 



membership means to students in the middle schools, in particular to those with 

severe disabilities. 

Despite the 'miportance of "belongingness" in adolescent development 

and education, very little research has directly addressed this issue for students 

with severe disabilities. The sense of belonging and classroom membership at 

middle school age might be quite different from elementary school age students. 

The purpose of this study is to attempt to understand one critical aspect of 

inclusive education: the meaning of classroom membership for all students, 

including students with severe disabilities as created or described by students 

themselves.This research seeks to contribute to a broader understanding of how 

meanings of membership are shaped by experiences of middle school students in 

inclusive classrooms.This exploratory study addresses two major questions. First, 

what does classroom membership mean to students without disabilities in the 

middle schools? Second, are students with severe disabilities perceived by their 

classmates as members of their general education class? 

The findings of this research should idoitiiy characteristics of valued classroom 

membership for students at the middle school level. The results will clarify the perceived 

impoitance of membership by students with and without disabilities. Also, the results will 

provide information to enable teachers to address this important concept of student 

membership in their inclusive classrooms. In general, findings will add documentation on 

achieving classroom membership for students with and without severe disabilities in 

inclusive middle schools. 



Definitions of Terms 

The definition of people with severe disabilities is taken fi-om The Association for 
Persons with Severe Handicaps (TASH) 

Severe disabilities 

These people include individuals of all ages who require extensive ongoing 
support in more than one major life activity in order to participate in integrated 
community settings and to enjoy a quality of life that is available to all citizens 
with fewer or more disabilities. Support may be required for life activities such 
mobility, communication, self-care, and learning as necessary for independent 
living, employment, and self-sufficiency" (Meyer, Peck, & Brown, 1991, p. 19). 

Full inclusion: Education of all students including individuals with disabilities 

with chronologically age-appropriate peers, as fiill time members in general 

education classrooms within their home or neighborhood schools or schools of 

choice with the provision of necessary individualized support services (Stainback 

& Stainback, 1992). 

Inclusive classroom: A general education classroom that has a student with 

disabilities with the necessary supports in the classroom and who participates in 

social and educational activities alongside classmates who do not have disabilities 

(Alper & Ryndak, 1995). 

Membership: The state of being, or status as a member, a distinct part or element of a 

whole, a person belonging to some association, society, community, or party. 

Belong: To have a suitable place, have proper qualities to be, to be part of, be related to 

or connected with, be associated with, be a member of (Webster's New World 

Dictionary, 1982). 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter will review literature on belonging and membership for middle school 

students. The chapter starts with a brief introduction regarding education at the middle 

school level followed by a description of the research relating to the importance of 

membership or a sense of belonging for adolescents without disabilities, education of 

students with disabilities with the emphasis on the education of students with severe 

disabilities, and outcomes of inclusive education. Finally, the literature on membership or 

sense of belonging for students with severe disabilities will be presented. 

Education at the Middle School Level 

During the latter half of the nineteenth century, formal schooling comprised eight 

years of elementary school and four years of secondary school (Gruhn & Douglass, 1956). 

Throughout the past nine decades, psychological, social, cultural, political, and economic 

factors have influenced changes and development in middle school education. In the 

1980s, middle level schools showed programmatic changes and the 6-7-8 grade levels 

became predominantly recognized across the nation, replacing the 7-8-9 grade level 

model. The rationale for such a configuration of grade levels (6-7-8) was to meet the 

needs of adolescents in their puberty phase and implement developmentally responsive 

programs (Epstein & Maclver, 1990). 

The recommended basic features for middle level schooling proposed by Gruhn & 

Douglass in 1947 were "integration, exploration, guidance, differentiation, socialization. 
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and articulatioru" which were established as goals of middle school education. These goals 

were considered to provide adolescents with a variety of learning opportunities in order to 

meet their needs and interests and to succeed in achieving their potential. 

Adolescents are in an exploratory phase of learning where they want to acquire 

content and information that is fimctional and presented in several ways. This 

characteristic of adolescence would appear to have merit for individuals with and without 

disabilities. In addition, a major part of school life at this age involves social and emotional 

interactions. Meeting learners' social needs is a high priority goal at most middle schools 

(Lounsbury & Johnston, 1988). Therefore, middle school environment should support and 

encourage young adolescents as they as continue to discover themselves and understand 

the people and events around them. 

Membership or Sense of Belonging in Adolescents 

"Who am I?" "How do I feel about myself?" "What do others think of me?" 

"Where do I fit?" These are a few important questions that concern adolescents during 

their transitional phase between childhood and adulthood. The process of identity 

determination reaches its pinnacle at adolescence. Grain (1980) wrote, "It is at this time 

that so many inner changes are taking place, and so much in terms of future commitment is 

at stake. At this time, one's earlier identity seems inadequate for all the choices and 

decisions one must make"(p. 156). At this stage, adolescents tend to form cliques or 

belong to groups. Erikson (1968) stated that establishing a sense of collective identity is 
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important for young adolescents and that membership to a group seems to support their 

growth in identity and decision making. 

According to the theory of school membership, bonding or sense of 

membership develops when students are able to make affective, cognitive, and 

behavioral connections to their school. Adolescents have a strong need to feel 

that they belong, to be accepted as they are. and to play active roles in the lives 

of their family, friends, classmates, school, and community. Membership is 

achieved when students are attached, committed, and involved in the activities of 

the school. Such students are likely to develop a sense of social and 

psychological bonding to their school, their teachers and their peers (Newmann, 

Wehlage, & Lambom, 1992; Wehlage, 1989). Therefore, the importance of 

social and psychological bonding cannot be underestimated. 

Maslow's (1962) theory of motivation suggests that until basic sodal 

needs for belonging are met, higher motivations will not be active (e.g., need for 

belonging before desire for knowledge). The five levels of need identified by 

Maslow were physiological, safety/security, belonging/social aflBliation, self-

esteem, and self-actualization. The need for belonging functions as a deficiency 

motive, often preventing the pursuit of other goals until it is met. On a similar 

note, Weiner (1990) stressed that motivational constructs such as belongingness 

must be brought into play when examining school motivation. Despite the 
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psychological importance of belongingness and membership, only a few studies 

have focused on this issue. 

Wiles & Bondi are considered the foremost authorities on middle school 

education. Based upon their research experiences with middle school students. 

Wiles & Bondi (1993) adapted Maslow's hierarchy of needs to the context of 

middle school students' needs. The five levels were self-fulfillment, self-esteem, 

sense of belonging, external expectations, and security. For example, the need for 

security was related to home conditions, classroom and school conditions. The 

need for a sense of belonging was attributed to interpersonal relationships and 

was designated as third in this modified hierarchy of student needs. Wiles and 

Bondi stated that these students' needs are not equal but rather are ordered, 

which assisted teachers to understand student motivation in an analytical fashion. 

Peer relationships have been shown to have great importance in the lives 

of middle school students (Benenson, 1990). Finn (1989) posited an 

"identification-participation" model and suggested that unless students identified 

themselves with their school, felt a sense of belonging, felt welcomed and valued 

by others (i.e., teachers and peers), they were at risk for school failure. In other 

words, young adolescents needed to see themselves as valued members of a 

group that offered mutual support and trusting relationships. The "inclusion, 

acceptance, and approbation of the peer group, and the resulting sense of 

belonging and group identity form the core of social support for adolescents" 



(Gottlieb, 1991, p. 290). Psychologists have stated that peer group membership 

is achieved when the adolescent af51iates with a peer group which may affect the 

adolescent's development and behavior. During early adolescence, peer activities 

often revolve around same-sex cliques and these cliques may merge to form a 

larger group, but interactions between the sexes is limited. By late adolescence, 

large peer groups begin to split to form pairs and opposite-sex relationships gain 

prominence (Steinberg, 1989). 

Cusick's (1973) study of high school students reported that a class is not 

a "undifferentiated mass of students, but a series of dyads, triads, cliques, and 

groups." He noted that students noticed groups that they were part of, while 

teachers viewed students as a larger group. In exploring adolescents' perceptions 

on informal groups in middle schools, Castlebury & Arnold (1988) conducted an 

open discussion to find out student groups that exist in the schools and the 

identifying characteristics of members in those groups. About 35 seventh and 

eighth grade students in an urban middle school participated in the study. 

Students perceived that twelve informal groups existed in their school. Clothes 

and appearance of adolescents were most fi-equently referred to in describing 

members of each of the groups. The other descriptions of the group included 

relationship with parents, emotional states (cooL, depressed), school grades, and 

having positive relationships with teachers. These descriptions are closely related 

to values ranked high by young adolescents in studies by Bondi & Wiles (1979). 



The existence of informal groups suggests avenues for further research. For 

example, how does membership in a group afiect behavior? How do young 

adolescents actually belong to groups? Do groups change over time? Steinberg 

(1989) states that clique or group identities are important not only because they 

are used by adolescents, but also because they become the basis for an 

adolescent's own identity. Therefore, the study of group membership could 

contribute to the understanding of the education of adolescents. 

Adolescents exert both positive and negative influences on each other. 

The influence of fnends and peer groups on students' academic achievement and 

attitudes toward school has been widely noted (Brown, 1990; Steinberg, 

Dombusch, & Brown, 1992). According to Youngs (1992), being with others 

reflects and reinforces one's own human need for warmth, caring and connection. 

Also, peer groups serve as reference groups for adolescents' actions and attitudes 

and collectively influence their judgment. These reference groups set standards 

for acceptable behavior, serve as role models, and become an audience fi"om 

whom recognition is desired (Durbin, Darling, Steinberg, & Brown, 1993). These 

findings reveal that peer influence is an important predictor of school success in 

junior high schools. 

Goodenow (1993a) developed a scale to measure belonging and the 

psychological sense of school membership. The scale was used as a tool in 

conducting research studies that related to social contexts in education and to 



measure individual differences in belonging and alienation. AIso^ the use of the 

scale assisted in the identification of students at risk for school failure. The scale 

included 18 items and all items were paired with a 5 point Likert format: choices 

ranged from not all true (1) and to completely true (5). The content of the items 

included perceptions of self-acceptance, perceptions of peers and teachers, (e.g.̂  

I feel like a real part of the school; sometimes I feel I don't belong here: other 

students here like me the way I am. the teachers respect me). The scale was 

completed by 454 suburban middle school students and 301 urban multi-ethnic 

middle school students. In general, results indicated that grade level and ethnicity 

were not significantly associated with belongingness. Girls scored higher than 

boys in sense of belonging. Being a long time resident in the community (school 

neighborhood) was positively associated with psychological membership for 

suburban students but not for urban students. In addition, Goodenow examined 

the association between school membership and educational outcomes by 

analyzing teachers' ratings on students' level of effort in an English class and the 

scores obtained on the scale. Results revealed that psychological membership was 

weakly associated with measures of effort or behavior as rated by teachers. 

Psychological membership was strongly related to academic achievement as 

measured by class grades. In summary, Goodenow's study on belonging and 

psychological sense of school membership may be an important contributor to 

understanding school motivation, effort, participation, and academic 



achievement. Also. Goodenow's later studies (1993a. 1993b, 1994) supported 

the validity of her scale. 

Although Goodenow's scale can be used as a tool to identify individual 

differences in belonging, it does not provide adequate information for 

understanding students' own perceptions of membership for the following 

reasons. First, the items in the scale such as, "I feel proud of belonging to this 

school." and "I feel very different from other students here." were rated in a 5 

point Likert type scale (not at all true to completely true). These items only 

stated or listed what the students perceived but left out information on why they 

felt proud to belong, what made them feel that they belonged, and what them feel 

different. Hence, students' descriptions and perceptions about membership could 

provide a richer understanding of this concept than what is possible with such a 

scale. Therefore, methods of qualitative research were used in this present study. 

Second, one of the findings of Goodenow's study revealed that neither minority 

nor special education status significantly influenced sense of belonging in the 

school, and there were no significant interaction effects. Specific descriptions of 

special education students were not clearly mentioned in the sample, which raises 

questions on whether or not the type of disablities of the participant impact their 

responses on the membership scale. Third, the author did not clearly state the 

operational definitions of school membership used in the study. However, 

Goodenow infers from her research studies that "Psychological membership is 



seen here neither as a purely personal intrapsychic phenonmenon nor as entirely 

the function of the school environment, but rather as arising from the person 

within a particular school environment." (p.87). Whether or not the psychological 

sense of school membership differs from classroom membership needs to be 

investigated (school environment vs classroom environment). Since the sense of 

belongingess and achieving membership is a complex process and carmot be 

directly observed in a classroom, researchers need to consider alternative means 

of studying this phenomenon. For example, students sharing their views or telling 

their stories of relatedness, connections, and feelings of belonging could provide 

a broader understanding of the concept of belongingness and membership. 

In a later study, Goodenow (1993b) investigated adolescents' sense of classroom 

belonging and relationships to motivation and achievement. The purposes of the study 

were threefold. First, the study investigated the association between perceived classroom 

belonging and support, on one hand, and the expectancy and value dimensions of 

motivation, on the other Second, the study investigated whether or not there were 

separate factors that would contribute to the notion of belonging and support. Third, the 

study investigated the impact of gender and grade level differences on motivation, effort, 

and achievement. About 353 students from 6, 7, and 8th grades participated in the study 

from a suburban town in New England. The School Opinion Questionnaire was 

administered to middle school students in different classes (e.g., social studies, math, and 

English). The questionnaire addressed basic demographic information. Items on the scale 



included aspects of students' motivation in a particular class, and students' perceptions of 

social and emotional aspects of the class. Expectancies of success, interest and values of 

the subject were measured by the eight-item Intrinsic Value Scale adapted from Pintrich & 

DeGroot (1990). A Classroom Belonging and Support Scale (CBSS) developed by 

Goodenow measured students' personal sense of being liked, included, and respected in a 

particular classroom using a Likert-type 5 point scale. From the Class Environment Scale, 

subscales on aspects related to teacher support and affiliation were administered. Only the 

English teachers rated the "eflfort" of students in English class on a three point scale (3 = 

high, 1 = low). Results showed that belonging and support were directly associated with 

expectancy of success and values of being liked and respected by peers and teachers. 

Perceived teacher support was a major predictor of classroom belonging/support and 

expectancy. Teacher support was more closely related to motivation for girls than boys. 

There were no differences between grade levels (6, 7, & 8th grades) in the association of 

belonging and support with motivation. These findings suggest that adolescents' perceived 

support from peers and teachers attributed to classroom belonging and support. The 

sample used in this study consisted of a majority of white middle class students which may 

limit generalizibility to across different socio-economic groups and to different 

geographical regions. Although Goodenow provided rich information on the aspects of 

classroom belonging, the correlational nature of the study limits the validity of drawing 

causal conclusions. For example, if belonging and support led to motivation, it can be 

argued that having high expectations and prior achievement are a result of belonging and 



support. Relationships among vanables are interrelated and reciprocal rather than causal. 

Research in this area is particularly important in examining in greater depth student 

interactions, class participation, classroom structure, and level of support provided by 

peers and teachers in relation to classroom belonging. Also, studies of this nature would 

provide intervention ideas for increasing the sense of belongingness in the classroom. 

Goodenow continued to explore school belonging with Grady (1994). Significant 

results emerged from a study on the relationship of school belonging and friends' values to 

academic motivation among 301 urban adolescents. School belonging was assessed by the 

PSSM scale (Goodenow, 1993b). To assess the influence of friends' impact on 

motivation, students rated their agreement with the statement "My friends think that it is 

important to do well in school.'" Two items in the questionnaire were related to students' 

effort in doing school work, and finally two motivation scales were administered based on 

an expectancy-value theory of motivation. In general, results showed that a majority of 

adolescents had a poor sense of school belonging and low academic motivation. Students 

who had a high sense of belonging were more motivated and academically involved than 

students whose school belongingness was low. One of the most important findings of this 

study showed that even though students had positive scores on measures of academic 

motivation, students stated weak beliefs that they "belonged" in the schools. This finding 

concerns the association between students' psychological sense of membership and 

motivational outcomes. Also, the single item measure on fiiends' values on academic 

behavior has not been eflfective in understanding the influence of friends on motivation. 



Besides academic factors, other variables in the social context of schools such as peer 

groups and ftlendship networks that contribute to feelings of membership need to be 

explored. 

Gallagher's (1996) investigations on perceptions of belongingness in adolescents 

(349 high school students) included family structure, quality of family life, gender, 

classification, and length of residency as independent variables. The Psychological Sense 

of School Membership Scale (Goodenow, 1993b) was used as a dependent measure. 

Results indicated that seniors in the high school had greater feelings of school belonging 

than freshmen. Students who lived in the community for two or more years had greater 

feelings of belonging to the school than students who lived in the community (school 

neighborhood) less than two years. Also, no differences in feelings of belongingness were 

found between boys and girls. However, findings of Dunn et al. (1993) and Goodenow 

(1993a) showed that perceived belonging was more important to girls than boys. 

The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development's (1989) reconmiendations in 

Turning Points stated that teachers have to recognize the need "for adolescents to see 

themselves as valued members of a group that provides mutual support and trusting 

relationships" (Goodenow, 1992, p. 4). Edwards (1995) purported that each child is 

concerned to find a place to feel secure or to belong at school. Since students spend at 

least six hours a day in school, it is imperative for them to a achieve a place of belonging 

within that environment, or they may end up feeling that they do not have a place 

anywhere in society. Asher& Dodge, (1986) noted that social isolates who lack fiiends. 



but were not necessarily disliked were neglected. Furthermore^ rejected or neglected 

adolescents may remain unaccepted in all group settings, they tended to be aggressive, 

disruptive, lonely, and had difficulty in coping with adjustment problems later in life. 

Without this mutual support and trusting relationship, there seems to be a gradual 

"disengagement process of which ofi5cial dropping out is only in the final step" 

(Goodenow & Grady, 1994, p. 61). 

Students who fail or drop out of school often view school as unwelcoming, feel no 

identification with others and do not actively participate. Information fi-om the Center for 

Educational Statistics in Washington, D.C. indicated that feeling of not belonging is the 

second leading cause of dropping out of school" (Youngs, 1992, p. 89). As Wehlage 

(1989) stated "school membership is achieved when students belong and are accepted as 

part of a peer group and receive the support and approval of adults in the school" (p. 114). 

In a similar note. Youngs (1992) mentioned that: 

belonging (being part) is filled with customs, rituals, and rules, all part of a dance 
for acceptance. Being left out is painful, so many children will go along with 
anything. But group membership is not automatic, and the rules for belonging are 
always changing. Rules that worked in early childhood do not work in 
adolescence, where even rules among fiiends change regularly (p. 101). 

Furthermore, Youngs proposed that the need to belong and social acceptance is important 

for developing a positive self-esteem. Encouraging friendships and sodal relationships in 

the classroom promotes students' understanding and acceptance of self and others. 

According to Kagan (1990), "effective classroom learning at all grade levels 

logically depends on a common set of social, academic and mediational factors" (p. 113). 
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Kagan conceptualized the classroom as equivalent to a "culture" which is subjectively 

interpreted by students. Among other characteristics of school, the physical environment 

(e.g., school size, class size, physical layout of the classroom) influenced the frequency 

and range of opportunities in student interactions with peers and teachers in the classroom 

and school setting. For example, when aligned rows of desk all face the teacher, this 

physical arrangement of the classroom discourages interactions among students and is 

viewed as disruptive to the learning process (Bukato & Daehler, 1992). On the other 

hand, placing desks in a circle or in pods allows students to have access to the teacher. 

Researchers have noted that when desks are arranged in circles or pods, children raise 

their hands more frequently and participate in discussions more spontaneously than when 

desks are positioned in rows and columns (Rosenfield, Lambert, & Black, 1985). 

Similarly, in an open classroom which is a nontraditional approach to teaching, 

students are generally more cooperative, have more opportunities for interactions with 

peers, and develop relationships among peers (Hallinan, 1976). Student experiences in the 

classroom vary depending on their group memberships. These variations stem from the 

different types of activities that students engage in and with whom they interact. Subjects 

like social studies, health, economics, and English require participation in open discussions 

and emphasize students' abilities to interact with others or the need for social competence. 

According to Scott-Jones (1984), 'Icnowledge and understanding are not solely the result 

of the development of inherent cognitive structures, but grow in part, out of social 

interactions with others" (p.260). 



A national study (Lounsbury & Johnston, 1988) was conducted to investigate the 

lives of middle school students using a "shadow study" technique. This technique is a 

quasi-ethnographic procedure where observers shadowed randomly selected sixth graders 

during the entire school day to gain understanding about students' educational 

experiences. Using a simple form and following a limited set of directions., observers made 

a record of the events and activities of each individual student; observers completed a 

general information sheet and lastly conducted an interview with the students. Analysis of 

132 shadow studies across 45 states revealed students' perspectives in several areas of 

their school life. Out of the 19 summarized characteristics of sixth grade students and 

conditions surrounding their lives, five were specifically related to socialization. 

Lounsbury & Johnston found that students considered fnendships a priority over grades, 

social interactions as a fundamental right, and participation in class activities as important 

regardless of one's abilities. Although membership was not specifically addressed in this 

study, the findings provided insights regarding social relationships and participation as 

perceived by sixth grade students. 

These findings suggest that the sense of belonging increases students' 

expectations, and achievement, and that the need to belong takes precedence over other 

concerns of adolescents. Since the social aspects of school seem to be particularly 

important to this age range of students, it is necessary to investigate the social qualities of 

the schools in relation to how students perceive themselves as members of the classroom 

and school as a whole. Although research in various disciplines has stated the importance 



of studying students' perceptions on motivation^ achievement^ emotions, social 

relationships, and learning, a paucity of research studies exists that explore the inter

relationship of these areas in the context of how adolescents perceive their roles as 

members of a classroom. This exploratory study examines students' perceptions of 

characteristics that would contribute to a better understanding of the concept of 

belonginess and membership for students with and without disabilities. 

Education of Students with Disabilities 

A review of the historical perspective on the educational trends for individuals with 

disabilities provides a foundation for understanding the gradual growth and importance of 

schooling for students with severe disabilities. In the late 1700s, a physician named 

Benjamin Rush was one of the first Americans to introduce the idea of educating persons 

with disabilities. The first special education program for deaf learners, what was then 

termed " the deaf and dumb," was established by Thomas Gallaudet in 1817. Later, other 

programs such as the New England Asylum for the education of students who were blind 

was founded in 1829. Through the leadership of philanthropic organizations several other 

institutions or asylums were established whose main concern was to care for individuals 

with disabilities. These individuals were segregated by their disabilities because they were 

considered to be sick, not educable, and likely to become a menace to society. Also, there 

were limited number of trained teachers in the field (McDonell et al., 1995). These 

programs were based on the principles of boarding schools that were popular at that time 

for all children in Europe. 
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Public schools were created, but state legislations allowed for separate schooling 

for certain groups of students. For example, African Americans and Native Americans had 

a separate school system apart from Caucasian students. Children with disabilities (blind, 

deaf, and physical impairments) typically were educated in special residential schools. 

Individuals with severe disabilities were denied any educational services because they were 

considered not educable. and some of them were placed in large residential institutions. 

According to Sigmon (1983), "almost all children who were wheelchair-bound, not toilet 

trained, or considered ineducable were excluded because of the problems that schooling 

them would entaiF (p.3). 

By the 1950s and 1960s, dramatic changes were witnessed in the educational 

service delivery for most students with disabilities. Two specific court cases led by parents 

initiated major reform in educational practices and changes in public attitudes. In 1954, 

Brown v. The Board of Education asserted that racial segregation in schooling for African 

Americans students was discriminatory, and the courts ruled that a separate education was 

not an equal one. This ruling paved the way for examining the educational rights of 

students with disabilities. In the 1970s, court decisions in Peimsylvania — The 

Pennsylvania Association for Retarded Children (PARC) v. Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania took up the issue of students with mental retardation being denied an 

education in public schools. The court ruled that schools ought to provide students with 

intellectual disabilities a free and appropriate public education. Two years later. Mills v. 



D C. Board of Education established that all children with disabilities including those with 

mental retardation have the right to a free and appropriate public education. 

Eventually, these court rulings and parental advocacy paved the way for the 

passage of Public Law 94-142, "The Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

(EAHCA)" in 1975. This act mandated that all children, regardless of the extent of 

disability, have the right to free and appropriate special educational services provided in 

the least restrictive environment. In 1990 this Act was renamed "The Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)" and was reauthorized as Public Law 101- 476. By the 

1980s. the mandate of the least restrictive environment was put into practice by having 

students with disabilities participate in the general education classroom activities on a pan-

time basis. Discussions on how to restructure the resources and accommodate students 

with disabilities began to take precedence. For example, the Regular Education Initiative 

(REI) developed a partnership between special and general education (Will, 1986), and 

specifically focused on how students with disabilities could be served primarily in the 

general education classrooms. Despite progress for those with learning disabilities, hearing 

and visual impairments, the trend continued to bypass children with more severe 

disabilities. Many assumed that the characteristics and needs of students with severe 

disabilhies were sufficiently diverse from those of nondisabled peers, therefore requiring 

placement in separate settings (Sontag, Burke, & York, 1973). A majority of students 

labeled as severely disabled still receive most of their education in self-contained 

classrooms and in special schools (Gartner & Lipsky, 1987). 
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Education of Students with Severe Disabilities 

Prior to 1975 or pre-IDEA era, students with severe disabilities were not even 

educated or required to be educated. Later students with severe disabilities were educated 

in special schools apart from nondisabled students. As Justice Marshall noted^ "Retarded 

children were categorically excluded from public schools, based on the false stereotype 

that all were ineducable and on the purported need to protect non-retarded children from 

them" (Cleburne v. Cleburne Living Center. 1985). The first movement toward integration 

for these students involved special self-contained classes which were located in regular 

schools. Students with the same disability label were placed together in these classrooms. 

This type of homogeneous grouping or educating all students with severe disabilities in a 

special classroom resulted in students having interactions with multi-aged peers who had 

very limited social and communication skills. Developing social interactions in such 

homogeneous groups is difficult due to limited opportunities for interactions and the lack 

of same age nondisabled individuals for appropriate language and role models. Despite the 

laws and educational reforms, currently many students with severe disabilities are provided 

special educational services in either special schools or in a special self-contained 

classrooms within a general education school campus. 

The concept of least restrictive environment (LRE) for students with severe 

disabilities was put forth in 1976 by Brown, Nietupski, and Hamre-Nietupski. They 

suggested that students with severe disabilities not only be placed in self-contained classes 

in regular schools, but also have ongoing interactions with nondisabled peers. Norman 
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Kunc (1981) who has cerebral palsy and physical limitations, describes in his writings on 

schooling, how educating a student with disabilities into a regular school is the first step 

toward integration into society. Based upon his experiences, he considers integration for 

social aspects to be primary with educational reasons beconning secondary. Schools 

provide the opportunities for any student with or without disabilities to interact in a social 

environment. He cautioned that although students with disabilities may not "perfectly fit" 

into the school system^ integrating the individual "as much as possible" to the extent of his 

or her abilities is necessary. For example, Kunc could not participate fiilly in a P.E. class, 

but he enjoyed watching his peers, cheering, joking and talking to them. Kunc (1981) 

strongly feels that "any school which refuses at least to try to integrate a disabled student 

is signing a certificate of personal and social death" (p. 107). 

In the mid 1970s, mainsrreaming was the term used to describe the 

practice of having students with and without disabilities leam together. Students 

with mild disabilities were the first ones to be eligible to spend portions of the 

day in a general education classroom. However, prerequisite skills had to be met 

in the special education classroom before these students could join their 

nondisabled peers. They had to prove their ability to handle grade level material. 

The initial idea of mainstreaming students with severe disabilities was not 

successfiil because students were moved from special self-contained classes into 

the general education classrooms on a minimal basis and with no support 

services. Moreover, teachers and administrators were ill-equipped to meet the 



needs of students with severe disabilities. These students were not able to leam 

from general education curriculum without considerable modification and 

support. 

In the mid 1980s, the term integration was used to describe the practice of 

bringing students with and without disabilities together whether or not they were able to 

master the general education curriculum. The concept of integration for students with 

severe disabilities encompassed physical, functional, social, and societal integration 

(Biklen, 1985; Brown et al., 1976; Stainback et al., 1983). Integration called for class 

participation in typical classrooms but also allowed for specialized instruction outside the 

regular class (Gartner & Lipsky, 1987). Greater emphasis was placed on physical 

integration (physical proximity in the same classroom), but not on social integration. Some 

educators affirm that social acceptance even if achieved at the expense of functional life 

skills, is the primary goal of education (Strully, 1987; Strully & Strully, 1989). When 

denied the opportunity to attend full-time in their neighborhood school, students with 

disabilities have few or no opportunities to make friends (Strully & Strully, 1989). Lack of 

social skills development and the development of friendships can eventually lead to even 

more isolation, and loneliness and depression as adults (O'Brien & O'Brien, 1992). To 

avoid this isolation, schools' primary function for all students is promoting acceptance, 

belonging, and community participation (Pearpoint & Forest, 1992). Educators for 

students with severe disabilities wanted to make the shift from the focus of solely 

academic integration to social aspeas and other instructional benefits of a general 



classroom settmgs(e.g., appropriate behavioral role models, communicative partners). 

Partial mainstreaming did not result in meaningful relationships, acceptance, and 

membership in the classroom (Schnorr. 1990). When students with severe disabilities 

spent portions of the day in a general education classroom, they were viewed by their 

nondisabled peers as visitors or guests (Schnorr, 1990). This suggested that the quality 

and level of interactions might be different in a setting where students with severe 

disabilities spent all or most of their time in a general education setting. 

In 1992, the Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps (TASH) adopted a 

resolution to total inclitsion" of students with severe disabilities into general education 

classrooms. Inclusion is described as the education of all students including individuals 

with disabilities with chronologically age-appropriate peers, as fiill time members in 

general education classrooms within their home or neighborhood schools or schools of 

choice with the provision of necessary individualized support services (Stainback & 

Stainback, 1992). Continued advocacy eflforts of parents of children with severe and 

multiple disabilities and professionals in the field assisted in promoting this educational 

trend and showed the value of inclusive schooling (Falvey, 1995). Stainback and Stainback 

(1992) suggested that schools be inclusive communities and stated that an inclusive school 

is a place where everyone belongs, is accepted, and is supported by his/her peers and other 

members of the school conmiunity in the course of having his or her educational needs 

met. People began to realize that students could learn what they needed to learn in the 

course of general education activities (e.g., overlapping curricula). 



Based upon considerable applied research, special educators noted that 

both physical and social integration into the general education classrooms were 

critical components for including all students with and without disabilities 

(Ryndak & Alper, 1996). Herr (1997) has pointed out that IDEA of 1990 is the 

Magna Charta for children with disabilities and families. This Act now benefits 

5.8 million children and adults with disabilities. The IDEA has provided every 

child in the United States (U.S.) a right to equal educational opportunities 

regardless of the nature or degree of disability and the appropriate placement that 

is rooted in the equal protection and due processes clauses of he 14th amendment 

to the U.S. Constitution. 

In summary, the history of least restrictive environment in severe 

disabilities is one of progressive inclusion: from no services to segregated school 

services to special classes in regular schools, to regular class inclusion (Herr, 

1997). Research to date on inclusion has shown numerous benefits for students 

with and without severe disabilities. Therefore, ongoing applied research and a 

strong empirical base is necessary for achieving the goals of educating students 

with and without severe disabilities together. 
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Outcomes of Inclusive Education for Students with Severe Disabilities 

Over the past decade, research studies have contributed to understanding 

the benefits, outcomes, strategies, and concerns of including students with severe 

disabilities in the realm of general education. Empirical studies that address 

outcomes in physical, social, behavioral, and academic areas for students with 

severe disabilities as well as benefits for students without disabilities will be 

presented in this section with an emphasis on friendships and social relationships. 

The purpose of a study conducted by Hunt, Farron-Davis. Beckstead. Curtis. 

Goetz (1994) was to evaluate the effects of placement of students with severe disabilities 

in general education versus special education classes. Sixteen elementary education 

programs in California were identified. Eight represented the special class model, and eight 

represented the inclusion model. Two students were selected from each program, one with 

more severe disabilities and one experiencing less severe disabilities. The independent 

variable was the type of program placement and the dependent measures included: lEP 

quality and curriculum content, engaged time, integrated activities, affective demeanor, 

social interactions. In general, results showed that the effects of inclusive placements for 

students with severe disabilities were higher in the areas of participation in classroom 

activities, social interactions, student outcomes, and quality of educational objectives than 

for students in special classes.Students with severe disabilities in the fiill inclusive 

programs were engaged in more academic activities than isolated basic skills (e.g., 

sensorimotor). There were no significant differences between the students in the full 
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inclusion and special class programs in the measures of afifective demeanor (happiness, 

enthusiasm). In terms of social interactions, students with severe disabilities in fiilly 

inclusive classrooms initiated more to others than, those in special classes. Also, more 

reciprocal interactions occurred between students with severe disabilities and peers 

without disabilities. One of the limitations of this study was that all of the evaluation 

measures were gathered in a I to 2 day observation period. This short observational 

period might provide inadequate information in the representativeness of the two 

placement models. Future research is needed to validate these observed outcomes, verify 

the increases in social interactions, and investigate strategies in promoting participation 

and positive social interactions. 

York, Vandercook, MacDonald, Heise-NefF, and Caughey (1992) studied the 

perceptions of educators and students on full inclusion and benefits for specific students 

with disabilities in their classrooms. Findings of the study revealed that mutual benefits of 

integration were experienced by both students with and without disabilities. Some of the 

nondisabled students comments included: "it teaches her more stufl^" "they learn more and 

we want to learn more about them," "it can be more comfortable to be with them." and 

"she can join in with other people and make fnends" (p.25l). In addition, the respondents 

reported that there were improvements in social behaviors and development of friendships. 

While the findings in this study provided positive outcomes for students with severe 

disabilities, future studies need to address the topic of how these outcomes impact 

membership in inclusive classrooms. 
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In a midwestem urban community, York & Tundidor (1995) conducted forty-five 

focus group discussions comprising of teachers, administrators, parents and students (64 

students from six schools) to discuss on aspects of inclusion. Findings showed that 

students perceived certain benefits, such as an increase in communication and social skills 

for students with and without disabilities. However, students stated that there were no 

expectations for interaction between students with and without disabilities after school 

hours. In terms of perceived barriers of inclusion, nondisabled students stated that they 

lacked knowledge on disabilities, had safety concerns with regard to challenging 

behaviors, saw differences in class rules for students with special needs, and saw 

"babying" of special education students by aides. Also, students reported that changes 

were needed for the future such as providing information on disabilities and learning 

specific ways to interact with students with disabilities. In contrast, aduks reported that 

perceived facilitators of inclusion were trained stafi^ cooperation and collaboration among 

educators, and an accepting attitude of students without disabilities. Adults feared that 

negative attitudes of nondisabled students towards peers with disabilities, safety concerns 

regarding students with behavior problems, and lack of funding were perceived as the 

major barriers for inclusion. Finally, adults stated that the inservice training of school staff, 

and reduced class sizes were the priorities for change in order to facilitate full inclusion. 

These multiple perspectives of adults and students based upon their individual experiences 

and events provide information on the reality of concerns surrounding inclusive education. 

These findings are based on individuals' perceptions prior to inclusion. One of the 



implications of the study was the involvement of nondisabled peers in enhancing the 

process and outcomes of inclusion. 

A related study was conducted by Ryndak, Downing, Morrison, & 

Williams (1996) in the western part of New York state where parents of 13 

children with moderate to severe disabilities were interviewed on their 

perceptions of the impact of having their children educated in general education 

classes. The children ranged in ages from 5 to 20 years. The length of inclusion 

for the children varied from I to 5 years. After inclusion, parents stated that 

children with moderate to severe disabilities experienced educational and social 

benefits that were very positive and numerous. Parents reported that their 

children had acquired more academic skills, such as reading and use of new 

vocabulary. Parents also reported that their children increased their 

communication and speech and language skills. For example, some of the 

children learned to express their feelings such as 'this is hard for me,' or 'I am 

angry' using spoken sentences. Their children developed friendships, had more 

social interactions with nondisabled peers, and exhibited more appropriate 

behaviors after being included in general education settings. Also, parents 

perceived a brighter and more hopeful future for their children and felt that they 

would play a more active role in the community, have the natural suppons of the 

community members, and experience greater acceptance by others. These 

findings enhance the social validation of the current practice of inclusive 



education. A weakness of this study was the limited number of participants and 

the fact that only one interview with the parents was conducted. The 

overwhelming positive findings might not be representative of all parents who 

have children in inclusive schools. 

About 166 nondisabled students from 45 high schools in Washington 

state responded to a survey in which they indicated their agreement or 

disagreement to a variety of positive and negative statements that were related to 

relationships between students with and without moderate or severe disabilities. 

Factor analysis of the survey responses indicated seven positive outcomes with 

peers with moderate to severe disabilites such as "increased responsiveness to 

needs of others, valuing relationships with persons who have disabilities, personal 

development, tolerance of others, development of personal values, increased 

appreciation of diversity and change in personal status" (Helmstetter, Peck & 

Giangreco, 1994, p. 267). Findings revealed that positive outcomes were stated 

by peers who had more frequent contact with their peers with disabilities 

(helpers, tutors, natural fiiends) and those students who received credit for the 

time they spent working with their classmate with disabilities. It is interesting to 

note that students who performed these roles (helpers, tutors) reported positive 

outcomes on relationships and value of diversity than other nondisabled students 

who shared the class with them. These findings suggest that proximity with 

nondisabled peers is not enough; sustained contact and interactions is required. 



Staub, Spaulding, Peck, Gallucci, & Schwartz (1996) conducted a study 

in a junior high school to examine the perceived outcomes for students with 

severe disabilities that were associated with nondisabled student aide program in 

the inclusive classrooms. Nondisabled student aides, general education teachers, 

special education teacher who supervised the student aides, 4 students with 

disabilities and their parents participated in the study. After analysis of 

observations and interviews, findings showed that student aides performed more 

than one role such as monitor, helper, friend, and teacher. Student aides provided 

appreciation and companionship to students with severe disabilities as they 

interacted with them. Outcomes of the inclusion program associated with student 

aide program were increase in independence of students with disabilities and 

growth in social skills and opportunities for social interactions with typical peers. 

Also, growth in academic skills and behavioral changes in students with 

disabilities were identified. Student aide program provided positive benefits for 

the student aides. One of the teacher remarked the value of increase of social 

networks in this manner " I think the the student aide program has helped out a 

couple of kids that really needed it. They needed some plcae to belong in school. 

They needed somebody to really care about them and need them. This led to 

them feeling connected (p. 201)." Other outcomes included increased awareness, 

understanding, comfort, and appreciation for people with disabilities.These 

findings extends previous research on outcomes of inclusion for students with 
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and wthout severe disabilities. Replication studies using the student aide model 

need to be conducted. 

From reviewing studies on outcomes of inclusive education, the 

development of friendships and relationships were evident for students with 

severe disabilities. Implications from these studies target teachers and include the 

need to teach social skills, facilitate interactions between students and enhance 

participation in meaningful activities.The nature of these studies support social 

validation that could impact the value of educating students with severe 

disabilities in inclusive programs. As Meyer & Evans (1993) stated; 

Without the experiment, we cannot be certain that something works (particularly 
when beliefs are so powerfiil that they can obscure reality); without listening to the 
participants, we cannot be certain that we understand the consequences of what 
was done. (p. 232). 

Friendships and Social Relationships of Students with Severe Disabilities 

A few studies have highlighted friendships and social relationship as 

critical outcomes of inclusion. Grenot-Scheyer (1994) compared the nature of 

interactions between students with severe disabilities and their friends and 

acquaintances without disabilities. Several measures and direct observations were 

conducted to gather data. The sample consisted of 11 triads. Teachers were 

asked to nominate children in triads; a child without disabilities, a friend with 

severe disabilities, and an aquaintance with severe disabilities. The total number 

of participants was 31, i.e., 11 children without disabilities and 20 children with 

severe disabilities. Two children with severe disabUities were nominated both as a 



fnend and as an aquaintance. Two developmental scales were used to assess the 

general development and language development of the child with severe 

disabilities. Two questionnaires were completed by special education teachers 

which consisted of the assessment of the Social Competence Scale and the 

Functional Movement Inventory. Two 15 minute play sessions in the special 

education classroom were videotaped for the study dyads. Results showed that 

there were more interactions with friends in the play sessions than with 

acquaintances. The friend dyad had higher means of success rate and positive 

affective changes and spent more time enagaging in interactions than did the 

acquaintance dyad. One of the interesting aspects of the study was the fact that 

developmental level of the students with severe disabilities did not differentiate 

their status as fHends versus acquaintances. In this study, the physical ability of 

students with severe disabilities did not impact interactions in both groups. This 

finding is inconsistent with the findings of Cole (1988), which suggested that 

social interactions between children with severe disabilities becomes difficult due 

to the limitations in movement or physical disabilities. Therefore, the contribution 

of physical limitations to children's fnendships needs to be examined. Also, 

students in this setting were enrolled in special classes and had minimal 

interactions during the day with nondisabled peers. Partial mainstreaming does 

not result in meaningful relationships, acceptance, and membership in the 
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classroom (Schnorr, 1990), which suggests that the quality and level of 

interactions might be different in a fiilly inclusive setting. 

Peck. Donaldson, Pezzoli (1990) investigated the perceived benefits to 

adolescents without disabilities from sustained social relationships with peers 

having moderate or severe disabilities. Data analysis of 21 interview transcripts of 

high school nondisabled students revealed six types of perceived benefits for 

themselves that were a result of their social relationships with students with 

severe disabilties. The benefits for nondisabled adolescents consisted of (1) 

increased self-concept (an understanding of their own personal characterstics), 

(2) increased awareness of the feelings and beliefs underlying the social behaviors 

of other people, and of human similarities, (3) decreased fear of human 

differences and increased confidence to interact appropriately with their peers 

with disabilities, (4) increased tolerance and acceptance of nondisabled persons 

such as family and fiiends, (5) development of personal principles such as making 

decisions on making fiiends regardless of what others might think or say about 

such fiiendships, and (6) development of relaxed interactions and accepting 

fiiendships. Findings supported an assumption that nondisabled peers benefitted 

from having social interactions and fiiendships with their classmates with 

disabilities. 

Hendrickson, Shokoohi-Yekta, Hamre-Nietupski, and Gable (1996) conducted a 

survey on students' perception of friendship of 1,137 middle and high school students in 



50 

three different states in the U.S. The results of the survey indicated that nondisabled 

students feh that they could develop and benefit from friendships with their peers who had 

severe disabliltites. A majority of the nondisabled students stated that they themselves 

needed to facilitate fnendships with students with severe disabilities. When asked about 

their perceptions of how teachers and schools could facilitate fiiendship, the majority of 

the students stated that teachers could present information on disabilities and use teaching 

techniques that would involve students of different abilities working together. Students felt 

that teachers could facilitate fnendships by organizing social activities that included all 

students and organizing structured circles of fnends for students with severe disabilities. 

When students were asked about their perceptions of how parents could facilitate 

fnendships, the majority of the students suggested that parents should invite students, 

including those with disabilities to their homes. This study suggested that fnendship was 

possible among peers with and without severe disabilities. 

Kennedy & Itkonen (1994) support this social outcome of inclusion. They studied 

the effects of class participation on the social life of three students with severe disabilities 

in an inclusive high school. Using a multiple baseline design across students, participants' 

social contacts and social networks were analyzed. The independent variable was regular 

class participation of the student with severe disabilities one class period per day. Two 

dependent variables were measured using a Social Contact Assessment Form (SCAF) and 

a School-based Social Network Form (SSNF). Both forms provided information on the 

students' social life (e.g., with whom, where, and when students had a social contact). The 
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results of their study indicated that participating in regular classroom activities increased 

their social contacts with nondisabied peers. In addition, students had opportumties to 

build social networks outside of the school setting. Overall the findings were promising 

but it was not known whether or not the social contacts originating in a class period truly 

extended to other times in the school day. Future research is needed to extend the 

understanding of students social life and what opportunities or activities determine the 

quality of social contacts for students with and without severe disabilities. 

Fryxell & Kennedy (1995) employed the same dependent measures (SCAF & 

SSNF) to study the impact of social relationships of students with severe disabilities in two 

types of educational placements (i.e., self contained classroom and general education 

classroom). Matched pairs of 9 elementary-aged students with severe disabilities were 

selected for each of the educational placements. Social contact was defined when a 

student with severe disabilities interacted with a nondisabied peer(s) within the context of 

an activity for 15 minutes or longer. School-based social network information was 

obtained by interviewing the participant, peers, and adults about social contact with peers 

without disabilities. Information was also obtained from items mentioned in the instrument 

(SSNF). Results showed that students with severe disabilities in general education 

classrooms had higher levels of social contacts with peers than did students in the self-

contained class. Participants in the general education classroom also received more 

emotional and social support fi-om peers and adults in the classroom, and they had broader 

networks of fiiendships with peers without disabilities. Results of this study support other 



findings on the positive social benefits of inclusive education (Hunt et al., 1994; Kennedy 

& Itkonen^ 1994). The active involvement of students with severe disabilities in the social 

life of inclusive classrooms has been well documented (Evans et al. 1992; Hanline, 1993; 

Helmstetter et al.. 1994). 

Through observations, videotaping, and interviewing (peers, teachers, parents) 

four case studies conducted by Staub, Schwartz, Gallucci. & Peck (1994) illustrated 

portraits of friendships that developed naturally in the inclusive classrooms. Eventually 

nondisabled students assumed a caretaker and instructor role for students with severe 

disabilities. This finding indicated that a fiiendship role was not recognized fiilly. which 

might be due to the fact that teachers assigned roles to the peers. Each of the classrooms 

varied in terms of classroom structure activities. For example, most of the inclusive 

classrooms used cooperative learning and active learning methods in which peer 

interactions were emphasized, and students with disabilities were included in those 

activities. The researchers found that the adults (teachers & aides) relied on the students 

without disabilities as a resource to both help and instruct their fiiends with disabilities. 

These findings suggest that additional research is needed on the meaning of different roles 

and relationships perceived by teachers and students in the classroom and on the need to 

promote reciprocal relationships. 

Results of a study on peer interactions and social acceptance of elementary-age 

children with severe disabilities showed that acceptance was unrelated to social 

competence (Evans, Salisbury, Palombaro, Berryman, & Holiowood, 1992). Eight 



elementary age children with severe disabilities (target group) and their peers (comparison 

group) participated in this study. Social competence was measured with the Assessment of 

Social Competence (ASC) scale. Sociometric analysis and classroom observations were 

also conducted. Findings showed that some students with severe disabilities were very 

popular despite limited initiations that they received (not reciprocal) from peers. Although 

these interactions were positive, they differed from the reciprocal interactions observed 

among nondisabled peers. Although interactions declined over the school year, the 

students continued to be perceived by nondisabled students as their friends. Evans et al. 

discussed this decline, suggesting that the "novelty" of having students with severe 

disabilities wears off by the end of the school. This conclusion might seem reasonable 

from the researchers' point of view, but the results also suggested that reciprocal 

communication skills are essential for promoting more frequent social interactions and 

sustained relationships. Findings showed that acceptance was unrelated to frequency of 

social approaches that were made or received. A student's social acceptance and 

opportunity for interaction were not associated with the social status of the individual with 

severe disabilities. However, according to Bukowski, Pizzamiglio, Newcomb, & Hoza, 

(1995) an individual's acceptance by peers is necessary or is a precondition for 

development of closer interpersonal relationships or friendships. In this study by Evans et 

al. (1992) the social competence rated by adults did not correlate with acceptance by 

peers. In other words, there was no significant agreement between the acceptance scores 

and the number of times children were identified by peers as someone with whom they 



played. These findings point out that what adults assume to be or define as social 

acceptance or competence is perceived differently by children. 

Social behavior and social acceptance and rejection of 43 children with mild 

mental retardation from 4 special education classrooms was examined by Siperstein, 

Widamaa. & Leffert (1996). Through observations of social behavior in an assigned 

cooperative task, measures of teacher and peer perceptions of social behavior and 

sociometric peer nomination data (friend or not fnend) were also obtained. Findings 

indicated that children with mental retardation had both positive and negative social 

relationships. Some interesting aspects of the study showed that behaviors that influenced 

social acceptance were different from behaviors that influenced their social rejection. 

Children who had substantial or frequent interactions with peers were better accepted than 

those who had limited interactions. Specific types of behavior, such as on-task behavior or 

prosocial behavior, did not contribute to acceptance. Peers' perceptions of positive 

behavior influenced social acceptance. For example, the quality of interactions with peers 

was important but not the quantity of interactions. Interestingly, both positive and 

negative behavior influenced social rejection by peers. Strikingly, teachers' perceptions of 

behavior did not have an impact on social acceptance or rejection of students with mental 

retardation. For example, teachers' perceptions of the fi-equency of students' interactions 

in a cooperative task were perceived as interference by teachers and were considered 

negative behavior by teachers, but peers perceived these same interactions as positive. 

These findings again pointed out that teachers' perceptions of acceptable or unacceptable 



behavior may differ from those of children. An understanding of what peers perceive to be 

acceptable social behavior is essential in facilitating prosocial behavior for children with 

mental retardation. One educational implication of this study is the need to provide social 

sidlls training to reduce social isolation. 

Siperstein & Leflfert (1997) compared socially accepted and rejected children with 

mental retardation according to social behavior and social cognitive skills in general 

education settings. Forty elementary aged students with mental retardation were identified. 

and assessment of social behavior and social cognitive skills was conducted. Twenty 

students with mental retardation who had more social behaviors than isolated behavior 

were identified by nondisabled peer rating as socially accepted. Twenty students with 

mental retardation who displayed sensitive-isolated behavior were rated by peers as 

socially rejected. It was concluded that students described accepted peers with mental 

retardation as being more fiiendly and helpful than socially rejected peers, who were seen 

as having difficulty making fiiends. With regard to social cognition, when social problem 

situations were presented to both groups of students, the accepted students chose goals 

that were fnendly-submissive ( e.g.,"watch the kids play") with low rates of strategies that 

were positive-outgoing, ("what would you say or do?"). While rejected students chose 

goals that were fnendly-assertive (e.g., "get the kids to let you play") and had high rates of 

strategies that were positive outgoing. Other studies have examined differences across 

groups such as students with cognitive delays and without cognitive delays; this study 

showed that there are differences in social status among children with mental retardation. 
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Further study on how specific aspects of behavior that involve social cognitive skills could 

contribute to more positive social outcomes for students with moderate to severe 

intellectual disabilities. 

One of the expected outcomes of inclusive education is establishing and 

maintaining a network of social relationships (Haring & Breen, 1989; Snell, 1991). Romer, 

White, & Haring (1996) studied the effects of peer-mediated social competency training 

to increase the type and frequency of social contacts with three 10 year old students with 

deafblindness. The study addressed two research questions. First, will teaching one same 

age peer initial skills in interactions with a student with deaf-blindness, and then having 

that peer train another peer those interaction skills, enhance social interaction behaviors? 

Second, will the secondary' peer (trained by the intial or primary peer) have increased 

social contact with the students with deafblindness? One nondisabled peer (primary) for 

each of the three student with deafblindness was identified, and initial communication 

training was given by an adult. These primary peers trained other peers (secondary). The 

independent variable was the social interaction provided by primary peers to secondary 

peers. The first dependent variable was social interactions between students with 

deafblindness and their peers. The second dependent variable was the fi-equency of social 

interactions between students with deafblindness and secondary peers. A multiple baseline 

across secondary peers was conducted and interactions were videotaped. Results indicated 

that secondary peers increased their frequency of social contact with students with 

deafblindness. This finding showed that peers' social and communication training or 
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instruction to peers was effective in expanding the social networks of students with 

deafblindness. As a follow-up, obtaining feedback from the students themselves would 

provide ideas for future interventions. A concern is how long students without disabilities 

will maintain these interactions if students with deafblindness do not initiate interactions. 

Kishi & Meyer (1994) conducted a six-year follow-up study on the effects of 

social contact between peers with and without disabilities in the state of Hawaii. 

Participants in the study consisted of 183 nondisabled students ranging in ages 15-17 

years. Through random stratified sampling procedure, students were grouped across three 

conditions: Contact (students who participated in specific social and friendship programs 

with students with severe disabilities); Exposure ( students who were schoolmates but did 

not participate in special friends program); and Control ( students who were not included 

in special programs or had any class with students with disabilities on campus). An 

Acceptance Scale was administered which measured the attitudes towards students with 

disabilities and a Self-Observation Scale was used to measure the self-concept aspects of 

the individual. A random sample of students from each group were interviewed. Several 

findings emerged fi-om the study. In general, students from the contact and the exposure 

groups were more positive and accepting. A follow-up study however revealed that no 

true fnendships developed. As transitions occurred students formed new fnends and some 

students with severe disabilities were placed in different campuses. Students without 

disabilities did remember caregiving and helping relationships with their peers with severe 

disabilities. The conditions of the three student groups (contact, exposure, and control) 



did not reveal significant impacts on sustained relationships with severe disabilities but 

mainly revolved around "mothering" or caregiving roles. Meyer & Kishi suggested that 

outcomes need to be supponed or promoted by educational practices. For future research. 

Meyer (1993) noted that asking the children themselves for their opinions and perspectives 

would be more revealing and helpfiil than short survey type of studies. 

Janney & Sneli (1996) have investigated how teachers could use peer interactions 

to include students with moderate and severe disabilities in elementary classes. These 

authors studied five elementary classrooms which included a student with severe 

disabilities at varying levels (i.e., partial integration, full inclusion) of time in the general 

classroom. Through observations and informal interviewing with teachers and students, 

interesting aspects of the data were interpreted. Teachers used a variety of classroom 

strategies: students helped their peers with moderate disabilities only when they were 

asked or assigned by the teacher, some teachers established rules and restrictions on peer 

helping to avoid disruption and to protect instructional time of all students; and teachers 

taught, through incidental modeling, how to help or interact age-appropriately (e.g., not 

using childish voice) with their classmate with disabilities. Teachers made efforts to 

promote the concept that the student with disabilities is 'just another student' by expecting 

participation in class activities, routines and following the same classroom rules as much 

as possible. The 'backing ofT strategy to encourage spontaneous and natural interactions 

that occurred among students with and without disabilities. These findings highlighted the 

complexity of promoting normalized peer interactions in a classroom. The roles of peers 



as helper, classmate, or friend have been identified, but changes in roles over time have 

still to be examined. For instance, does promoting normalized peer interactions contribute 

to the sense of membership and belonging for students with severe disabilities in inclusive 

classrooms? 

A qualitative study on belonging, as perceived by first graders, provided interesting 

insights into students' perceptions of who belongs in classrooms. Twenty three students 

in one first grade class were asked where Peter (a student with moderate disabilities) 

belonged. Students reported that Peter came to the first grade class for certain periods of 

time, but went to his own room (self-contained class) and had his own teacher. Peter was 

viewed as a visitor, and peers perceived that where Peter belonged was the place (special 

class) where he spent most of his time. Schnorr (1990) concluded that part time placement 

in a typical classroom did not achieve the goals of inclusion. 

In summarizing the role of peer interactions and social relationships, research 

studies have examined the need for understanding peers' perceptions and valuing their 

judgements on contextual variables related to their lives in the classroom and school. 

Studies differed on aduhs' and students' perceptions. For example, students' discussions 

on inclusion focused on social and interactive aspects of schooling while adults focused on 

academic and curricular aspects of schooling (York & Tundidor, 1995). While students 

considered that frequent interactions in a cooperative task as positive behavior, teachers 

perceived that frequent interactions would interfere with the task and considered it as a 

negative behavior (Siperstein et al., 1996). These examples are a few of many that 
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describe differences between perceptions by adults and students. Additional studies in this 

area will disclose characteristics of friendships and belongingness from children's 

perspectives of the world. 

Membership or Sense of Belonging for Adolescents with Special Needs 

Early adolescence is a developmental period where the need for identity and 

recognition become prominent. Students entering a middle grade school for the first time 

need to feel a sense of belonging and be able to form bonds with teachers and classmates. 

Also, several authors believe that unless one is a fiill time member of general classes, no 

amount of specialized effort (e.g., peer tutors: buddy system) will enable students with 

severe disabilities to develop true friendships and a sense of belonging (Stainback & 

Stainback, 1992; Stainback, Stainback, & Forest. 1989). 

Kunc (1992) mterpreted Maslow's hierarchy of needs in the context of eductaion 

for students with and without disabilities. He argues that placing students in segregated 

classes as a preparation for inclusion in regular classes suggests that belonging is 

something that has to be earned rather than a basic, human right. In the words of Kunc 

"...the most painful 'Catch-22' situation that confronts students with disabilities—they 

can't belong until they learn, but they can't learn because they are prevented from 

belonging"(p.35). He advocates that educating diverse learners together would provide an 

opportunity for all students to actualize Maslow's hierarchy of needs. Kunc, stated that 

the right to belong and the right to diversity, deemphasizes "normalcy" and promotes the 

attitude that one does not have to be "normal enough" to be welcomed in a school. Based 



upon the value of inclusive education, the need to foster a sense of belonging in the 

schools is essential. Therefore, research studies are necessary in understanding this 

concept of belongingness and membership. Obtaining the information from students' 

perspectives rather than adults should assist educators to develop these values in inclusive 

classrooms. 

Employing qualitative research methods, Schnorr (1991) explored the perceptions 

of teachers and students on general classroom experiences and how they understood and 

described the participation of class members who have severe disabilities. Data were 

obtained through the methods of participant-observation in four classrooms in middle and 

high schools. Nondisabled students and special and general education teachers in four 

classrooms in the middle and high school classes were interviewed. Findings of Schnorr's 

study revealed that class participation was described by the same age peers without 

disabilities as being a part of a group, having ongoing social interactions within the group, 

and feeling connected with each other. Peers reported that sharing tasks and activities 

were important in order to be perceived as members of the class. Schnorr's study provided 

challenging ideas for forther study, such as investigating the defining characteristics of 

student membership at the middle and high school level, and how support staff, educators, 

and peers could enhance membership of students with disabilities in the classroom. 

Using an interpretivist research approach. Rivers (1993) explored the following 

aspects: (1) how membership was constructed through the conditions of schools and 

actions of people in the schools, and (2) how participants' uses of social text, dialoguing. 



and narrative structures create social meanings of membership. Classroom observations-

interviews with peers and teachers, and student documents were used to gather data on 

the daily experiences of three students with severe disabilities (primary, middle, and high 

school) over a 15 month period. Data were analyzed and information was organized into 

three case studies. In general, findings indicated that different social definitions for the 

three students as members were generated. Membership was socially constructed through 

two patterns. One pattern was related to organizational aspects such as scheduling and 

planning with the teani^ providing supports, making adaptations that determined students' 

access to settings and classrooms within each school. Another pattern was interpersonal 

interactions that mediated students' with severe disabilities participation in the settings 

where they gained access. Although the case studies provided substantial information on 

student membership for each of the 3 students with severe disabilities, more research is 

needed to understand this concept of membership or belonging as it is largely defined by 

the group (i.e., students as study participants). In examining Schnorr's and Rivers's 

studies on membership, data generalizibility to other settings cannot be assumed because 

of individual differences among students with severe disabilities, setting and other 

contextual variables that are specific to the study. Hence, further studies on this concept 

would provide more evidence in understanding student membership and belongingness for 

adolescents, especially those with severe disabilities. 

Based upon research literature and personal observations in integrating students 

with severe disabilities in neighborhood schools, Jorgensen & Rudy (1990) developed a 



checklist on specific indicators of membership, participatioiu and friendship for students 

with severe disabilities. For example, the membership indicators included: riding the same 

bus as typical students; having a locken uses the same facilities in the school as other 

students, etc. One of the weaknesses of this type of checklist is the concern of reliability 

and validity of the tool and lack of empirical findings that would support items on the 

checklist as indicators of membership. Given the discrepancy between adults' and 

students' perceptions of membership, a more reliable approach might be to obtain 

information from the students themselves on what consitutes classroom membership rather 

than relying on adults. 

Capper & Pickett (1994) investigated attitudes of middle school students on 

diversity and inclusive education and how their attitudes related to organizational 

structures and cultures of schools. Students expressed several views and one of the themes 

that emerged from data analysis included "belonging." Middle school nondisabled 

students from traditional noninclusive and inclusive schools addressed the importance of 

belonging. The following quote describes the views of one student in an inclusive school: 

I think it's pretty important because if someone doesn't really feel like he's 
belonging they might just go "heck with it" and commit suicide, because no one 
likes them...I had a fiiend that didn't have any fnends and nobody liked him and 
he just stayed home. He felt like he didn't have any fnends... If you don't belong 
it's like you are secluded from everyone else and you need to belong. If I have a 
lot of fHends, that makes life fim, cause I have something to live for, I have my 
fnends. But when you don't have anything and you're kind of segregated from all 
other students by having a different class, then you don't belong and you have 
nothing to live for. If all these people weren't my fHends, I wouldn't want to come 
to school and learn if nobody liked me, but with friends in school I'd come to 
school, "hey, if they're having fiin, I could have some, too (p. 116). 
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These lines by a student describes the critical importance of belonging, peer support, and 

friendships, and the need to promote this sense of belonging in the schools for students 

with severe disabilities. Otherwise, lack of belongingness would ensure social isolation for 

students with severe disabilities, which might be permanent. 

Significance of Literature to the Present Studv 

The perceived importance of membership and belonging have been clearly 

indicated as positive outcomes (Goodenow,I993a, 1993b; Goodenow & Grady, 1994: 

Gallagher, 1996) for middle school students. Previous research studies discussed in this 

chapter have primarily focused on some aspects of full inclusion for students with severe 

disabilities. A few of the research topics discussed were: impact of inclusion for students 

with severe disabilities, and attitudes or perceptions of students towards their classmates 

with severe disabilities, social interactions and friendships, organizational changes towards 

inclusive education, and attitudes of teachers and peers on the participation of students 

with severe disabilities in general education classrooms (Giangreco et al, 1993; 

Hendrickson et al., 1996; Peck et al.l995; Schnorr, 1990; York et al. 1994). While the 

majority of these research studies focused on fiill inclusion for students with severe 

disabilities at the elementary school level, only a few have addressed inclusion at the 

secondary school level. 

Findings of studies on teachers' or administrators' perceptions on inclusion 

(Giangreco et al, 1990; Schnorr, 1993; Siperstein et al. 1996; York & Tundidor, 1995) 

reveal that similarities and discrepancies on educational issues and social aspects exist for 



both adults and students. Understanding these contrasts in perceptions is important for 

both teachers and students. However, students' perceptions have been understudied. The 

characteristics of classroom membership for students is often defined, or assumed by 

adults. For example, one assumption could be that the amount of time a student with 

severe disabilities spends in a general education classroom determines whether he or she is 

a member. This assumption may or may not be true until described by the students 

themselves who are the key players in a classroom. The need to understand middle school 

students and their classmates with severe disabilities from their points of view is important 

if we are to assist all students in their efforts to belong. 

Rivers (1993) and Schnorr(I991) employed methods such as participant 

observation, interviews, documents, and work samples of students with severe disabilities. 

Results provided an understanding of membership for students with severe disabilities but 

sample size was very small, which suggests the need for additional research on a larger 

sample. Also, the perception of belonging to a class obviously is individually and 

subjectively focused and as such, it is assumed to differ among student groups or 

classrooms. Since belonging and membership is subjective, it becomes more difficult for 

individuals who cannot communicate effectively. Without their input, it's hard to get at the 

true picture. In contrast to other studies specifically related to membership, the present 

study made the effort to include the students with severe disabilities along with their 

nondisabled peers as active participants. Including students with severe disabilities along 
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with their nondisabled peers enhances their valued participation and empowers them to 

contribute to decisions that may affect their lives. 

Specific to this study, the data gathered are descriptions of what is occurring in the 

classroom environment and how it relates to students' feelings of belonging. The purpose 

of this exploratory study is to obtain information on how middle school students without 

disabilities describe membership for themselves as well as their classmates with severe 

disabilities. 
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CHAPTERS 

METHOD 

This study investigated perceptions about classroom membership for middle school 

students. In addition, it explored whether or not students with severe disabilities were 

perceived as members, and if so, what membership characteristics seemed to be involved 

in inclusive classrooms at the middle school level. Multiple sources of data were obtained, 

using qualitative methods such as focus group interviews, individual interviews, and 

videotaped classroom observations. This chapter describes: I) design of the study; 2) 

research paradigm; 3) study participants; 4) settings; 5) data collection methods; 6) 

procedures ; 7) interview data analysis; 8) data reliability; and 9) videotape observation 

analysis. 

Design of the Studv 

The study used a qualitative approach to address the issue of classroom 

membership for all types of middle school students including students with severe 

disabilities. Qualitative research is used as an umbrella term to refer to various research 

strategies. In education, qualitative research also may be called naturalistic inquiry because 

the research study is conducted in settings and among people where the events naturally 

occur (e.g., classrooms, schools, home, work) (Cuba, 1978). Recently, the application of 

qualitative research methods has made an increasingly impact in the special education 

literature (Ferguson & Halle, 1995). Research of a qualitative nature provides descriptive 
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data richer than other types of research. One of the major characteristics of qualitative 

research design is that it allows the study of the "meaning" of how people describe events 

and life experiences^ in other words, the focus of research is on "participant perspectives'' 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Within this qualitative research design, an interpretivist 

paradigm will be used to describe multiple perspectives from a variety of sources to obtain 

an in-depth perception of classroom membership for students with and without severe 

disabilities in inclusive settings. 

Interpretivist Paradigm 

Qualitative researchers use the interpretivist paradigm of inquiry under the 

conceptual perspective that all human actions are considered as "text" — as a collection 

of expressions of meanings created by people (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Interpretivists 

assume that all meanings are constructed by the interactions of key players or social 

actors within a setting and hence "meanings are inherently emergent or continually created 

anew" (Greene, 1993, p.38). For example, students in a particular class interact and 

construct meanings for objects, events, and people that lead to common definitions or 

shared perspectives. This process of interpretation is essential in understanding human 

actions (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). 

The goal of interpretivist research is to "describe, interpret, and understand" 

(Ferguson, Ferguson, & Taylor, 1992, p. 6). The major aspect of interpretive research is 

not to describe a single perspective, but rather multiple perspectives from a variety of 

sources, in order to better understand the "insider's" point of view. Specific to this study 
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was the intent of understanding how middle school students perceive classroom 

membership for themselves and for their classmate having severe disabilities. The study 

will describe the characteristics of classroom membership as perceived by peers who have 

ongoing, daily contacts with students with severe disabilities in the school environment. 

Validation of Findings 

Webb et al. (1965) coined the term "triangulation" as a method to confirm or 

support a finding by showing that "independent measures of it agree with it or. at least, do 

not contradict it." Triangulation can be obtained in several ways. Denzin (1978) suggested 

that findings can be supported by obtaining multiple sources of data (i.e., persons^ times, 

places), or by employing different methods (i.e., observations, interview transcripts). For 

the present study, data were obtained from different individuals in the setting through the 

methods of focus group interviews, individual semi-structured interviews, and videotaped 

observations that are discussed further in this chapter. 

An interview is a purposeful conversation between two or more individuals that is 

directed to obtain information in the participant's own words, as guided by the 

researcher's questions (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Morgan, 1988). The purpose of 

interviewing is to understand the experiences of people and the meanings they make of 

that experience (Seidman, 1991). Patton (1990) discusses three types of interviews which 

vary in the structure of the interview process; informal conversational interviews, 

interview guide approach, and standardized open-ended interviews. In this study, the 



interview guide approach was used. Data was obtained by conducting semi-structured, in-

depth interviewing of the participants. 

According to Courel (1974) focus group interviews can be a source of validation 

because focus group interviews provide opinions of a larger number of subjects or 

multiple respondents. Therefore, they complement any other method used and are helpful 

in "indefinite triangulation." Each focus group involves 6-10 individuals who discuss a 

specific topic under the direction of a moderator who facilitates interactions and 

discussions on the topic. Focus groups are useful in exploratory type of research where 

very little information is known on the topic of interest. Focus groups are valuable 

research tools in gathering information fi-om a group of people in a quick and cost efficient 

manner. The researcher has the opportunity to interact with the participants directly. 

which allows the researcher to probe and clarify responses during the discussions 

(Krueger, 1994; Stewart & ShamdasanL, 1990). Focus group discussions encourage 

participants to share or disclose their views, ideas, attitudes, and perceptions on specific 

topics more fi^eely because of the permissive and supportive environment. 

The nature of questioning encourages participants to express positive and negative 

ideas and responses. A recommended pattem in conducting focus group sessions 

includes; (a) the welcome, (b) the overview of the topic, (c) the ground rules, and (d) the 

first question. The different types of questions serve a specific purpose and are categorized 

as opening questions, introductory questions, transition questions, key questions, and 

ending questions (Krueger, 1994). 
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Specific to this study, multiple focus group interviews were conducted to provide 

larger and richer information on the topic of interest than what could be obtained through 

individual interviews (Krueger, 1994; Lederman, 1990). The study participants were 

classmates and were familiar with each other, which is an advantage in discussing a topic 

common to the members of the group. 

The purpose of observation is to record what the researcher hears, sees, and 

experiences in the setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Videotape recordings allows the 

observer to watch classroom interactions repeatedly and reflect on what occurs in the 

settings. Such recordings are useful for supplementing interviews or other data collecting 

methods (Bogdan & Biklen. 1992; Fetterman, 1989). In the present study, all of the 

observations were videotaped to better understand the dynamics of a given classroom. 

Using the videotapes helped the researcher to verify what students described in the 

interviews as indicators of classroom membership. According to Vaughn et al., (1996), the 

intent of the focus group interviews are to report the views of the participants, not to 

generalize to larger groups. In this light, Bers (1987) stated, "the method is best used to 

identify attitudinal dimensions and not to quantify the extent to which these are held in any 

population or subgroup" (p. 19). Similarly, Byers and Wilcox (1991) advised that the goal 

of focus groups should be to find out why rather than haw many. In this study, the results 

of the study are presented in a narrative style with bulleted tabular format which illustrated 

the responses of the study participants. 
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Study Participants 

Qualitative samples tend to be purposive rather than random because the primary 

goal of purposive sampling is not generalizibility (Kuzel. 1992; Morse, 1989). Participants 

for this study were selected based on conceptual rather than on representative grounds. In 

other words, the specific characteristic(s) of the participants for this study were selected 

on the basis that they had a minimum of one year of experience being in a inclusive 

classroom, have been educated with a student with severe disabilities in their classrooms 

and were enrolled in a middle school grade level.They were chosen for these 

characteristics rather than a concern for representativeness of a larger group. Furthermore, 

purposive sampling procedures are appropriate for focus group interviews to investigate 

how representative different views are and how strongly are these views held among the 

participants (Basch, 1987). 

Selection of Participants 

Formal permission was obtained fi'om the Human Subjects review conmuttee at the 

University of Arizona. An overview of the study was discussed with the administrators of 

the two school districts (one rural and one urban) and principals of the individual middle 

schools in the respective school districts. Individual inclusive classrooms in the middle 

school were selected based on the criterion that at least one student with severe disabilities 

was enrolled in that class. The general education teachers who had students with severe 

disabilities were informed about the research by both the principal and the researcher. 

With the consent of the general education teachers, the researcher explained the purpose 



of the research study to the individual classes and asked for volunteers who met the study 

participation criterion. Parental permission letters were given to those students who 

volunteered (85% of the students in class) in the classrooms. Only those students (80% 

return rate) who viounteered and returned the parental consent letters participated in the 

study. 

Characteristics of the Participants 

A total of 51 middle school students from two school districts (rural and urban) 

participated in the study. Of these 51 students. 4 students had severe disabilities, of the 51 

students. 32 were female and 19 were male. The students from the middle school (A) in 

the urban school district were 6th grade students. While the students from the middle 

school (B) in the rural school district were the 7th and 8th grade students. The age of the 

participants ranged from 11 years to 14 years. In the urban school district, the ethnic 

background of the participants consisted of 20 Caucasians, 4 Hispanics, I Chinese, and I 

Middle Eastern. In the rural school district, the ethnic background of the participants 

consisted of 13 Caucasians, 11 Hispanics, and I African American. All the panicipants in 

this study had a minimum of one year of experience in inclusive classrooms that had at 

least one student with severe disabilities. 

Descriptions of Students with Severe Disabilities 

Sally. At the time of the study, Sally was a 13 year old Caucasian teenage girl who 

attended 8th grade. Sally lived at home with her parents and attended a general education 

junior high school in a rural school district (School B). She had multiple disabilities 



(cerebral palsy and quadriplegia) and used a wheelchair. Throughout the day Sally was 

positioned to sit in a regular chair, prone stander, and a bean bag chair. Sally needed full 

physical assistance for personal hygiene skills. Her reports indicated a normal hearing 

range. Sally's vision was corrected with eye glasses. Sally tasted some food orally, but 

received most of her nutrition via a Gastrostomy-tube. 

Sally communicated using facial expressions, gestures, body language, reaching, 

and or touching objects and people. Sometimes, Sally used an augmentative 

communication device called a Macaw. The Macaw is a notebook size device that can be 

programmed to repeat recorded words/phrases when the area on its overlay that 

corresponds to that word/phrase is touched to greet her friends and for yes and no 

responses during choice making. Some of Sally's peers had been with her since 

elementary grade levels, and she participated in Girl Scouts with her friends. Sally partially 

participated in the school activities by making choices and using her communication 

device. 

Miriam. Miriam was a 13 year old Caucasian 8th grade student at the middle 

school in a rural school district (School B). Miriam lived at home with her family. She was 

bom with cerebral palsy and quadriplegia. Her reports did not indicate hearing or visual 

impairments. She moved around independently with a motorized wheelchair operated by a 

switch. She has been attending general education classrooms since elementary grade. 

Miriam needed full assistance for personal hygiene skills and during eating time. 



Miriam communicated using facial expressions, gestures, body language, reaching 

for objects, and touching people. She used an electronic communication device (Touch 

Talker) with a scanner for greetings, initiating conversations, responding to questions, 

sharing information, and making presentations in the classroom. 

Miriam attended music, art, Spanish, science, and home economics with her peers. 

Her favorite class was music. She completed her work sheets and quizzes in class. When 

given mutliple choice questions, Miriam used her head movements to confirm or negate 

the answers. She participated in class activities and worked independently with peer or 

adult support. Miriam had a lot of fiiends in school and in the neighborhood. She liked 

wearing "cool" clothes and was interested in boys. Miriam was sociable and interacted 

well with peers and adults. 

Katie. Katie was a 12 year old Caucasian 6th grade student at the middle school in 

an urban school district (School A). Katie lived at home with her parents, a 14 year 

brother and her twin sister. She attended the same school with her twin sister who did not 

have a disability. Katie was very popular with her classmates and had known some of them 

since kindergarten. Katie was bom prematurely with spastic quadripiegia, and cerebral 

palsy and has moderate to severe mental retardation. She uses a wheelchair with assistance 

for her mobility. Katie could point, cut, draw, and reach for objects and people using her 

right arm and hand. Her reports indicated a normal hearing range. Her vision had been 

corrected with eye glasses for myopia, nystagmus, and astigmatism. 



Katie expressed herself in a variety of ways. She greeted her friends with a Hi! 

She asked for hugs by saying "hug" and spontaneously rubbed the backs and arms of 

friends seated to her right. She expressed her feelings of happiness with smiles and 

laughter, and discomforts by crying or sad facial expressions. Katie communicated with an 

augmentative device called a Macaw. The device was programmed by her teachers and 

parents for Katie's activities during the day. In addition to this device, Katie had line 

drawn symbols depicting her class schedule and yes and no words glued onto her tray that 

was attached to her wheel chair. She responded to questions and choices by pointing to 

these symbols. 

Katie attended writing and literature, social studies, mathematics, health, drama, 

and P.E. Her favorite class was drama. Katie ate finger foods independently and needed 

physical assistance for other meals. She used a straw to drink with minimal support (i.e., 

holding the cup for her). Katie required total physical assistance for toileting. She 

participated in the class activities and did individual and class projects with necessary 

adaptations. Katie was well liked by her peers and teachers. 

Trov. Troy was an active 11 year old Caucasian sixth grade student in an urban 

school district (School A). He seemed to enjoy being with his peers, and interacted by 

using some speech, gestures and eye movements. Troy has moderate mental retardation 

and developmental disabilities. Many of Troy's friends from elementary school were in the 

middle school with him. Troy identified his fiiends and called them by name. Troy walked 

around school campus independently. He liked to be with peers and walked with them 
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from class to class. Troy made independent choices and indicated his preferences during 

class activities and when buying lunch in the cafeteria by pointing, gestures and using 

words. 

Troy went to writing and literature, social studies, mathematics, health, music, 

drama, and P.E. His favorite class was drama. He liked to use the computer and the game 

software for learning math. The reading program was interactive whereby Troy read the 

vocabulary and the speech synthesizer repeated the words. His peers often prompted or 

cued him to raise his hand or respond verbally to questions by peers and teachers. 

Setting 

School Districts 

Two school districts in the southwest were selected as the research sites because 

of their history of providing inclusive education for all students, including students with 

severe disabilities. Both school districts were small, with less than 4000 students each. 

One school district was rural and consisted of a greater number of Hispanic students as 

compared to the urban school district. The rural school district had one middle school 

while the urban school district had two middle schools. Both school districts provided 

education to students from preschool through high school and had provided fully inclusive 

educational opportunities for their students with severe disabilities for the past seven 

years. In addition these two school districts had directors of special education who 

supported inclusion and had trained teachers in inclusive education philosophy and 

strategies. 
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School A 

Middle school A was located in a urban school district. At the time of study, the 

total enrollment of the school was 599. Out of the 599 students^ 510 (85%) were 

Caucasians and 47 (7%) Hispanic, 33 Asian, 5 African American, and 4 were other 

nationalities. Twenty seven students had disabilities (4.5%). Two students with severe 

disabilities (Katie & Troy) were enrolled in the 6th grade class at this school. Participants 

in the study represented four individual classrooms from the 6th grade classes which 

included writing and literature, mathematics, social studies, and drama. 

School B 

Middle school B was located in a rural school district. The total enrollment in the 

middle school was 453. Out of the 453 students, 262 (57%) were Caucasians and 186 

(41%) were Hispanics, and 4 were from other nationalities. Sixty two students had 

disabilities (13.7%). The two students with severe disabilities (Sally & Miriam) who were 

selected to participate in this study were enrolled in 8th grade at this school. Participants 

in the study represented four individual classrooms from 8th grade classes which included 

science, reading, music, and art. A 7th grade music class also was selected because the 

two students with severe disabilities were scheduled in this music class as well. 
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Pilot Study 

A pilot study was conducted prior to the main study to obtain information on the 

dynamics and process of focus group sessions. Ten middle students other than the main 

study participants were selected from school B to pilot the focus group discussions. 

Students were excused from their class time to participate in the focus group discussion^ 

which was conducted in the home economics classroom where no other students or adults 

were present. Students were seated around a rectangular table and sat beside the students 

and the assistant moderator was seated on the table a couple of feet away from the group 

but within close proximity and view of the group. The assistant moderator took notes on 

nonverbal interactions of the students and the researcher's interview format. The interview 

was carried out in a semistructured format where the purpose of the study was stated and 

questions were entertained by the participants for clarification. The interview lasted for 45 

minutes. The group interviews were transcribed and a superficial analysis on the interview 

transcripts were conducted. The purpose of the pilot focus group interviews was to check 

the clarity of questions, examine the discussion process employed, and to make changes as 

needed in the interview process. The interview questions for the focus group interview 

were modified on the type of questions for the main study as a result of reactions from the 

pilot study participants, f^dback from the assistant moderator and two faculty members 

experienced in inclusive education and in qualitative research at the University of Arizona. 
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Data Collection 

Methods of data collection common to qualitative research such as focus group 

sessions, individual interviews and videotaped observations were employed to obtain the 

necessary information to address the research questions of this study. This section will 

include the format and procedure for (a) focus group interview, (b) individual interview, 

(c) classroom observation, (d) data analysis, and (e) data verifiability. 

Focus Group Interview Guide Format 

The group interview guide addressed the research question on how students in the 

middle schools in inclusive settings perceived classroom membership. This exploratory 

study on classroom membership was designed to obtain information from the students" 

point of view and therefore no predetermined definitions on class membership and 

belongingness were provided to the students during the interview discussions. The 

questions were formulated based on related literature on membership and discussions with 

professionals in the field. The focus group interview guide format suggested by Krueger 

(1994) included different types of questions that served a specific purpose and were 

categorized as opening or introductory questions, transition questions, key questions, and 

endmg questions (see Appendix A). The introductory question asked the participants to 

share their name and mention one thing that they enjoyed about coming to school. The 

transition questions addressed the issue of what makes students a part of a class and 

aspects on belongingness. The key questions focused on what makes students members or 

not members of the classroom. Prompts and probes such as "Could you expand on what 
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you just said...?" "Could you give an example?" "Does anyone have anything to add to 

the comments discussed?" were asked whenever needed. The ending questions 

summarized the content and elicited further information on the topic discussed. The 

researcher from here on will be referred to as the moderator for the group discussions. 

The moderator summarized the ideas presented by the students and asked the group 

whether they agreed or disagreed to what was summarized. This process of member 

checking was necessary to verify the participants' perceptions.The wrap-up question 

allowed participants to ask any questions to the moderator (researcher) of the group 

discussion. The wrap-up of the focus group interview included statements of appreciation 

to the study participants. 

To ensure participation of students with severe disabilities, a simplified interview 

guide format was utilized (see Appendix A; I). The questions were closed-ended (Yes and 

No) and included some simple choices that were presented pictorially. The moderator 

addressed the questions (e.g.. Do you like to come to school? Which class do you like? 

Not like?) directly to the student with severe special needs. For example, two photographs 

of Sally's teachers were held in front of her by her aide and the moderator asked Sally 

"which subject/class do you like?". When Sally looked at the photograph and smiled, a 

confirmatory question was asked "are you saying Mr. P" and when she smiled again, her 

response indicated an yes. Similar types of questions were addressed to students with 

severe disabilities during their participation in the focus group interviews. The students 



responded using some speech, facial expressions^ pointing, head movements, and their 

augmentative communication device. 

Focus Group Interview Procedure 

The researcher met with the two school principals and discussed the purpose and 

nature of the study. After obtaining consent from the principal, the researcher identified 

the general education teachers who had students with severe disabilities in their 

classrooms. With the consent of the teachers, the researcher approached the students who 

volunteered in the respective classrooms (refer to the section on selection of participants) 

and asked them to meet at the rooms (conference room in school A and home economics 

room in school B) assigned by the school principals. The chairs were arranged in a round 

table fashion. Two small tape recorders with a built-in microphone were simultaneously 

used and were placed on the table close to the participants and the moderator (researcher). 

An assistant moderator who was a graduate student in the department of special 

education and rehabilitation was present during the focus group session. For this study, 

one graduate student for each setting was identified by the researcher. The researcher 

discussed the purpose of the study with both graduate students and explained the role of 

the assistant moderator during the focus group sessions. The assistant moderator was 

responsible for taking written notes on participants' enthusiasm level, participation, facial 

expressions, and body language of the participants. The written notes were taken after the 

first 5 minutes of the opening discussion and after every 10 minutes focusing on the same 

areas such as enthusiasm level for each student (following their order of seating) as 
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mentioned above for the entire duration of the focus group discussions. The assistant 

moderator was seated on a desk in the outer circle of the study participants but in a 

comfortable position and moved around as needed for a clear view of all the participants in 

the group. The students were informed that the assistant moderator would be taking notes 

on the group discussions. The assistant moderator did not actively participate in the group 

discussion. 

After the students took their seats in the room, each of them was given a name tag 

and asked to put it on a place visible to the moderator (researcher). The purpose of the 

study and a brief "mtroduction was given by the moderator and any questions at that point 

were entertained. Following the introduction, in addition to obtaining parental 

permissions, the students' voluntary consent for their participation in the study was 

obtained by getting their signatures on a consent form that included their name, age, grade 

and ethnic background. The moderator followed a questioning route for the focus group 

sessions as suggested by Krueger (1994) and Vaughn et al (1996) consisted of the 

following steps: First, the students were welcomed for their voluntary participation in the 

group discussion. Second, an overview of the topic and purpose of the research study was 

presented. Third, the ground rules such as turn taking, speaking clearly, and maintaining 

the confidentiality of the discussion were stated, and then, the first introductory question 

was asked. The students were encouraged to be spontaneous and were asked to take turns 

in sharing their opinions. The moderator called on any students who were quiet and used 

the round robin format to include everyone's ideas. During the group discussions, the 



moderator summarized ideas shared by the participants and asked them whether they 

agreed or disagreed. In focus group discussions this method of frequently verifying and 

confirming participants' meanings referred as member checking, was employed to reduce 

threats to reliability of the data. 

The number of students in each focus group discussion ranged from a minimum of 

5 to a maximum of 10 students. A. total of 8 focus group sessions were conducted. Four 

focus group sessions were conducted in each of the two schools. One focus group session 

in each school included only female students, while the rest of the six groups included both 

male and female students. In each of these 4 focus group sessions per school, a student 

with severe disabilities (Katie, Troy, Sally, or Miriam) participated in the group discussion. 

Only one student with severe special needs accompanied by an aide was present with 

his/her nondisabled peers for the group discussion. The aide was seated behind the student 

with severe disabilities. Five simplified questions were addressed directly to the students 

with severe disabilities. To facilitate their participation, closed-ended questions, (e.g.. 

Which class subject do you like? Do you feel a part of this class?) and similar questions 

that required yes or no responses were asked of students with severe disabilities. 

Questions were repeated two or three times as needed to obtain a response. Only one 

question was asked at one time, and questions were scattered throughout the focus group 

interviews. Each of these four students with severe disabUities shared their opinions 

individually using alternative and augmentative communication systems such as a 

communication board, picture schedules, and voice output communication device. 



The duration of the focus group sessions ranged from 35 to 45 minutes. At the end 

of the interview session, as a token of appreciation for their participation, an incentive 

(one sports pen and some candy) was given to the participants to take with them. All of 

the audiotaped interviews were transcribed verbatim and transcripts were checked by the 

researcher. 

Individual Interview Guide 

An individual interview questions/guide was developed by the researcher based on 

the information obtained from the analysis of the focus group discussions and from the 

two facult>- members who provided feedback on the original focus group interviews. One 

of the utilities of focus group interview information is to construct survey instruments, 

interview guides, and observation tools for further study on the topic (Vaughn et 

al., 1996). Specific to this study, the purpose of the individual interviews was to obtain a 

more substantive picture of the information discussed in the focus groups. Individual 

interviews would provide a richer understanding of how peers perceived membership for 

their classmates with severe disabilities and could serve as a means of verification of the 

multiple perspectives shared by the participants. 

Interview questions were both closed and open-ended and included such questions 

as, "do you have friends in class?" "Who are they?" "What makes you a member of the 

class?" Some of these questions were the same as those used for the group interviews. A 

couple of questions were related to their classmates with severe disabilities and how they 

were perceived as members of their class. A couple of questions addressed teacher 
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behavior and inclusion of students in the classroom. Prompts and probes such as "Could 

you expand on what you just said...?", "Could you give an example?" were included to 

obtain adequate responses to the questions (see Appendbc B). 

Individual Interview Procedure 

From the students who volunteered for the study and who participated in the focus 

group discussions, 16 students were selected for an individual interview. Four classmates, 

four for each of the 4 students with severe disabilities were selected for individual 

interviews. Of the four classmates, two were identified by both the special education 

teacher and the general education teacher as fiiends of the student with disabilities and 

two were randomly selected by the researcher by drawing their names from 2 envelopes 

which were sorted by gender. The random selection included one male and one female 

student. The reason for using both purposeful (classmates identified as close fiiends) and 

random selection of peers (classmates not identified as close fiiends) was to reduce bias 

and to obtain a more complete array of perceptions. 

These 16 students were interviewed individually to obtain more in-depth 

information on the characterstics of classroom membership. Students who were selected 

to be interviewed were contacted by the researcher in person, and a specific time, date, 

and place, convenient to both the researcher and participant was scheduled. All of the 

individual interviews were held on the school premises (conference room and home 

economics classroom) during class times with the permissions of their teachers. Only the 

student participant and the researcher were present in the room during the interview. 
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The interview session was initiated by the researcher with brief informal 

introductions. She obtained demographic information such as the student's name, age, 

gender, ethnicity, and grade level, and the number of classes shared with the student with 

severe disabilities. The researcher followed the interview guide during the sessions, asking 

for more in-depth responses as needed. The duration of the mdividual interviews ranged 

from 25 to 35 minutes. Only one individual interview session was conducted for each of 

the participants. A total of 16 individual interviews were audiotaped and transcribed 

verbatim and checked by the researcher. 

Observation Procedure 

Classroom observations were conducted to confirm information obtained from 

both the focus group discussions and indrsadual interviews. The four individual inclusive 

classrooms of the study participants, as specified earlier in this chapter were selected for 

observations. The general education and special education teachers were informed about 

the videotaping. A schedule for videotaping convenient to the general education teachers 

was followed by the researcher. Therefore, the videotaped observations of the class 

periods varied at different times and on different days. The researcher arrived with the 

VHS camcorder at the begiiming of the class period. After the first 5 to 7 minutes of the 

class, the researcher videotaped the student with severe disabilities as the main focus (for 

approximately 4-5) minutes), the teacher ( for approximately 2-3 minutes) and students' 

(students with and without disabilities) interactions (3-4 minutes). The researcher 

continuously recorded, switching back and forth to keep the students and teacher in the 
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viewing frame. At the end of the class period, the room was panned to obtain information 

on the seating arrangement and classroom materials. For each of the 4 students with 

severe disabilities, 4 entire class periods were videotaped which consisted of a total of two 

hours of videotaped class time. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis procedures for this study followed prescribed procedures from the 

field of qualitative research. Data analysis is a systematic process of searching and 

organizing the interview transcripts, fieldnotes. and other materials that are collected. This 

process increases the researcher's understanding of the data and in presenting the of 

findings to others (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). While searching through descriptive data, 

common phrases, words, participants' ideas, and views that stand out are noted. The 

congregate sorting of these phrases and words is referred to as coding categories. "Codes 

are labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information 

compiled during a study."(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.56). Coding involves different 

levels. Major codes are more general statements. Subcodes are used to break the 

information into smaller units of analysis for clearer presentation (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990). 
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Data Coding and Analysis 

Group interview data. The audiotaped interviews of the focus groups were 

transcribed verbatim by the researcher. The method of data analysis was based on the 

procedures developed by Vaughn et al. (1996). These authors have adapted their 

procedures from the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and 

naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Cuba, 1985). All the interview transcripts were numbered 

by line and page. A running head included the name of the interviewee for easy 

identification. The data analysis was conducted by the researcher and a graduate student in 

school psychology who had some previous experience coding qualitative data. The 

researcher briefly explained to the graduate student the purpose and design of the study, 

and had this student read the proposal of the study. Focus group data analysis information 

described by Vaughn et al. (1996) was given to the graduate student to read. The 

researcher clarified doubts and questions for the graduate student. The researcher and 

graduate student read through each interview, identifying the emerging themes, common 

phrases, and ideas including both major codes and subcodes on a separate sheet of paper. 

First, after the interviews have been read several times, certain words, phrases and themes 

referred to as "big ideas" (Vaughn et al. 1996 p. 105) were identified. Second, the 

interview transcripts were identified for small units of information, the size of the unit 

being a word, phrase, sentence, or a paragraph. Third, the identified units were sorted 

according to major themes. Themes were defined and the criteria for organizing the units 

of information under the respective themes were described. The categories included; 
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Member(M), Nonmember (NM), Belonging (BE), Teacher Behavior (TB), Student 

Behavior (SB), Class Activity (CA), Class Climate (CC), Student with Disabilities (SD). 

The researcher and the graduate student (referred to as "coders") agreed to add emerging 

codes if needed. All the units of information were independently coded by the two coders 

into thematic categories on the margins of the interview transcripts for the two group 

interviews. 

Post-coding discussions revealed differences in the size of units (phrase and whole 

sentences) coded and the number of codes for similar units of information. Both the 

coders had created additional codes. The researcher had created three categories: 

Discipline (D), reasons for liking school (LS), and social behavior (SB). The graduate 

student had several categories: Interview procedures (IP), Social with peers (SoP), Social 

with Teachers (SoT), School rules (SR), Home Variables (HV), Student preferences (SP), 

Teacher traits (TT), and Student traits (ST). The two coders discussed their rationale for 

their different codes using examples from the interview transcripts that each had coded. 

Through discussion, the two coders agreed upon the following six codes: Teacher 

Behavior (TB), Student Behavior (SB), Class Activity (CA), Class Climate (CC), Social 

Variables (SV), and School Rules (SR). The two coders agreed to code the units in 

context by referring to the questions asked by the interviewer. Following this discussion, 

the two coders used the new codes to jointly color code two new focus group interviews. 

During this process, the coders expanded and constricted the definitions of the codes, as 

needed. 
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Four of the group interview transcripts were independently color coded by the 

researcher and the graduate student. Following this initial analysis and color coding 

procedure, the coders discussed the units and themes, looked for agreements and checked 

for similarities and discrepancies. If there were discrepancies, the coders discussed these 

until consensus could be reached. For the purpose of intercoder reliability, a third person 

who was a doctoral candidate with some experience in qualitative data analysis 

independently color coded one interview transcript to verify the clarity in the definitions of 

the themes. In addition, two independently color coded interview transcripts were verified 

by the doctoral student to check reliability of agreement in the data coding procedure. 

Individual interview data. The audiotaped interviews of the 16 selected students 

without disabilities were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. All the interviews were 

line and page numbered, and a running head was the name of the interviewee. A set of 

four individual interview transcripts were independently read by the two coders. The two 

coders agreed to use the same categories from the focus group analysis and to develop 

new categories if needed. All the four sets (16) were independently coded and cross 

checked. Any discrepancies were discussed until consensus could be reached. 

At this juncture, the researcher discussed data analysis procedures with two faculty 

members who previously provided feedback on data reduction. Based upon the research 

questions, the categories were re-examined, and four major categories such as 

characteristics of students without disabilities, characteristic of students with severe 

disabilities, characteristics of teachers, and class activities were used (see Table 1). 



Findings were presented under these four areas on the aspects of classroom membership 

and nonmembership for students with and without disabilities. 

Reliability of Data Analysis 

For reliability purposes, two focus group interview trancripts and two sets (4 in 

each set) of individual interview trancripts that were both independently coded without 

any discussion between the coders were used to determine the reliability of the coding. In 

addition, to check the reliability of the operationalized definitions of the codes, another 

doctoral student independently coded one of the focus group interviews by using the 

categories or codes that were defined by the two coders as a guide. 

To determine the reliability for both the focus group interviews and the sets of 

individual interviews, the coders each calculated the total number of units as the first color 

code plus the number of additional changes in either color code or sentence and then 

calculated the number of agreement in color codes between the two coders. For each unit 

that was coded with more than one color, all colors were calculated in the total. The 

number of agreement in color codes was divided by the total number of color codes to 

obtain the percentage of agreement. 

In the context of interrater reliability, McMillan & Schumacher (1993) state that 

techniques often used to establish reliability such as "obtaining an interrater reliability 

coefficient, are inappropriate in qualitative research." The percentage of agreement in 

coding between the two coders for the two focus group interviews consisted of a mean of 

86% and for the two sets of individual interviews consisted of a mean of 85%. In this 



study, these percentage of agreements in coding may represent underestimates in 

agreement if when smaller units of analysis received the same color code, the units were 

counted as one larger unit, which would seem to disproportionately reduce the total 

number of units more than the percentage of agreement. For example, (line from one 

individual interview) they like sir down, get it done, handed it in, and do extra work was 

counted as only one unit under the Student Behaviors category since both coders had 

coded the entire segment the same color. In contrast, the sentence, I am talking about 

people who like to do worksheets was coded as two separate units, with one unit of 

agreement each. One unit of information was color coded as worksheets under the Class 

Activity category and the other unit of information was coded as actions of other students 

as part of the Student Behaviors category. 

The two coders then discussed the diflFerences found in the coding. The differences 

that arose seemed to be primarily attributable to occasional carelessness or rater's drift. 

The second greatest difference seemed to be attributable to the use of different sizes in the 

units of analysis regarding the coding of phrases that were part of larger phrases. Although 

Vaughn et al. (1996) explained that "a unit of information can vary from a phrase to a 

sentence or a paragraph," this variability may have confounded and hypothetically 

underestimated the calculations of percentage of agreement. Therefore, in this qualitative 

study, other strategies such as transcribed verbatim interviews (direct quotes), member 

checking (corroboration), and videotapes (mechanically recorded data) were used in 

combmation to reduce threats to reliability. 
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Table I. 

Interview Data Analysis Categories & Definitions 

Categories 

Behaviors of Students without Disabilities 

Any unit of information (phrase, sentence) that describes actions of the student (self), 
other students (others), expressions of feelings, descriptions of personality traits, physical 
appearance, friendships, social and communication interactions, membership. 
Examples from several students; When I go to her class all I do is work sheets. You have 
to get good grades in class, you have to be nice to others. It's the goof offs who are not 
members. 

Behaviors of Students with Severe Disabilities 

Any unit of information that related to students with severe disabilities specific to 
perceptions of membership such as physical characteristics, participation, social and 
communication interactions. 
Examples from different students: She can't run. She is in a wheelchair. She does the same 
projects as we do. She uses a communication device to participate. 

Teacher Behaviors 

Any unit of information attributable to the teachers'actions (e.g., teaching, grouping 
students, teacher made rules, routines, time lines), teacher favoritism, interactions with 
students, and description of personality traits. 
Examples; She does explain. When he's in a bad mood. She is rude, they chew gum and 
tell us not to, they gives us lunch detentions. I like Ms/Mr...class. 

Class Activities 

Any unit of information that referred to an exercise or event in the classroom and affective 
feelings associated with those class activities such as boring, fun, comfortable, difficulty of 
tasks in class, and actions related to the class activities. 
Examples; It is a good class, feel bored, we have assignments, we have fun during 
projects, work sheets are boring, in math class we played a game, we like brainstorming. 
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Videotaped Observation Analysts 

As part of the data collection procedure, for each of the 4 students with severe 

disabilities, 4 entire class periods were videotaped. A total of 2 hours of videotaped 

observations were obtained for each of the 4 students with severe disabilities and their 

typical classmates in the inclusive classrooms. Prior to viewing the videotapes, the 

researcher and the other observer discussed the research questions and reviewed the 

coding categories used in the interview analysis and decided to use 3 major categories; I) 

behaviors of students without disabilities ( for example, behaviors such as talking with 

students or teacher, doing seat work, writing, answering questions by the teacher, raising 

hands, social behaviors, interactions between students and teacher, student to student); 2) 

teacher behaviors (for example, behaviors such as teaching to a large or small group, 

talking to individual student, moving around the classroom); 3) behaviors of students with 

severe disabilities (For example, behaviors such as saying "hi," using the communication 

device, doing Hi- 5s to peers and, interactive facial expressions). The researcher and 

another observer watched the video of one student for half an hour and independently 

recorded the summary of the information under the three categories. In addition, the 

classroom setting and the activities that occurred in each of the classrooms were recorded 

after viewing the entire videotape of each class period. The researcher viewed all the 

videotapes three times and used the videotaped observation notes to confirm and negate 

the findings obtained fi'om the students during the focus group and individual interviews. 

The confirmation of the findings of this study will be discussed in the results section. 



CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The major research questions in this study were: I) What does classroom 

membership mean to students without disabilities in the middle schools? and 2) How are 

students with severe disabilities members of their general education class as perceived by 

their classmates? In answering these questions, the researcher analyzed the information 

obtained from focus group interviews, individual interviews, and videotaped observations 

of the students' classrooms. Following qualitative data analysis through constant 

comparative method (Glaser & Strauss. 1967) and focus group data analysis procedures 

developed by Vaughn et al. (1996). The data is presented through the use of different 

themes and categories. This chapter presents the results of the study in three sections; 

general findings on descriptions of classroom membership, specific descriptions on 

membership for students with severe disabilities, and confirmation of findings from the 

analysis of the videotaped observations. Also, responses from students with severe 

disabilities will be highlighted. Comparisons between students of the two middle schools 

will be presented. 

General Findings on Descriptions of Classroom Membership 

During the opening introductions in the focus group discussions and individual 

interviews, middle school students shared what they enjoyed about coming to school. A 

majority of the middle students responded that they liked school because they enjoyed 

seeing, talking, and being with their friends, and the girls liked meeting boys. A few other 



reasons shared by students with severe disabilities included seeing their favorite teacher, 

going to their favorite class (subject) such as physical education ( P.E.), and art, and 

participating in sports activities. Also some students stated that school was more fun than 

home and felt that parents wanted them to go to school to leam. These warm-up 

responses set the stage for students to discuss the topic of classroom membership. 

During the focus group interviews, the assistant moderator took written notes on 

participants' enthusiasm level, participation, facial expressions, and body language of the 

participants. The written notes were taken after the first 5 minutes of the opening 

discussion and after every 10 minutes focusing on the same areas such as enthusiasm level 

for each student (following their order of seating) as mentioned above for the entire 

duration of the focus group discussions. Analysis of the observation notes indicated that 

majority of the students showed enthusiasm and interest in the topic of discussion by 

responding to the questions and taking turns in sharing their perceptions. Students 

attended to the moderator through eye contact and raising hands to express their views. In 

general, students appeared to actively listen to the moderator and peers, which was 

observed by appropriate body language, such as head nods, smiles, serious faces, and eye 

gaze. All the students participated in the discussion and spoke spontaneously. In each 

group, two or three students conversed more than the others. Observation notes stated 

that some students spoke out of turn and were very emphatic and confident in what was 

being said. Some students turned around in their chairs playfully, some fidgeted with their 

name badges, a few were biting their nails, some yawned, some drummed their fingers 
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softly on the table, some rested their heads on table, but maintained eye contact with the 

speaker and were alert in responding to the questions. Giggles and laughter occurred as 

students made comments. However, these behaviors did not seem to interfere with their 

involvement and participation in the discussions. In general, students actively participated 

in the discussions and students were quiet when their classmates with and without severe 

disabilities responded to the interview questions. 

Based upon the data analysis of all the focus group and individual interviews, three 

different areas of perceptions of membership emerged. Also, in contrast, nonmembership 

perceptions were revealed and are presented under each section. The three major themes 

for understanding classroom membership include: (1) Student Characteristics, (2) Teacher 

Characteristics, and (3) Class Activities. These themes are described in the following 

section under the subheadings of membership and nonmembership for each theme in 

response to the first research question. 

Perceptions of Students' Characteristics 

Membership. Students felt that being a part of the class meant that they had a place 

in the classroom, and felt respected and wanted. Being familiar with their classmates and 

having fiiends who understood them made the student feel as if he or she belonged to a 

group and or to a class as a whole. Students reported feeling a part of a group when their 

classmates were nice and not rude or mean to each other. For example one student stated; 

"Your fiiends are in the class and you can make fiiends in the class...and work wise, if you 

are in a group they help you...you have to be nice, not rude, nobody likes you." Not being 
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made fiin of by the peers and not being left out made students feel more a part of the class. 

Another student remarked; "I feel like a member in all different classes because nobody 

puts me down." Not being embarrassed or shy but being yourself were other 

characteristics that students reported as making one a member of the class. 

Students who were active (not just sitting and doing nothing), who participated in 

class activities such as doing work sheets, projects, raising hands in class to ask or answer 

questions, and those who tried hard were considered members of the class. One student 

described a member as follows: "well, people who are really enthusiastic, really try and try 

hard, memorize their lines, and are really friendly are more members than somebody who 

sits around and who in the last minute tries to memorize lines." 

A few students agreed that obtaining good grades (i.e., straight As) made them 

feel part of the class, while others agreed that those straight A students were more of a 

member of the class for the teacher and not really part of the class as a whole. Other 

students feh that showing effort to improve their grades was more important than getting 

As all the time. One of the students summarized; 

...there are kids that get straight As, are in good moods all the time, listen, are 
well behaved...and contribute to being members by the way they act. They act 
responsible, behave correctly and are good members of the class. 

Most of the students including students with severe disabilities felt that they were 

members of their class because they were all present in the classroom, were in the 

classroom all year, and showed up to school everyday. One student reported; 'because I 

am in the class everyday and I do the same work as everybody else and I answer questions 
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in his class and I guess that means I am part of the class." When students had a choice to 

pick their own seats or sit with their friend(s), it made them feel like members of the class. 

Some students mentioned that they belonged to a group of fHends and not to a class as a 

whole, while some students felt that they belonged to both because most of their friends 

were in most of the classes. Students favored a classroom structure where students were 

seated in groups of 4 and 5. The class seating arrangement allowed students to interact 

with their group members who were their fnends and that made students feel that they 

were close to their fnends, and a part of the class. 

Several students expressed a sense of belonging and membership when they felt 

comfortable, felt wanted, and felt welcomed by their friends and teachers in the class. 

When the teacher and students were in a good mood, the whole class was happy and the 

students felt a part of the class and described the class as one "big happy family." Some 

students described coming to school as a second home not only because they spent most 

of their time in school, except for weekends, but also for having an understanding teacher 

and friends. Having friends in the class made students feel that they had someone to help 

them, to chat with, and work with, which made them less lonely. Having a class 

environment that was not "uptight" but allowed students to move around made them (the 

students) feel relaxed and feel like they were having fun. One student consistently 

remarked that in order to be a part of the class, the student had to know the routine of the 

class, know some friends, and know the teacher. His opinions were confirmed by his 

classmates. 
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Even though students mentioned dress as an issue, for many of the students 

clothing, or how they looked, did not impact their feelings of belonging to a group. 

However, some students felt that they were not all treated the same or equally a part of 

the class because some of their classmates were popular and dressed a certain way and 

that clothes and shoes had a lot to do with whom they interacted. With regard to the type 

of clothing worn students responded: "...you should be able to dress however you want to 

dress and not belong to a group and just hang out with your own friends... part of the 

personality is the way you dress...because friends don't judge you for what you wear or 

how you look..." 

With regard to gender differences, the boys stated that girls were more part of the 

class because there were fewer boys in their school and more boys dropped out of schools 

than girls. Another group of students felt that they had equal number of boys and girls in 

the classroom and that they were equal members in the class. Within the context of 

gender, some students mentioned that some of their teachers liked the boys better and 

that the boys were called on more often. Table 2 illustrates the breadth of student 

responses from the group and individual interviews. 



102 

Table 2. 

Descriptions of Membership: Student Characteristics 

Sample questions; Who is a member of a class? What makes you feel a part of your class? 
What makes you belong to a class? 

Selected Student Responses 
To be a tart of this class vou: 
• know a lot of people in the classroom, know the daily routine and how it works... 
• participate in the class 
• are good at art writing & literature 
• get to sit with your friends and sit with the person you want 
• raise your hands and teacher calls on you...being picked 
• know some fnends 
• help out others 
• have a place in it 
• are not left out., no one makes fiin of you and e\erybodv' gets to be in iL 
• respect them...&iends respect you 
• have same things in conmion...fhends are cool 
• are a class clown 
To be a member: 
• just be yourself, have a good attitude 
• be active, not shy or embarrassed 
• get good grades 
• respect others and not put others down 
• tr\- hard 
• ii>- to understand and learn something 
• treat everyone equal 
When vou belong to a class: 

• It's like a second home, it's like home 
• you have a lot of fim in there 
• you feel comfortable, you're welcome, you're like one big happy family 
• you are in a good mood, my ftiends are in a good mood and the whole class is happ>- and that's 

basically when I feel part of the class 
• you have friends and you know the teacher 
• school is for academics & fun. you can't go through life and not just sit around in class 
• you have friends and feel mostly comfortable with people in the class and not alwa\-s with the teachers 
• you have lots of friends in the class 
• ever}-bo<b- knows your name...like "Cheers" 
• you always feel wanted-Jeel comfortable 
• most of us are in the same classe$...and know each other really well 
• you feel better about yourself 
• nobo(h- calls each other names 
• fnends don't judge you for what you wear or how you look 
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Perceptions of Students' Characteristics 

Nonmembership. Findings from the focus group and individual interviews indicated 

that what students mentioned about nonmembership was related to their perceptions of 

membership. Sixth grade students mentioned that they did not feel like members on the 

first day of class because they did not know their teacher and had few friends with many 

new students in the classroom. Students associated classroom structure with their feeling 

of membership. For example, assigned seating and being seated in rows facing the board 

were not considered a favorable asset to class belonging. When asked who is not a 

member, a group of students mentioned that two students were considered as 

nonmembers: one because he looked big for his age, and did not smell good; and the other 

because he was a new student and did not have friends. Others stated that a particular 

student was not a member because he did not always get good grades and was suspended 

from school several times. Grades affected how some students felt about being in the 

class. Students who received lower grades felt badly about the class and did not want to 

go back into that classroom. Yet another student was considered a nonmember because he 

missed class three times a week or as one student stated "is never here." Students who 

were teacher's favorites or pets were considered as more of a member of the class to the 

teacher, but not necessarily to the class; one student referred to the teacher's favorites as 

"outcasts." 

Students basically felt that people who did not try and did not participate were not 

members. In fact, the greater the participation the more they were perceived as a member 
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in the class. Some students reported that the "trouble makers" (e.g., those students who 

got into trouble with the teacher for talking back to the teacher, being noisy, acting out, 

talking out of turn, yelling and screaming) were not members of the class. Others referred 

to normiembers as those who did not do their work on time and did not show up on time 

to school. Some students described nonmembers as those who. "...sit in the back of the 

room and goof oflF...throw airplanes with nasty notes and they aren't part of the class...and 

get into trouble all the time and don't have membership." Table 3 shows descriptions of 

students' perceptions of nonmembership. 
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Tables. 

Descriptions of Nonmembership: Student Characteristics 

Sample questions; When is someone not really a member of the class? 
When do you not feel part of the class? 

Studem Characteristics: Nonmembership 

Selected Student Reponses 
Not a member because: 

• (student) is big for his age and has a hump on his back, has deodorant problems, 
smells, doesn't shower 

• he gets into trouble 
• (student) is new this year and doesn't have friends and is teased about his tail 
• I get statements (punishment), I feel out of the class because everybody sees me 
• students are rude and not really nice 
• students do not include themselves— like there are a couple of students who are 

quiet, sit in the side of the classroom 

You feel not part of the class when: 

• everybody is tired and no one wants to participate 
• they (students) don't feel equal..when some people are more popular than others 
• you get Fs (grade) in the class...don't get good grades...I think grades affect how you 

feel...you don't want to go to class and you are depressed 
• you are not in a good mood. 
• some people sit there and draw... they don't participate...just goof off 



Students' Perceptions of Teacher Characteristics 

Membership. A prominent theme was the relationship between teacher 

characteristics and students' perceived classroom membership. Students felt part of the 

class when teachers respected them as adults, appreciated them, and listened to them. 

Students liked teachers who called on everybody to participate in class activities. Students 

confirmed that they were members following one student's remark: "She(teacher) 

includes everyone in the games and nobody is left out, everybody gets a part in the play, 

everybody gets to be in the groups. She is pretty good about it." One student expressed: 

"...she (teacher) is open minded and lets you do what you want so its a fiin class and she 

doesn't punish you. She tells you why you can't do that and makes it clear." 

Teachers who treated the students equally and who did not have favorites made 

the students feel like members of the class. One of the students stated: "She teaches all of 

us, she treats us equally...treats everybody with respect like a human being... she helps all 

of you, she doesn't have favorites and she doesn't pick one that sings real good and help 

them better." Teachers who were "cool," laid back, cheerful, and gave students choices 

and chances to try made them feel part of the class. Also students mentioned that teachers 

who joked around and were fun (e.g., imitating voices, acting like a kid) made them feel as 

a member of the class because they found it easier to learn more and participate more 

when the teacher's class was fun. Students remarked that the teacher who facilitated the 

feeling of membership "is nice, helps individually, helps the whole class, jokes around...if 
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she sees people who don't understand, she will stop and make them understand and 

explain to them." 

Teachers' understanding of student needs, thoughts, and feelings appeared to make 

students feel part of the class. These teachers allowed them to talk openly, listened to 

them and acted as counselors when they were having a bad day. Several students agreed 

when some students stated; 

I think that what makes someone a big part of the class is the teacher...Sort of like 
a scale with the teacher being the highest part and then the students below (lower 
part) the teacher's scale...that makes you be a member of the class. 

Nonmembership. Smdents described certain characteristics of the teacher that 

created a sense of nonmembership in the classroom. Students perceived that if they were 

on the bad side of the teacher and were not recognized in class by the teacher, they did not 

feel part of the class. A majority of students expressed feelings of low self-esteem and lack 

of belonging when teachers grouped students or compared students who were smarter or 

received grades of As to those who received grades of Cs and Ds. With regard to 

teacher's recognition and grades, one student shared; 

...we had a test and she (the teacher) said people who didn't get their tests didn't 
do a good job and then she (teacher) caUed their names. I think that it is 
disrespectful and there were people who tried their hardest...! don't think they 
should be recognized as a person who didn't do a good job. But Ms..(another 
teacher) will whisper in your ear and you can redo the test if you want. She does 
not put you on a spot for bad things. 

Several students described various attributes of their teacher as not being nice, 

being rude, getting mad at them, not being fiinny, not smiling, being less tolerant, being a 

workaholic, being a "jerk", and being too perfect. These attributes appeared to make 
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students feel less of a member of their class. Others confirmed what one student reported; 

"There's one teacher who has mood swings and she doesn't make you feel like a member. 

Everybody is a separate person in her class. You do things with each other but you really 

don't feel comfortable in her class." Some students described two instances of feeling 

discomfort and unfairness in their classes. This occurred whenever teachers made rules 

and didn't follow them. For example, chewing gum in class was not allowed, but teachers 

did it themselves. Other examples of students' perceptions on teacher characteristics are 

listed in Table 4. 



109 

Table 4. 

Students' Descriptions of Membership: Teacher Characteristics 

Sample questions: What makes you feel that you are part of the class? 
What makes someone a member of the class? 
What makes you feel that you belong to the class? 

Teacher Characteristics: Membership 
Selected Students" Responses 

To feel a member or a pan of the class; 
The teacher.... 
• makes you feel part of the class. She doesn't yell at us...she appreciates you. smiles at you. 
• gives us work to do: treats us like adults because she gî 'es us choices 
• gives us breaks: she talks to you and listens to us: understands the v\°ay we think..like a cotmselor 
• makes class flm. teaches you in a fim way...and those teachers that are fun arc better teachers. 
• doesn't have favorites: e\ erybo<h- is treated equal: helps all of us 
• gives e\-eryone a chance: calls on ex eryfxxh' to help participate in the class 
• lets you sit whom you want pick your own seats 
• e.\plains what we don't understand is always friendly and nice to us 
• walks around, goes to everyboch- at difiTerent tables and praises you for what you are doing 
• uses her imagination and knows what she is doing instead of following along a handbook 

Teacher Charaaeristics: Nonmembership 

Sample questions: What makes you feel that you are not part of the class? 
What makes you feel that you are not a member of the class? 

To not feel like a member or part of the class: 
The teacher — 
• doesn't e\en joke: is not fim 
• yells at you and doesn't call on you or doesnH look at you 
• is too organized, perfect and uses big words that we can't understand 
• compares us to smarter people in the class or the previous >'ear and makes our self-esteem 

low...separates you from the smart kids 
• has too many high e.\pectations 
• doesn't do what we want doesn't give us chances 
• has favorites, doesn't treat people equal and is mean 
• is chauvinistic and calls on the boys 
• makes up rules and never sticks to them (e.g.. if its like no chewing gum and the>' go and do it 

themselves...need to be role models) 
• sends you to the back of the room and you have to write 500 statements as punishment 
• doesn't give recognition or doesn't gi\'e much help 
• calls on the smart ones to solve problems 
• is a workaholic, doesn't e%'en smile, doesn't like kids..so why do they teach? 
• follows some kind of a teacher's handbook, like an order 
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Students* Perceptions of Class Activities 

This category examined the relationship between class activities, teacher 

characteristics, and student characteristics. Students associated specific activities with 

feelings of membership or nonmembership. 

Membership. Classes that were described as "fim" included activities such as 

playing games, brainstorming, doing experiments, and working on interesting projects. 

Such activities apparently made students feel that they belonged to that class. Students 

liked the drama class because they got to play, did not have homework to do, had only 

one easy test at the end of the year, and everybody got a chance to participate in plays and 

skits. Freedom in choosing activities and picking their own groups were associated with 

membership. 

Also, open discussions on topics chosen by students made students feel that they 

could share their opinions in the classroom regardless of whether they were right or 

wrong. Teacher's flexibility in the class schedule and routine were preferred to more 

structured and organized classrooms. While discussing worksheets, several students 

reported that some of their teachers did promote active learning instead of doing seat 

work and worksheets. One of the students remarked: "...if you take something as boring 

as "the wandering rocks," she (the teacher) makes it fun, acts it out and tries new things 

and does not stand there and give lectures or work sheets...so people participate and start 

talking." Students felt part of a class when teachers made learning fim and spent time 

explaining the assignments and clarifying lessons and content taught in class. One student 
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stated that "she (teacher) could have handed in the worksheets and let us fill it out. but we 

acted it out — what we learned and that helped a lot, instead of doing worksheets." These 

descriptions reveal that participation in class activities that involve active learning 

strategies make students feel like members of the class. 

Nonmembership. Most students stated they felt a lack of belonging if the class 

was not fiin or was boring. A majority of the students expressed detestation of amount of 

homework and the number of worksheets that they were required to complete. Students 

did not want to come to the class just to do worksheets and one student described her 

feelings as; "...it's like going to somewhere really bad, like torture or prison..." Difficulty 

of assignments and high expectations firom the teacher were nonmember descriptions that 

students expressed. On several occasions, students repeatedly associated membership with 

class participation. And, meaningflilness of the class work was related to participation. 

For example, some students reported that learning about lives of scientist was not useful 

to them as much as learning about cars and engines. 

A common theme regarded pum'shment, such as lunch detentions, school 

suspensions, and sending students to school o£5ce, as an indicator of nonmembership. A 

vast majority of the students reported punishment given by the teacher for talking in class, 

acting out, and not turning in the homework. Students remarked; "...he (teacher) gives us 

a lot of lunch detentions. On the days when he is snappy and stuff and he'll give 5 or 6 

lunch detentions...at lunch detentions we unstaple paper, scraping gum off the sidewalk. 

"That's disgusting..." Similar expressions were shared by another group of students when 
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their teacher asked them to write punishment statements for misbehavior such as 

untidiness in work, disagreement or argument with teacher (i.e., "I will not act like a 4 

year old or I won't be tardy" for about 25-500 times). Students reported that they felt 

badly because their classmates noticed them when the teacher sent them to the back of the 

classroom to write statements. In general, students expressed that if the class environment 

felt rigid, unfair, uptight, and or lonely, and they were engaged in boring, irrelevant or 

punishing activities, they did not feel like a classroom member. Students' perceptions are 

cited in Table 5. 

In general, comparing both schools A and B (urban and rural) respectively, there 

were similar findings on students' perceptions on classroom membership in the areas of 

student characteristics, teacher characteristics, and class activities. However, there were 

differences in how students from School A and B described clothing, classwork and the 

types of punishment that have been previously discussed. 
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Table 5. 

Students' Descriptions of Membership: Class Activities 

Sample questions: What makes you feel that you are part of the class? 
What makes someone a member of the class? 
What makes 3'ou feel that you belong to the class? 

Class Activities: Membership 
Selected Students'' Responses 

1 feel a part of the class when: 
• the teacher makes us active and we don't sit at our desk that often. 
• we have hands-on activities in class 
• it's drama, we get to play, you move around...we have one test and its pretty easy 
• we do different things and it's not a daily schedule, like it's not a set routine 
• we have lot more open discussioas...like if it's a fun project 
• we know the routine of the classroom, we read his agoida and know the daily routine 
• in the morning we have writing and literature which kind of boosts your day and the writing 

skills helps you with classes for most of the day 
• we do brainstorming, play games 
• we do a science experiment, have a special activity like getting on the internet, e-mail 

Class Activities: Nonmembership 

I do not feel a part of the class wdien: 
• we do work sheets and we never do any activity that makes math fun..then it's warm ups and 

homework...work sheets are good for you but not 5 everyday... 
• teachers do not make learning fun and we just sit there and do work sheets and they should 

think of other ways instead of sitting there and lecture 
• the class is timed like 5 minutes to do a certain thing and 10 minutes to do this...like not a set 

schedule like do the assignments first... 
• you have to copy notes and listen to lectures 
• some people don't have their assignments on time and are talking, the whole class doesn't get 

to go to the computer class and it ruins the whole class..it's not &ir 
• class is boring, not interesting; we've not have any fun; we do nothing but work, work 
• the teacher compares smarter people and tells the lower level students how bad they are by 

showing them the difference that's not fair 
• we don't have any freedom in the class 
• you are scared of the teacher and you have no one to talk to, you are seated by yourself and it 

will be lonely 
• I walk in Ms.' class, it's like I am going to somewhere really bad like torture or prison and I 

can't wait to get out of class to go to P.E 
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Responses from Students with Severe Disabilities 

Four of the students with severe disabibdes mentioned that they liked going to 

school to see their friends and going to their favorite classes such as art, music, drama, 

social studies, writing and literature. One of the students said that drama class was fun and 

wanted to stay there all day. His peers agreed that they would like to do the same. .\11 of 

the students indicated their favorite teachers which were similar to the teachers described 

by their nondisabled peers. Two students used pictures of their teachers to state the 

classes that they did not like such as math and science. One of the students stated that 

dress was important to belong to a group and she liked the way she dressed to school. All 

of them responded "yes" when asked if they felt part of their class. 

% 

Students' Perceptions of Classroom Membership for Classmates with Severe Disabilities 

In addition to the focus group interviews on understanding classroom membership 

for all students, 16 individual interviews were conducted to obtain an indepth 

understanding of how students with severe disabilities were perceived by others to belong 

to their general education class. Four of their classmates individually responded to 

questions in the interviews. Following data analysis, findings of middle school students' 

perceptions on membership for students with severe disabilities that address the second 

research question are described according to the following categories; l)Characteristics of 

students with severe disabilities on membership and nonmembership, and 2)Students' 

perceptions of teachers' characteristics in relation to students with severe disabilities. 
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Charcteristics of Students with Severe EHsabilities 

In general, nondisabled peers considered their classmates with severe disabilities as 

their friends. A majority of students stated that students with disabilities were known by 

everybody in the class. The idea of having classmates with disabilities as friends was 

described as being cool, fine, not different, and fiin. Also, peers mentioned that students 

with disabilities felt better being in the same class with them (nondisabled students) instead 

of having a class separate from them. One student shared; "Sally is a friend. She has been 

in Girl Scouts before and we do a lot of things together. We've been to Disneyland 

together and Las Vegas." Other students mentioned that they interacted with their 

classmates with disabilities as friends. They also reported interactions based on performing 

helping roles. Students mentioned helping in class activities such as reading, writing, math 

and art or in assisting them in their wheelchairs. One student said; 

Everybody helps her out when she needs help and when she doesn't, she does it on 
her own and she does fine with it. No one sits there and stares at her or does 
anything awkward. She is just a normal kid. 

Analysis of the information obtained from all the students indicated that a majority 

of the middle school students considered their classmate with severe disabilities as a 

member and part of the class and their resaons are described under membership. However, 

a few students did not consider their classmates with disabilities as members of the class 

and their reasons are described under nonmembership. 
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Membership. A vast majority of the middle school students aflSrmed that their 

classmates with severe disabilities were definitely members of their class. Students stated 

that their classmates with severe disabilities were like anyone else in the same classroom 

and were not treated differently. Students mentioned social and communicative aspects in 

relation to interactions of their classmates with disabilities in the classrooms. Nondisabled 

students greeted their peers with severe disabilities, asked them yes or no questions about 

class, food and did "hi fives" with their peers with disabilities. In general, students with 

severe disabilities were not identified with any specific groups, but were included in 

different groups because they moved around with everybody in the class. One of the peers 

remarked; 

I like to think of them as nonnal people and getting along with them and like the 
people who are sitting here now. I think they shouldn't be singled out just because 
they look different or talk different or walk a bit slower, because they can't help 
that. So in order to be a member of the class or part of the class you should respect 
others and you can't put them down because they are different. 

Peers repeatedly discussed participation of all students including those with severe 

disabilities in class activities as an indicator of membership. For example, students were 

considered members if they raised their hands. Students mentioned that their classmates 

with severe disabilities were members as they did the same kinds of work and projects 

that they did in class. One student gave an example, "we had to pick a topic and research 

about it and ail of us researched about it and presented and she (peer with disabilities) 

picked a topic and presented it." Students mentioned the importance of communicative 

devices such as the Macaw, picture schedule, conmiunication symbols, and use of body 
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language by their peers with severe disabilities. Students felt that their peers tried hard to 

communicate and to respond to questions. One student described how his classmate with a 

severe disability tried to participate in the class: 

She will raise her hand, see that's the hardest is when she raises her hand. 
Sometimes she doesn't get the exact thing that she wants to say to us because she 
can only say yes or no.The responses are already made up for her, so it is sort of 
like she cannot get to answer exactly what she wants unless it is a yes/no question, 
but she gets along with it. We get what she knows. 

With regard to assignments, the students reported that their classmates with 

disabilities used pictures from magazines and made a poster and described her stories in 

pictures while other students used words. Some students shared that worksheets were 

different, modified, and were made easier for their classmates. One student reported that 

in math class T used a small white erase board to do his math problem and described T's 

participation as " If T isn't paying attention, you have to hold the board and after a while 

he'll get it and T is lot smarter than he was before because he knew only 1 to 20 and now 

knows 21, 22...and is doing real good." Others mentioned that their peers used computers 

to write and used flash cards to leam numbers and used other similar adaptations. In 

drama class, one of their classmates with severe disabilities participated by having the lines 

of her part in the play recorded on a Macaw (communicative device). She then used the 

device to say her part in the play. For a quiz or a worksheet that had multiple choice 

questions, another student with disability participated by responding to the right answer 

with a smile for a yes and without a smile for no. Another student reported their classmate 

with disability as being a part of their class and reported this incident in the class, "...she 
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basically does what everyone does. She goofs around and is open-minded. She uses the 

talker and calls Ms. B, and she (the teacher) goes, "Miriam!" and Miriam acts like she 

didn't say anything and it is pretty funny." In a similar context, one of the students 

mentioned that when the "talker" did not work, Sally did not participate as much, and the 

student empathized with his classmate with severe disabilities and said: "I think she gets 

bored and I would get bored sitting in the chair all day, especially not talking to my 

friends." 

Nonmembership. Perceptions of participation varied among the students. Some 

students perceived that their classmates with severe disabilities did participate and others 

felt that they did not participate. According to a few students, their classmates with severe 

disabilities were not considered part of the class because they did not participate. Instead, 

they were seated in the class and did not do contribute to the projects or to the open 

discussions. In this context, one of the student remarked: 

...it's like, what's the point of having her in the class if she is not doing anything. 
We have to do our work and it's just like she is not even there, she is just an extra 
chair. So I think S & M are not really part of our class. 

While some students considered their classmate with a disability a nonmember because he 

yelled a bad word or made loud noises, other students laughed and thought this act was 

funny. Another student mentioned that one of her classmates with disabilities who sat 

beside her, could not read or write, but looked at magazines, randomly ripped papers, and 

did not participate. She felt this student was not a member of the class and wondered why 

the student with disability was in the class if he screamed in the class. Another student 
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expressed a concern that some people were annoyed if they did not understand their peer 

with disabilities. Because they were slow to talk and took time to respond in class, they 

felt that some teachers did not like having this student in their class. 

In comparing students' perceptions from school A and school B, a majority of the 

students considered their peers (Katie, Troy, Miriam, & Sally) with severe disabilities as 

members of their classroom. However, limited participation and communication of their 

classmates with severe disabilities affected a few students' perceptions of membership at 

each school. 

Students' Perceptions of the Relationship betweenTeacher Characteristics. Students with 

Severe Disabilities, and Class Membership 

Several students described the manner in which teachers made their classmates 

with disabilities a part of the class. Students perceived that their teachers treated the 

students with disabilities equally, gave them chances to try and helped them to fit in with 

the class. One teacher was reported to make conversation with them as she did with 

everyone else in the classroom. One of the students' described his teacher's behavior 

towards his classmate with disabilities as: 

She (the teacher) is just as strict with us as she is wih Katie, so it's not like she is 
babied in class, which she shouldn't be because she is a normal 6th grader...and 
Ms. W treats her like a normal 6th grader and if she says a wrong answer she will 
correct her and say that's not right, you need to think this over again. 

Students felt that it was important that teachers called on everybody, including the 

student with a disability, and that teachers provide a fair chance for all to share their 

opinions and take their ideas for consideration. Peers reported that their teachers 
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requested nondisabled students to help and work with their classmate with disabilities. 

Students mentioned that some teachers provided a different worksheet for students with 

severe disabilities, but graded them the same way as the others or gave credit for their 

work. For example, when students with severe disabilities did the presentation in class 

using their communication devices, the teachers gave credit because the students tried 

hard to do their best. 

Students shared specific observations and examples of how teachers included 

students with disabilities as members in the classroom. For example, while taking 

attendance, one teacher would call over to Miriam and look at her, and Miriam would nod 

her head or smile. Also, occasionally during attendance, the teacher requested 

nondisabled students to be quiet in order to listen to their classmates' response to the roll 

call. Students observed that their teacher helped their peer with disabilities at work. For 

instance, if a teacher felt that the student was bored, he gave him a book to read. One 

student said; "...she (teacher) helps him out, talks to him. She doesn't talk much to him, 

just says 'Hi, how are you?' She corrects him if he is wrong." Several students mentioned 

that their teacher included everybody, gave each student a part in the play and did not give 

direct attention to any one student in the class. Another student observed that her teachers 

praised their classmate with severe disability for singing and made her a part of the class 

by giving her a more active role. One student described the situation as follows; " . ..she is 

like a leader, like if we are not opening our mouth (to sing), Ms. M. will put her in front 

of the class and ask her to open her mouth which makes us sing louder." Another student 
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described how one of their teacher included their classmate with severe disabilities in this 

manner; "Ms. W tried out Katie^s new chair and she likes Katie a lot and likes everybody 

a lot. Ms.W will drive her around the room when we are doing work and she'll say, 'Katie 

is going to watch you, and if you don't work, she is going to tell me.' That makes Katie 

smile a lot and she is definitely a part of the class." 

Students mentioned that their teachers considered their classmate with severe 

disabilities as a member because the student was present in the classroom, but they felt 

that someone is more of a member if they participated, did good work, and were not too 

quiet or shy, but talked to other people in the classroom. Other students thought that one 

of their teachers considered the students with severe disabilities as members of a class only 

as an act of sympathy. This teacher treated the students nicely, but emphasized their 

handicaps twice a day and separated or singled them out. In addition, the teacher 

requested nondisabled students to include their two classmates with disabilities in the class 

work and in their groups, but the teacher did not give the peers any ideas on how to work 

with their classmates with disabUities. Students pointed out that their teacher made sure 

that the student with disabilities was seated with two nondisabled students on either side. 

However, all students expressed that they disliked their teacher's grouping, as one student 

remarked; "some people don't like the aides and that's why they don't want to work with 

M. because the aides are all bossy. Most everybody likes Ida (the aide) the best. If Ida is 

working, people will want to work with Miriam, because Ida helps a lot and Ida makes 

sure that Miriam participates in everything. " In this context, the groupings were not 
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related specifically to teacher assigning groups with a student with disability but the 

person who supported the student with severe disabilities. 

A few students described their teacher as being mean to their peers with disabilities 

because the student was slow to sit or respond or made loud noises in class. These 

behaviors made the teachers angry and the students perceived that the teachers disliked 

having the student with severe disability in the classroom. One student said: "...like our 

P.E. teacher was talking about people who are handicapped and he made a comment 

about how he was afraid of those people and I think that was not very nice at all and that 

kind of made me mad. He was saying it in fi^ont of the class and that was rude." Some 

students mentioned that their teacher should teach and work more with their classmates 

with severe disabilities. They also stated that their teachers might need the training to 

work with them. For example, one of the students mentioned that in P.E. class, their 

teacher did not allow K to do anything and so she was simply seated to the side. The peer 

thought that K could have participated by throwing the ball and have fun, even though she 

might not be able to kick or run with the ball like the others did. Peers' perceptions of 

their classmates with severe disabilites are presented in Table 6. 
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Table 6. 

Students' Descriptions of Classmates with Severe Disabilities 

Selected quotes from peers 
Katie 
• is like one of us, we treat her normally, she is equal; has friends in the class 
• goes around with everybody, everybody knows her and always say Hi to her 
• does the same things as us and does work, but it is different from us, but it is still counted as a 

6th grader so she does the same things like us...she is just part of the class 
• uses a talker (Macaw) to answer and points to Yes and No, also responds by smiles, laughs, 

and asks for hugs 
• participates in class fine, does the assignmoit in a easier way-cuts pictures to words and puts 

on her project to describe her story 
• is just a normal 6th grader; everybody (nondisabled students) helps Katie out when she needs 

help, no one sits there and stares at her or does anything awkward 
• is a people person and that makes her part of the class 
Trov 
• tries his hardest though he has his disabilities in a few ways; he does the best he can do and we 

have to give him credit for that 
• does all the work that he supposed to do, but the work is modified for him 
• in brainstorming, Troy raised his hands and said "cold", and answers questions 
• is there in the class everyday and participates in things and does different stuff than us 
• bangs out with his fnends and talks to them and it is good to have friends and that's the most 

important thing of being a member of the class 
• (I (peer) can understand him because I have been with people like Troy for a while 

Sally 
• participates in what we are doing, she tries hard, aides help her 
• is almost there everyday unless she is sick 
• is considered a member of the class just the way she is ...everybody understands her abilities 

and disabilities 
• for the most part, though being handicapped, she participates in everything pretty well 

Miriam 
• tries to do the same things as we do, tries to do the work sheets 
• is everybody's fnend. 
• when given a quiz or multiple choice test, will nod her head, open her mouth, raise her hand or 

smile and we write down the answers 
• will nod her head when teachers take attendance 
• gets a joke; she will laugh along with us 
• lots of times plays tricks m you and Ida (the aide) 
• goes from group to group and associates with all the students 
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Confirmation of Findings from Videotaped Observations 

Eight hours of videotaped footage of classes in session were recorded in schools A 

and B in the respective classrooms. Both types of classrooms — those where students felt 

a sense of belonging and those where they did not feel a part of the class were recorded. A 

total of 2 hours of videotaped observations were obtained for each of the 4 students with 

severe disabilities and their typical peers in the inclusive classrooms. The videotaped 

segments captured the student with severe disabilities^ other students, in the classroom, 

the teacher, interactions, and activities in the classroom (see Chapter 3 for details). 

Following analysis of the videotaped observation notes, this section describes the 

observable findings on students' perceptions of classroom membership and 

nonmembership. Findings from the focus group and individual interviews that focused on 

students' participation in activities were confirmed through the videotaped observations. 

Videotaped recording cannot confirm perceptions and feelings. Confirmation of findings 

from the videotaped observations of this study are presented under the subheadings, 

membership and nonmembership for each of the following 3 categories; 1) Student 

characteristics, 2) Characterstics of students with severe disabilities, and 3) Teacher 

characteristics. 

Student Characteristics: Membership 

In general, the video recordings of classrooms where students had reported 

feelings of membership showed that the majority of the students raised their hands to 

answer questions posed by the teacher. For example, in a writing and literature class. 
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students used dictionaries to find meanings of words. The teacher called on the students 

who raised their hands and those students shared the meanings of the words to the whole 

class. Similar behaviors were observed in other classes where students raised hands not 

only to answer any questions posed by the teacher, but also to ask the teachers questions 

or request help. 

As indicated by the student interviews, the videotaped recordings supported 

statements made regarding students' participation in the class activities. The videotaped 

segments depicted that most of the students were independently engaged in various 

activities such as in doing worksheets, taking a quiz, completing art work, finishing a 

report, or drawing a court of arms for a project. In general, the videotapes captured 

different ways of how students interacted with each other. Students associated classroom 

membership or feeling a part of the class to specific activities in the classroom. In classes 

such as drama, music, writing and literature, math the recordings depicted students' 

apparent enjoyment of activities (e.g., acting out a skit, singing, preparing group project 

displays, playing a game in math). There was laughter, and physical movement in the 

classroom; students were sitting in groups, chatting with peers, and sharing their choice of 

songs that they wanted to sing to their teachers. Such behaviors were reported by students 

as being indicative of their perceptions of belonginess in a fun classroom. Also, the 

seating arrangement in these classrooms were in groups of five or more, which was 

mentioned as being favorable to the students. With this arrangement students had reported 

feeling a part of the class because they could ask their peer for help and chat with their 



friend or neighbor. This made them feel less lonely than if they were seated in rows. The 

seating arrangements and the classroom structure of the specific classrooms recorded on 

video confirmed what students had reported in the interviews. 

With regard to girls being considered more a part of the class as compared to boys, 

this could not be clearly determined in the limited videotaped observations. With respect 

to dress, in general students were dressed neatly and no specific trends in clothing worn 

were noticeable. Other subjective feelings of being wanted, comfortable, being respected, 

and feeling welcomed were not observable. 

Student Characteristics: Nonmembership 

Several students stated that students who did not participate in the class activities 

were not considered as members of the class. Participation was perceived by the students 

as raising their hands in the classroom, answering in class, doing their work, and sharing 

ideas during open discussions. Videotaped observations show that a couple of students in 

the different classrooms were not engaged in classwork for an average time period of 

approximately 10 minutes (duration of entire class period was 40 minutes), while other 

students were engaged in the assigned class work most of the time with intermittent 

breaks where they chatted with their peer, or teacher, or moved around the classroom to 

sharpen their pencils, or pick up worksheets. Those students were redirected or prompted 

by the teacher to attend to the task. In open group discussions, a few students did not 

share their ideas with the whole class or raise hands to answer. Videotapes confirmed 

students' descriptions of nonparticipation in the class activities. However, whether specific 
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students who were not participating were the ones not perceived as nonmembers was not 

verifiable. 

The videos supported statements made by students in the interviews regarding 

class activities. Several students indicated that doing worksheets a number of times in a 

day were not favorable. Students expressed dislike to go to such classrooms and stated 

that they lacked the sense of belonging to those classes where they had to do only 

worksheets. The videotapes captured two class periods (social studies & math) where 

students spent most of the class duration doing worksheets and working independently 

after brief directions given by the teacher.These were the classes in which students had 

reported feeling a lack of class membership. 

Those students who received punishment (e.g., school suspensions, lunch 

detentions, writing punishment statements, being sent to the school oflRce) that were given 

by the teacher as a consequence of misbehavior (e.g., talking in the classroom, acting out, 

not turning in home work, tardiness) made students f^I a lack of membership in the 

classroom. These behaviors indicative of nonmembership were not depicted in the 

videotapes. Also, no observable incidences were noted in the videotaped segments of 

students' behavior for being rude or mean to each other. 

Students mentioned specific students in their classroom as nonmembers because 

one student looked big for his age, one did not smell good, one had a hair tail, and some 

were class clowns. Such descriptions were not recorded in the videotaped clips, nor 

obvious to the researcher. Others perceived "trouble makers" as nonmembers because 
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they talked back to the teacher, did not do anything in the class, and yelled. There were a 

few incidences where two students seemed to talk back to their teacher, but no observable 

inference could be made from the videotapes. 

Characteristics of Students with Severe Disabilities: Membership 

Peers perceived their classmates with severe disabilities as members because these 

students tried to participate in the class activities, were present in the classroom, and 

showed up to school everyday. Class scenarios in the videos depicted participation of the 

four students (Katie, Miriam, Sally, & Troy) with severe disabilities in class activities. All 

of the four students were supported in the classrooms by an aide. In social studies class, 

Katie. She was involved with writing a report on the "ruins of Pompei" by cutting 

pictures of Pompei and pasting it on her worksheet while other students were writing 

descriptive reports of medieval era. She worked on making the court of arms that were 

adapted for her while other students traced the court of arms from the overheads. In 

drama, Katie participated in the "Wizard of Oz" in a scene that depicted a slumber party 

where the children shared expressions in the conversation and Katie shared hers by using 

her Macaw (communication device). In math class, Katie distributed math homework to 

her classmates and later she was involved in a parallel activity (coloring), while others 

worked on a math worksheet. These recorded observations confirmed Katie's 

participation and students' perceptions of her as a member. 

Miriam. Observations in the videotapes showed that in music class, Miriam tried to 

participate in singing by opening her mouth and moving her hands during the action songs 
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and chorus. Her smiles and laughs suggested that she was enjoying the class. In art, 

Miriam used an adapted brush and a sponge to paint her pottery (bowl) that she had made. 

Other students were engaged in working on their pottery; some were rolling their clay, 

some were painting, and some were finishing their drawings. In science, Miriam was 

involved in a group assignment where they had to watch a video on lifestyles and health 

and present a group report. Miriam watched a video with the peers. During a quiz on the 

solar system, a peer read to Miriam the questions and as peer read the answers (a, b. c), 

Miriam nodded her head and smiled for the right answer while peers recorded the them on 

her quiz paper. Videotapes confirmed classmates' descriptions of Miriam's participation in 

the class activities. 

Sallv. Videotaped observations depicted Sally's participation in art where Sally 

used a stander to do her art work. She made choices of the colors she liked to use for 

finger painting, and made imprints on the clay (pottery). Peers and aide assisted in offering 

Sally choices, in using the stamp to make imprints on the clay, in cleaning up, and in 

washing her hands. In science class, when given the charts on healthy foods and life styles, 

Sally made choices based upon the questions given by the peer and the aide. In music 

class, Sally smiled and moved her arms and legs during the actions with the songs. In 

reading class, Sally was seated in a group and the aide read to her the assigned task and 

what each group was expected to do. Some students considered Sally a member because 

she tried to participate, but mentioned that she couldn't do much due to her multiple 

disabilities, especially her lack of ability to conrniunicate. (Neither Sally nor Miriam's use 
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of a communication device in the classroom were observed as they were under repair 

during the videotaping sessions). 

Trov. Classroom scenarios in the videos depicted writing and literature class where 

Trov participated in reading simple words taken from one of the books of his choice. The 

aide used a small erase board and wrote down words for Troy to read. While other 

students used dictionaries to find out meanings of words given by the teacher such as 

"immortal" and "immaterial," Troy read words from his book. In math, Troy was seated 

with his peers and involved in a probability game. He rolled the dice and took turns and 

told the paraprofessional whether to "stand up" or "sit down," while the peers made 

similar decisions and rolled the dice and played the probability game for the entire class 

period. In social studies, Troy looked at books on castles with the paraprofessional. 

Students perceived Troy as a member because he was present in the class, tried to 

participate in class, raised his hand in class to respond to the teacher's questions, and 

showed up to class. Although, no observations were recorded of Troy raising his hands in 

class, other indicators confirmed peers' perceptions of Troy's membership in the 

classroom. 

Characteristics of Students with Severe Disabilities: Nonmembership 

Even though a vast majority of the students agreed that their classmates with 

severe disabilities were part of their class, a few students disagreed. Sally and Miriam were 

not considered members by these students because they did not participate in open 

discussions and were seated doing nothing. In science class, Sally was left by herself in her 
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wheelchair a few feet away from her group members and was seated at a lower seating 

level while other students in her group sat on elevated stools near the lab tables. There 

were no observations of Miriam or Sally's contributions to class discussions, which 

confirmed some of the statements made regarding noimiembership of their classmates with 

disabilities. Similar perceptions of nonmembership were shared by Troy's classmates 

because he did not participate in the class and instead looked at magazines and books, 

randomly ripped papers, and did not read or write in the class. Videos confirmed that Troy 

looked at books, and read a few words, but did not do any written work in the classroom. 

Observations recorded on videotape in drama class showed Troy clapping his hands, 

playing with his fingers, shaking his legs, pulling a peer's head toward him, giving a hard 

pat on a peer's back, and throwing a paper from the peer's hand. Some students stated 

that Troy yelled bad words in class, but incidences of such nature were not noted on the 

videotapes. 

Teacher Characteristics 

When teachers called on the students, students felt part of the class and the 

videotaped observations confirmed that teachers called on students who raised their hands. 

Teachers expected students to respond to their questions and in turn responded to the 

students' questions. Also, teachers called on students to redirect them to work and 

checked on appropriate behavior in the class. Students stated that they felt part of their 

class when teachers respected them as adults, appreciated these, and listened to them. In 

general, teachers used praise m the classroom and listened to what the students had to say. 
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Teachers walked around the classrooms and interacted with the students individually and 

in small groups. During the interviews students described these behaviors of their teachers 

and associated a feeling of belonging when teachers clarified their doubts or helped in their 

work. These descriptions of their teachers as supporting a feeling of membership were 

observable in the videos. 

Students mentioned in the interviews that they felt more part of the class when the 

teachers had a flexible classroom structure. Videotaped recordings confirmed students' 

descriptions of some of their teachers as being ftm, cooL laid back, having a moderate tone 

of voice, and smiling a lot. In these classes, students moved around in the classroom, some 

formed their own groups, some sat in pairs and worked, and noise level of class was 

moderately high. Students felt like members of a class when teachers did not have 

favorites and treated them all equally. Based upon the videotaped information, it was 

difficult to determine whether the teachers showed favoritism or not in the classroom. 

Students had stated in the interviews that some of their that teachers were mean, 

rude to them and gave students lunch detentions and punishment statements. Also, 

students mentioned that teachers called on the boys more often than girls. However this 

was not obvious on the recorded segments. A few teachers did not smile or joke and often 

redirected or checked on students for appropriate behavior in the classroom. These were 

teacher characteristics that students attributed to feelings of lack of membership in the 

classroom. 
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Findings from the interview data revealed that teachers included students with 

severe disabilities as members in the classes. The videotapes depicted how teachers 

interacted with students with severe disabilities in the different classrooms. Some 

observable teacher behaviors included: calling on students with disabilities during 

attendance, directing a question or comment to them, walking over to them and talking 

with them, looking at their work, praising the student for work done, placing them with 

nondisabled students in a group, calling on peers to help or work with their classmate with 

disabilities in the class activities. These observations served to support the perceptions of 

students on how their teachers included their classmates with severe disabilities as 

members in the classroom. 

Summary of the Findings 

In general findings that emerged from the data sources of focus group and 

individual interviews were fiirther substantiated from observations on videotapes. Three 

major areas in the results that have been consistently reported were student characteristics, 

class acitivities associated wirh membership, and teacher characteristics that relate to 

middle school students' perceptions of membership and nonmembership in an inclusive 

cIassroom.The first research question addressed in this study was what does classroom 

membership mean to students without disablities in the middle school? Results showed 

that students perceived being a member of the class as a result of participation in class 

activities, such as raising their hands and contributing to the class or responding to the 

teachers' questions, being present in the classroom, obtaining good grades, and being 
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friendly and nice to the peers, having friends in the class, and regularly attending school. 

On the other hand, students who did not try to participate in class activities or discussions, 

and who obtained low grades in class, who were rude and mean to each other were 

perceived as nonmembers in the classroom. 

Other prominent findings of the study showed that students perceived teacher 

characteristics and class activities in relation to being members in the class. Students 

described that teachers made them feel as members of the class when teachers treated 

students equally and had no favorites, gave them choices, called on everybody in the class, 

were nice, helpful, fh'endly and appreciative of students' work. Students perceived not 

being a member of the class when teachers were strict, not fiin, too organized, compared 

students who received high grades to students who received low grades, called on the 

boys more than girls or on the "smart" students, and gave punishments. With regard to 

class activities students felt more a part of the class when class work was flin, active, 

interesting, meaningful, flexible, and when they had freedom to make choices, such as 

seating in the classroom. In contrast, students did not feel like a member of the class when 

class work involved listening to lectures, doing work sheets, and copying notes or lessons 

that were not meaningful. 

Findings on how students with severe disabilities were perceived by their 

classmates revealed no major differences on classroom membership characteristics for 

students with and without disabilities. Students mentioned similar indicators of 

membership for students with severe disabilites such as class participation, friendships, and 



being present in the classroom. A majority of the students considered their classmates 

with disabilities as members, while only a few students considered them as nonmembers. 

Furthermore, there was not a substantial difference between students at the two schools. 

In conclusion, these findings revealed a clearer understanding of classroom membership 

and nonmembership from middle school students' perspective. 
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CHAPTERS 

DISCUSSION 

Summary of the Research 

The present study examined the perceptions of classroom membership for middle 

school students with and without severe disabilities as described by students themselves. 

Characteristics of classroom membership were explored because middle school students at 

this age seriously contemplate who they are, who their friends are, and with whom they 

belong. An additional concern was how students with severe disabilities are perceived as 

members by their nondisabled classmates in inclusive classrooms. Two specific research 

questions were addressed: I )What does classroom membership mean to students without 

disabilities in the middle schools? and 2) How are students with severe disabilities 

perceived as members of their general education class by their classmates? 

This study was conducted in two inclusive middle schools (rural & urban) where 

students with severe disabilities were taught in 6th, 7th, and 8th grade classes. Fifty-one 

middle school students participated in the focus group discussions. Sbcteen students were 

interviewed separately, and individual class sessions were videotaped. Out of 51 students, 

47 were without disabilities and 4 students had severe disabilities. Student interviews were 

conducted to specifically address students' descriptions of classroom membership for 

students with and without disabilities. Data were analyzed following the analytic and 

inductive coding procedures used in qualitative research, and videotaped observation 

notes were used to confirm findings from the interviews. Resuks of the study showed that 
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students' perceptions of classroom membership consisted of four main aspects: student 

participation in the class routine, having friendships, teacher characteristics, and activities 

in the cIassroom.This final chapter includes a discussion of the findings, limitations of the 

study, implication for teachers and instruction, future research considerations, and 

concluding remarks. 

Discussion of Findings 

This study provided insight into how middle school students perceived classroom 

membership for themselves and their classmates with severe disabilities. In general, the 

findings of the study revealed that a majority of students without disabilities experienced a 

sense of classroom membership. A majority of nondisabied peers perceived their 

classmates with severe disabilities as members of their class. Findings revealed no major 

differences on how students perceived themselves or their classmates with severe 

disabilities as members. Responses by students with disabilities were similar to their 

classmates without disabilities. No real differences were found across the 2 schools. A 

major implication from this study relates to the area of teacher effectiveness for facilitating 

membership and belongingness in the classroom. Resuks of this study will be discussed in 

relationship to past studies under the following questions. 
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What Constitutes Membership for Students in an Inclusive Classroom? 

Middle school students described classroom membership under the following 

themes include: student characteristics, teacher characteristics, and classroom activities. 

Student characteristics of membership. The most common and consistent findings 

that students attributed to being a member was active participation in the class activities. 

Active participation was described as raising their hands to be called on, responding to 

questions posed by the teacher, sharing ideas in a brainstorming session or open 

discussions, and working on assigned tasks in the classroom either independently or in 

group work. Another interesting aspect regarding student characteristics was related to 

their personality and moods. Students who are nice, kind, not rude to each other and in a 

good mood were considered members of the class. In this study, other indicators of 

membership such as positive relationships among students, friendships, social, and 

communicative interactions between students and teachers were considered important for 

students to experience a sense of belonging in the classroom. According Wehlage (1989), 

without this mutual support or trusting relationships, students viewed school as 

unwelcoming, did not participate in school activities which resulted in dropping out of 

school. Youngs (1992) reported that feeling of not belonging is the second leading cause of 

students dropping out of school. 

The results of this study clearly showed that students recognized the importance of 

peer interactions and friendship, which validate the social outcomes of inclusive education 

for students with severe disabilities that have been widely noted in the research literature 
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(Evans et al., 1992; Peck et al., 1990; Romer et al., 1996; Ryndak et al., 1994). York et al. 

(1992) found that middle school students perceived their classtnates with severe 

disabilities as being fiuu cooperative, and had more friends. It is apparent that peer 

interactions and friendships are at least some indicators of membership. 

Interestingly, students in both the rural and urban schools (A and B) felt that they 

were members of a few classes and did not feel like members of other classes. The reasons 

were related to the teacher characteristics and class activities, which are discussed later on 

in this chapter. Students expressed belonging to a group of friends but not to the whole 

class because a few of their classmates were high academic achievers and were regarded 

as teachers' favorites. Another group of students felt that they belonged to the class 

because they were all friends, but did not feel like a member of the class because they 

disliked the teacher or the subject matter. Multiple perspectives shared by students showed 

evidence that different contextual variables (e.g, as peer groups, teacher behavior, subject 

matter) come into play when students described their likes or preferences and related them 

to membership in the classroom. 

Receiving good grades was consistently reported by students as an indicator of 

being a member of the class. In a study on school motivation and belonging among junior 

high school students, Goodenow (1993b) found that receiving good grades and having a 

sense of belonging — being wanted, respected, and included by the teachers and classmates 

influenced motivation and academic achievement and were associated with educational 

outcomes in the schools. Membership was associated with performance, which impacted 
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students' feelings of self-esteem and self-worth. This was consistent with the findings of 

Goodenow & Grady (1994) that students who had a high sense of belonging were more 

motivated, and academically engaged than students whose school belonging was low. 

With regard to gender differences and classroom membership, findings in this 

study showed that some students perceived that girls were more part of the class than 

boys. Others perceived that both boys and girls were equal members in the classroom. 

Gallagher's (1996) study showed that there were no differences in feelings of 

belongingness between boys and girls. However, findings of Dunn et al. (1993) and 

Goodenow (1993a) showed that perceived belonging was more important to girls than 

boys. 

Wehlage (1989) defined school membership as "more than simple technical 

enrollment in the school. It means that students have established a social bond between 

themselves, the adults in the school, and the norms governing the institution (p. 10)." The 

findings of the present study support the definition of membership as conceptualized by 

Billingsley et al. (1996) that "membership" is a phenomenological sense of belonging to 

formal and informal groups. Membership is a social and educational outcome in which 

students express membership through social interactions, class participation, and perceived 

roles of themselves and the teachers in the classroom. 

Teacher characteristics related to membership. A significant theme that was 

repeatedly discussed by all of the students was that of teacher characteristics as they 

related to perceptions of class membership. Results revealed that when teachers respected 
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them, treated them equally and were appreciative of their work, students felt they were 

members of the class. Students perceived a lack of classroom membership when they were 

aware of teacher favoritism in the classroom. The feelings of not being liked or not being 

called on by the teacher affected students' feelings of belonging. Also, ability groupings or 

comparison of high achievers and low achievers made students who were low achievers 

feel that they were not a pan of the class. Students' perceptions highlight both personal 

qualities and professional characteristics of teachers. Such a combination, described by 

students themselves, reflects the characteristics of effective middle level teachers 

summarized by Buckner & Bickel (1991) in the following maimer "teachers who are 

willing to listen, are respectful toward students, accept students, are easy to talk with, 

demonstrate warmth, kindness, and are fnendly"(p-27). Since a sense of belonging has a 

relation to what teachers do and how they act with students, teachers could play a part to 

help or hinder its development. These findings suggest that students recognize a personal 

connection with teachers as related to achieving membership in the classroom. Similar 

findings of Goodenow( 1993b) showed that perceived teacher suppon was a major 

predictor of classroom belonging and expectancies of success in the classroom. Berends 

(1992) found that the perceived support of teachers and friends had an important influence 

on what he termed "school bonding," the belief that the educational process in the school 

is worthwhile. Similarly, one student in this study pointed out, "school is for fim and 

learning." 
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Findings in this study on membership suggest the need for teacher and peer 

training. Students shared perceptions of their teacher's role in making students with severe 

disabilities feel like members of the class. Findings showed that a few teachers helped 

students with disabilities participate in the class work, treated them equally, and gave them 

credit for the work they did. In contrast, although some teachers asked students to help 

their classmates with severe disabilities, not all showed them how to do this. Also, 

students perceived that some of their teachers did not teach their classmates with severe 

disabilities or interact with them as much as they did with other students and felt that their 

teachers could be doing more if they had more preparation. Past studies have shown that 

lack of supports and training of staff are perceived as barriers to including students with 

severe disabilities in the classroom (Downing, Eichinger, & Williams, 1997; Evans et al., 

1992; York & Tundidor, 1995). Findings from the present study suggest that teachers will 

require training in the importance of students' sense of belonging as well as ways to 

promote this feeling. 

Janney & Snell (1996) have investigated how teachers could use peer interactions 

to include students with severe disabilities in the classroom. Teachers demonstrated 

through incidental modeling how and when to help their classmates with disabilities. 

Teachers made efforts to promote the idea that the student with disabilities was "just 

another student" by expecting students with disabilities to participate in class activities, 

follow routines, and classroom rules as much as possible. The use of student aides in 

inclusive classrooms has shown numerous benefits for students with and without 
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disabilities such as growth in academic, social, and behavioral skills. Also, awareness and 

understanding of disabilities were outcomes of inclusion (Staub et al. 1996). The role of 

peers in the inclusion process have been well documented (Forest & Pearpoint, 1992; 

Haring et al., 1995; Peck et al., 1990; Staub et al, 1994; York et al.. 1992). Past studies 

have provided suggestions for recruiting peers in assisting students with disabilities 

(Haring et al., 1995), helping students understand severe multiple disabilities and its 

implications (Hamre-Nietupski et al., 1989), and teaching interaction skills to avoid the 

tendency of accepting a caretaker or mothering role that might interfere with the 

development of friendships among students with and without severe disabilities (Evans et 

al., 1992; BCishi & Meyer, 1994). Findings from the present study indicated that peers who 

were in inclusive classrooms for more than year considered their classmates with 

disabilities as a normal person. Some of the students observed how teachers and teacher 

assistants worked with their classmate with disabilities. Students followed their teacher as 

models and in turn performed roles as peer tutors and helper for their classmates with 

severe disabilities. 

Class Activities. Middle school students perceived that opportunities for active 

learning such as cooperative learning, freedom of choice in activities, flexibility, open 

discussions, and creative group projects that required the use the different skills of their 

group members contributed to feelings of membership and belonging. Young adolescents 

require flexibility in the classroom and a variety of teaching strategies (Buckner & BickeL, 

1991; Johnston & Markle, 1986). Past research has shown that a classroom structure that 
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provided natural opportunities for interactions, could promote friendship between students 

with and without disabilities in inclusive classrooms (Hunt, Staub, Alwell, & Goetz, 1994; 

Peck et al., 1994; & Staub et al., 1994). In general, students in the present study spoke 

positively about classrooms which involved active learning. For example, acting out a 

particular unit of lesson in social studies class on medieval era was considered more fun 

than doing a worksheet on the same topic. 

Students preferred participating in open discussions and brainstorming on topics of 

their choice. Similar findings were reported by James & Kuhns (1993) where sixth and 

seventh grade students mentioned that they liked classes that were hands-on, exciting and 

fiin. They disliked classes that were dull, boring and had a set routine. Therefore, students 

have an insight not only on what to learn but also on how th^ wanted to engage in 

learning. This reflects a clear indication of students' empowerment toward their own 

learning. Similarly, in this present study, participation in similar or modified activities 

emerged as the critical indicator of classroom membership for students with severe 

disabilities. According to Newmarm et al., (1992) membership is achieved when students 

are attached, committed, and involved in school activities. Such students are likely to 

develop a sense of social and psychological bonding to their school, their teachers, and 

their peers. 
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How did Peers Perceive Membership for theirfciassmates with Severe Disabilities? 

In general, findings revealed no differences in how students perceived membership 

for themselves as members and their classmates with severe disabUities. Students who 

perceived their classmates with severe disabilities as members recognized that their peers 

tried to participate in class even though they couldn^t always participate in similar ways. In 

contrast^ a few students perceived their classmates with severe disabilities as not a member 

or being less of a member because of their lack of participation in the class activities such 

as open discussions, inability to communicate, and other limitations due to their 

handicapping conditions.This finding was consistent with the Schnorr (1991) study that 

found that participating in similar tasks was one aspect of achieving membership for all 

students. Communication as noted by others (Calculator & Jorgensen, 1994; Ferguson, 

1994) was vital for peer interactions and developing relationships. F'mdings in this study 

confirm that some form of communication was necessary for students with severe 

disabilities to be perceived as members in the inclusive classroom. 

Strikingly, a majority of students referred to their classmate with severe disabilities 

"just like any other student," which supports similar findings in studies conducted by 

Capper & Pickett, (1994), Giangreco et al. (1991), Janney & Snell, (1996). A majority of 

the classmates perceived students with severe disabilities as members based on their 

abilities to participate and their presence in the classroom. For example, in school A 

students perceived Katie who was both physically and intellectually challenged as a 

member because of her participation in the class activities. Troy, another student with 
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severe disabilities but with no physical limitations was perceived by some of his peers as 

less of a member or as a nonmember due to his lack of participation in the class aaivities. 

This indicates that the severity of the disability status does not necessarily determine 

membership or the lack of membership. In a study conducted by Grenot-Scheyer (1994) 

on the nature of interactions between students with and without disabilities, found that 

functional movement in the environment and developmental level of the students with 

severe disabilities did not impact their social interactions with nondisabled peers. 

However, this finding, is inconsistent with the findings ofCole (1988)who suggests that 

social interactions between children with and without disabilities are made more difficult 

when the individual has a physical disability. 

In school B both students (Miriam & Sally) with severe disabilities were perceived 

as members when they tried to participate in activities, and were considered nonmembers 

when they did not contribute to class discussions. Other students without disabilities were 

considered as nonmembers for the same reasons. These findings suggest that students 

attributed similar expectations or indicators of membership for students with and without 

disabilities, regardless of the severity. 

Limitations of the Study 

Since findings may be unique to this study, generalization of findings to other 

settings is to be done with caution. However, the purpose of qualitative research studies 

are not necessarily for generalizibility instead to understand participants perspectives and 

derive general social processes rather than statements of commonality between similar 
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settings such as classrooms (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). A minimum of one year of 

experience in an inclusive classroom with a student who has severe disabilities was the set 

criterion for the selection of participants in the study. Although all of the participants met 

the criterion, some of the peers had more than two years of experience with the current 

student(s) with severe disabilities (study participants). Therefore, differences among peers 

in years of experience with the current student with disabilities might have a differential 

effect and be a possible limitation to this study. 

Students with severe disabilities who were included in this study had 

varying individual characteristics that were not considered as variables in this 

study. Individual differences among students with severe disabilities such as 

physical characteristics (abilities), and communication and social behavior 

(positive or negative) could have affected the participants' perceptions of 

membership. Also, students with severe disabilities in this study have limited 

communicative and intellectual abilities. Their lack of conceptual understanding 

of questions related to membership and belongingness provided inadequate 

information and could have impacted the accuracy of their perceptions. However, 

attempts were made to elicit responses from students with disabilities through 

simplified interview questions and through the use of individualized modes of 

communication (e.g., communication boards & devices). 

Teachers' characteristics such as their level of experience and training in inclusive 

education, philosophy, age, subject matter, and the size of the classes were not controlled. 
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Teachers were not interviewed. This provided a gap in the data that limits our 

understanding as to whether or not teachers perceive facilitating belongingness and 

membership as their responsibility. Also, findings cannot confirm or deny what students in 

their classes had said. The presence of an aide with the student with severe disabilities 

during the focus group discussions might have affected students' sharing in the 

discussions. 

The videotaped observations validated some of the findings of the study, but were 

found to be insufficient as a method to verify perceptions. Videotapes could never capture 

a person's subjective feelings of the phenomenon of belonging. Therefore, the videotapes 

verified some aspects of participation in class activities but not others. For example, 

students perceived their teachers as being rude and nasty, but the videotaped segments did 

not reveal such behaviors. Also, videotaping could have been obtrusive for the audience, 

thereby impacting what was recorded.Though certain behaviors were not obvious on the 

videotapes, they were consistently stated in the interviews. 

Finally, findings reported in this study are just perceptions and may or may not 

reflect what is actually the case. However, perceptions are perhaps the best way of 

measuring this subjective phenomenon of membership. 
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Implications for Teachers and Instruction 

The data from this study suggested that membership might be achieved through 

teaching students to develop the skills necessary for social interaaions among student 

groups and aduhs. Teaching students how to increase their participation in the activities of 

the classroom was also implied. Findings provided several implications for teaching, and 

for development of a sense of belonging and membership for idl students including those 

with severe disabilities. 

One of the major findings of this study indicated that general education teachers 

play an important role in making students feel a part of the class or in achieving a sense of 

belonging for all students in the classroom. All teachers who are entering the field of 

education need to be aware of the importance of what they can do in achieving a sense of 

belonging for their students. Also, teachers need to know the importance of sense of 

belonging to academic achievement. In order to promote classroom membership for 

students, teachers need to provide opportunities for active learning such as cooperative 

learning groups, creative learning assignments and interactive projects that allow practice 

of social communicative skills and increased participation of ail students with varying 

abilities. Also, teachers could offer choices in activities, extra breaks, and flexibility in 

routines. Since class participation appears to be crucial to membership, students with 

severe disabilities need to be taught to acquire skills that will promote their active 

participation. An implied role of the special education teacher and one that has 

considerable support in the literature would be to plan with the general education teacher 



in making accommodations and adaptations, and having supports available for students 

with severe disabilities. Teachers should make modifications and accommodations to class 

instructional activities in ways that would enhance participation of students with severe 

disabilities that would allow students to perceive their classmate with disabUities as class 

members (Downing, 1996; Jarmey & Snell, in press). Also, spedal educators need to 

figure out creative ways they can support students with severe disabilities to be more 

active participants. 

Since peer interactions is a key indicator of membership, several strategies have 

been recommended by Salisbury et al., (1995) and Jarmey & Snell (1996) such as "backing 

off' so that adults do not inhibit natural opportunities for interactions. Teachers need to 

instruct peers on when and how much to help students with disabilities. Approaches such 

the circle of fiiends (Forest & Lusthaus, 1989) have been used to facilitate and support 

interactions between students with varying abilities. The role of general and special 

educators and teaching assistants might be not only be to teach the student with severe 

disabilities but also to fade support, facilitate peer interactions and whenever possible be 

available to attend to the needs of other students. In this manner the educational team 

could provide support to each other as well as enhance the learning environment for all 

students in the inclusive classroom. 

Teachers need to be consciously aware of giving equal chances, attention to each 

individual student, and avoid favoritism of students. Without this awareness, differential 

treatment could impact performance and motivation for all students. In other words. 
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teachers need to assume ownership for all students and exhibit acceptance of students' 

diverse abilities and levels of achievement (Kunc, 1992). For a classroom of diverse 

learners, creating a cooperative culture in lieu of competitive culture has been 

recommended as benefitting all students (Kohn, 1991; Sapon-Sevin, 1992). 

Another implication of the study is the need for training and collaborative teaming 

of general and special educators and the instructional aides who are essential for achieving 

membership for students with and without disabilities. Teachers need to shift the focus 

from "my" class and "your" class, and "my" students and "your" students, to learning of 

all students. Shared ownership and role release contribute to the goal of educating and 

creating a sense of belonging for students with and without disabilities. Educators could 

use simple strategies such as encouraging students to work together, modeling acceptance 

of all students by talking to them or calling on them, encouraging students for trying and 

participating in activities. 

Future Research Considerations 

This study explored the phenomenon of membership and belonging from the 

perspectives of middle school students without the researcher's preconceived 

operationalized definitions of these terms. The method of inquiry such as focus groups 

interviews and including students with severe disabilities as active participants were unique 

to previous studies on the topic. Although this study answers some questions and has 

provided an insight in understanding classroom membership for all students with and 

without severe disabilities, the course of this study has produced as many questions as 
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answers. This dilemma which is true of most studies and serves as a catalyst for continued 

research in the field. 

Further study to explore the perceptions of teachers on classroom membership for 

their students and to compare those to perceptions of the students themselves is 

suggested. Findings would assist in making teachers and students aware of the 

e.xpectations at the middle school level in relation to classroom membership. Students 

often used the term Miidng' to describe how they felt about being a member of a class. 

Students perceived that they liked class work that was fiin and that allowed active 

participation. Also^ students mentioned that they liked the way the teacher treated them all 

equally and that made them feel that they belonged to the class. From adults perspective, 

this raises a need for clarification on whether or not students' liking is related to 

perceptions of membership. 

Another area of study would be to investigate the impact of classroom structure, 

class subject, and class climate on classroom membership. This would provide information 

on whether or not specific subjects (e.g., science, math, drama), the types of instructional 

strategies, and other psychosocial aspects influence how students experience belonging 

and membership in the classroom. Also, the similarities or differences in the characteristics 

of classroom membership and school membership need to be examined. 

For the past few years, the two schools selected for this study have been educating 

students with severe disabilities, with their nondisabled peers, and the general education 

teachers have had varying levels of experience and training. Students in this study 



mentioned that some of their teachers required more training so that they could in turn 

teach students how to inciude their classmates with disabilities in the class activities. This 

poses the question of whether or not spedal and general education teachers in inclusive 

schools are receiving the right kind of preparation. The specific topics for teacher inservice 

and peer training need to be identified that would address the issues of facilitating class 

and school membership for all students. 

In this study, students mentioned social aspects of the school. Having fiiends made 

them feel like a member of the class. Belonging to a group of fiiends and working with 

their fiiends in group tasks were other attributes of being a part of the class. This study did 

not examine the after school activities that occurred among students with and without 

disabilities. Since the nature of fiiendships differs at early adolescence when fiiends are 

usually of the same gender and at late adolescence when there are fiiends with opposite 

gender, this raises the concern of whether or not fiiendships that develop in middle 

schools continue for students with severe disabilities as they enter high school. A long 

term follow-up study is necessary to examine whether the development of fiiendships and 

a sense of belonging among a group of fiiends is sustained in high school years and as 

young adults. Another inquiry should address whether or not achieving classroom 

membership for students with and without disabilities influences the sense of belonging 

and membership in the school and community. 

Although the role of the teacher assistant in the classroom was not specifically 

addressed in this study, students mentioned the supports provided by the teacher assistant 



with regard to participation of students with severe disabilities in the class activities. A 

recent study conducted by Giangreco, Edeiman, Luiselii, & MacFarland (1996) revealed 

that the proximity of instructional assistants with students with severe disabilities had both 

a positive and negative impact on peer interactions. When the peers without disabilities 

liked the teacher assistant, the peers had an easy access to interact with their classmates 

with disabilities and vice versa. Since participation in the class activities is an indicator of 

being a member of the class, it may be worth while to inquire how teacher assistants could 

contribute most effectively to achieving classroom membership for students with severe 

disabilities. 
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Concluding Remarks 

This study explored the perceptions of middle school students on classroom 

membership for themselves and their classmates with severe disabilities. It seems clear that 

students' participation, interactions, friendships, teacher characteristics, and instructional 

practices in the classroom are essential components for students to feel a part of or 

member of an inclusive classroom. Although the findings of this exploratory study 

presented a favorable picture that most students feh like members of their class, they also 

raise some important questions for future consideration. How can the characteristics of 

membership be facilitated in the classrooms? What types of supports do the educators 

need in order to successfully achieve a sense of belongingness for all students in the 

classroom? Is creating social belonging a part of a teacher's job? How can participation of 

students with severe disabilities be enhanced so they will be perceived as members of a 

class? Listening to student voices on their perceptions of membership can be informative 

to adults who often assume that they know what the children know. These students hold 

promises as future advocates for their classmates with severe disabilites. As young 

adolescents observe, share their perceptions, and interpret events around them, they are 

constructing a view of themselves in relation to their future lives in the world. We should 

listen to these views so that we can learn how to best help adolescents gain the sense of 

belonging that is critical to becoming valued and integral members of a community. 
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MODERATOR'S GUIDE FOR FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW 

Introduction 

"Hi! I am Ms. Williams and I am a student at the University of Arizona. I am interested in 

learning about your experiences in your classes. I am going to ask you some questions 

about how you feel being part of your 6th (7th or 8 th) grade class. There are no right or 

wrong answers to the questions I ask. Also^ there will not be any grades on your 

responses. You can speak very openly and be frank on how you feel on any of the 

questions I ask because what you say in this room will not be discussed with your teachers 

or anybody else. It will be kept confidential. If you have any questions or concerns about 

what I just said, please raise your hands now." (Pause to respond to questions). 

"O.K.When I ask a question, you can raise your hand and take the microphone and 

speak clearly or speak closely to the one on the table because we are getting your voices 

on the tape. I want all of you to participate because I feel that all of you have something 

important to share. You can ask me to repeat some questions or tell me if I am not clear. I 

may also ask whether you agree or disagree with what you or your classmates say on 

certain questions. Are there any more questions at this point? 

Warm-up 

Have name labels and markers where the students can pick up as they enter and 

write their first names and put it on. This will help the moderator (researcher) to call on 

students if necessary. 
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Questioning Route 

Introductory question: Tell us your name and one thing that you enjoy about coming to 

school. 

Transition question: What makes you feel that you are part of your 6th grade class? 

Do you feel you belong to this class? Why? 

Are there any particular or special class periods (subjects) that you feel you really belong 

to'' Why? 

Key question: What makes someone a member of the class? 

Do you think you are a member of this class? 

If yes or no, why? What makes you say that? 

When is someone not really a member of the class? 

Ending question:Suniniary question based on tiieir responses will be asked. 

Have we missed anything? 

Does anybody want to share anything else related to what we just discussed? 

Member check "I am going to ask each of you how you feel about some of the ideas we 

have talked about. We will not discuss these questions in detail like the other questions, 

instead, I want each one of you to tell me your feelings about these ideas or points. 

Wrap-up'T want to thank you all very much for participating in the discussion. Your 

responses have helped me in understanding how you feel as a member of your class. Do 

you have any last questions? Pause. Thank you for your participation. Good bye. 
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SIMPLIFIED FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS 
WITH SEVERE DISABILITIES 

Questions: 

1. Do you like to come to school? 

2. What do you like about coming to school? 

3. Which subject do you like? Social studies/ Math etc 

4. Do you like being in this class (Art)? 

5 . Which class do you not like? 

6. Who are your friends? 

7. Do you think you are a part of this class? 

8. Do you agree with what your classmates say? 

Note: The maimer of responses were Yes or No using speech or pointing, 
communication board. Macaw, pictoral symbols, facial expressions. 
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INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Student's Name Age Sex 
Grade ^Class Date ^Time 
Number of classes with target student 
Year(s) with this same student 

Do you have friends in this class? Who are they? (to see if any student with severe 
disabilities gets mentioned). 
Probes: Does having fnends make this class a place where you belong? 

Do you consider ^(classmate with severe disabilities) a friend or 
just someone you know? Can you explain? 

How do you interact with ? 
Does he/she interact with you? How? 

Prompts: as a friend? (type) 
as someone needing help? 
as a work partner? as a team/ group member'' 

Do you feel that you are a member of this class? Why? Or Why not? 
Is there ever a time when you do not feel like a member of the class? Why? 
Is it necessary to act in a certain way or do anything in particular in order to be a 
member of this class? 
Probes: Do you have to have certain skills? 

Do you have to look a certain way? 
Is there anyone in this class who you feel is not really a member? Why? 
Probes: What do they do that does not make them a member? 

What do others do that does not make them a member? 

What do you think of ^being in the same class with you? 
Do you think ^is part of your class? Why? 
With whom does usually hangout? 
Is there a certain group within the class that you feel that belongs to? 
Why? What? 
How does participate in this class? 
Probes: Could he/she participate more in a different way? Would that be 

better for him/her? Why? 
Does do anything that would make him or her more of a member of the 

class? 
Does ^do anything that would make him or less of a member in this 
class? Can you explain? 
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4. What does your teacher do to make you or anyone here, feel like he/she is a 
member of the class? 

Probes: How does he/she (teacher) make other students in your class a part 
of the class? 

How does the teacher include students in the classroom? 
Does your teacher make a part of the class? 
How does he/she (teacher) make a. part of the class? 

5. What does your teacher do anything to you or anyone here feel like he or she is 
not a member of the class? 

Probe: Does anyone else at school contribute to a feeling of membership 
for you in the class? 
Does anyone else at school NOT contribute to a feeling of 
membership for you and others in the class? 
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