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Abstract

The following is a discussion of barriers to effective education, specifically focusing on the social challenges of code switching of inner-city schools.  The opinions expressed within belong solely the author, based on research articles and class observations.

Definition of terms

Code switching – the ability to differentiate between appropriate and inappropriate behavior based on the immediate surroundings of the environment.

Introduction

Possibly the greatest challenge for inner-city teachers to overcome is to teach the difficult concept of code switching to their students.  In every family, there is behavior that is appropriate at home but inappropriate in public.  It can deal with matters of etiquette, such as posture or physical appearance.  In the inner-city, it is more severe, dealing with arguing loudly or hitting.  In order for teachers to be able to deal with the problem, they must first take the time to understand the problem completely.

Development

The basis for learning code switching is primarily within the responsibility of self control.  These basic but deep lessons are developed starting at birth.  At every stage of development throughout childhood they learn what is acceptable conduct, along with the consequences of inappropriate behavior.  The majority of these consequences are defined by the society children grow up in.

Children raised in the inner city have learned according to the consequences set by their family and friends.  The inner-city represents a subculture of its own, with a set of rules drastically different from most other cultures within America.  The inner-city method of communication is based on intimidation and control.

Teachers

This causes additional problems for school teachers.  By talking loudly, invading personal space, and using offensive language, inner-city students are stating by their actions that they are following the codes they learned in their culture.

Some schools have a strict no-tolerance rule on inappropriate behavior.  In rural schools misbehavior is less of a problem than in inner-city schools.  However, inner-city students’ mentality is based on misbehavior.  A much greater proportion of inner-city students have not learned the skill of code switching or even what proper behavior is, and thus act inappropriately in school.

This puts the burden on teachers to enforce rules.  Whenever a student misbehaves, teachers must decide how to take corrective action.  The problem occurs when other students misbehave during the time the teacher is dealing with the initial incident.  Many times multiple incidents of misbehavior are occurring simultaneously.  The teacher must decide which of the incidents require the most attention.

However, misbehaving students by definition do not respect teacher authority.  They do not understand the classroom rules and are prone to challenging authority.  They would rather deal with the consequences of punishment than to follow instructions.

So just what are the consequences teachers can use?  There are several classroom management models aimed at maintaining control of the classroom, dealing with different levels of consequence for misbehavior.  In some schools teachers have been trained in effective methods of classroom management.

Unfortunately, there is a prevalent pattern within inner-city school teachers.  As a result of the challenging nature of their classes, teachers can get angry at their students quite easily.  Commonly the first method of deterrent is yelling.  Students have learned they can easily escape consequences for misbehavior by simply ignoring teacher instructions.  They may acknowledge their misbehavior and assure it won’t happen again, or they may completely ignore the teacher, This forces teachers to either spend more class time solving the problem or to take it to the next level by involving the administration.

Many teachers feel the need to remove the misbehaving student from their classrooms so they can get back to teaching.  By doing so, teachers are allowing students to take control of the class.  Oftentimes teachers spend the entire class period dealing with misbehavior, and nothing is covered.  Students get bored with the lack of material, causing more misbehavior.  It is a cycle that goes on day after day that both teachers and students eventually accept.

Administration

When teachers decide they are unable to control the situation, misbehaving students are sent to the administration.  They have the power to deal out greater punishments, such as detention, in-school suspension (ISS), out of school suspension (OSS), Saturday school, or referral to an alternate school.  For inner-city school children, the punishments do not serve as a deterrent for misbehavior.  For many children the punishments actually encourage behavior.  While detention, Saturday school, and ISS are not very enjoyable, it is a punishment too weak to deter misbehavior.  OSS is actually a benefit for many students, as they do not have to come to school.

There are both strong and weak methods in dealing with student misbehavior.  Each method has its disadvantages within inner-city schools.  A weak administration simply allows students to do what they want with little threat of consequences.  It is the easiest solution administration can take, and actually promotes the problem.

Meanwhile, a strong administration adopts the “no-tolerance” rule where every infraction is dealt with strictly.  Students are suspended for minor infractions such as dress code violation, disrupting class, and inappropriate language.  They are also suspended for major infractions, such as fighting, vandalism, and sexual harassment.  While the suspension duration is longer for the more severe offenses, it is the same punishment.  But doing so, administration undermines their own authority over students.  While a strong administration is better than a weak one, punishment from the administration only solves the immediate problem of misbehavior and does very little to solve future infractions.  Students have learned the consequences for misbehavior are “acceptable.”

Parents

In many cases, parents of misbehaving students are contacted by phone or brought in for a mandatory conference.  Administration is holding parents accountable for their children’s actions.  The theoretical basis for this action is that it will help correct student behavior.  This is generally true for rural school districts.  Inner-city parents have a more difficult task in maintaining control over their children.  A greater percentage of inner-city children come from single parent homes.  Parents are either as baffled as administration on how to deal with their misbehaving children, are too overwhelmed with other problems to cope with this problem, or just don’t care.  Contacting parents is another sign to students that teachers and administration are unable to deal with misbehaving students themselves and are looking for help.

Conclusions

Code switching and correcting misbehavior represent some of the greatest challenges for inner-city education.  The source of this problem rests within society itself, including students, parents, teachers, and administration.  However, the solutions rest primarily with punishing the students.  The author believes additional research should be conducted on alternate strategies in dealing with misbehavior within inner city schools.
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