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Abstract 

The purpose of the study is to describe the perception of primary school Mexican teachers 

about pupil’s behavior in the classroom, and to explore their attributions about the origins 

of both desirable an undesirable behaviors. 

An exploratory field study including 40 randomly selected teachers of third and sixth grade 

from public primary schools in the city of Merida, Yucatan Mexico was carried out.  

Teachers responded to a questionnaire containing open questions and checklists of 

commonly used strategies to manage behavior in the United States. 

Results indicated that frequently perceived desirable behaviors include: 1) interest in school 

related tasks, 2) discipline, 3) an attitude of cooperation, and 4) work in an orderly and 

clean fashion. 

In general, undesirable perceived behaviors were describe as either active (disruptive) or 

passive (lack o interest in school tasks). 

In order to maintain desirable behaviors teachers usually carried the following actions:1) 

Talk with parents, 2) Increase positive reinforces, 3) Establish formal agreements with 

students, and  4) provide emotional support to students.  To decrease undesirable behaviors 

teachers suggested the following actions: 1) Talk with students in private, 2) talk to parents, 

3) increase positive reinforcements,  and 4) establish formal agreements with students.  

Attributions related to undesirable behaviors were be clustered in two broad categories 

regarding their origins: familiar (contextual) and individual (epigenetic). 

In third grade, family characteristics were more often related to girls’ undesirable 

behaviors, whereas individual characteristics were more often associated with boys.  This 

attribution pattern though was inverted in teachers of the sixth grade. 



In addition, 2/3 of teachers manifested a need to be specifically trained for better handling 

undesirable behaviors. 

Implication for the management and meaning of classroom behavior for Mexican teachers 

are discussed, identifying similarities and differences with their American counterparts. 



Classroom behavior:  Management and attribution of Mexican teachers 

In contrast with current American literature, little research has been published 

regarding how Mexican teachers perceive the student behavior in the classroom and what is 

the attribution they make about the origins of both desirable and undesirable behaviors. 

In a global educational perspective, and considering the broad transit of Mexican 

students across the US border, it is important to document the ways different teachers, such 

as those in Mexican schools perceive and handle behaviors in the classroom.  Mostly, when 

idiosyncratic factors may play an important role in the establishment of effective behavior 

management strategies in multicultural educational settings.  Fontana (1992), states that 

research has provided considerable amounts of information indicating that the specific 

school setting – with its own organization and dynamics - will lead to different repertoires 

on pupils’ behavior (p.59).  Likewise, a given behavior maybe perceive differently by 

teachers from different cultural backgrounds. 

Indeed, as Corrie (1991), suggested that the classroom is a complex social context in 

which key players values and perceptions are important to explain behavior management.  

As such student’s behavior may be perceived differently according to the teachers’ 

culturally derived values toward certain types of behavior. 

In Mexico, teachers tend to be rather extremist when attributing undesirable 

behaviors.  Either, they tend to believe that it derives from the students internal turmoil and 

psychological disposition, undervaluing the role of the social context..  Or, they tend to 

blame the family context for the child’s behavior (Cortés, 2000).  Furthermore, teachers and 

parents usually struggle to get ride of the blame from each other.  In this regard, Watkins & 

Wagner (1991), asserted: “...without a doubt, the family has a decisive and significant 

influence on the child, parental perspective regarding the school influences the way the 



student perceives its role in the school setting...”, thus, the types of collaborative efforts to 

be establish will depend upon factors such as age, grade, parental perspective and teachers 

disposition to interact with them. 

Culturally behavior repertoire in the classroom also depends upon the school 

atmosphere, the code of specific rules, teacher’s styles and expectations toward the child.  

In this regard, the attribution of teachers about the origins of behavior seem to be an 

important element to consider, since attribution, as part of the meaning ascribe to behavior, 

will convey specific response strategies of behavior management (Esquivel, 1999).  

Method 

The purpose of this study is to describe commonly perceive desirable and 

undesirable behaviors in Mexican classrooms, and the attribution teachers make about the 

origins of such behaviors.  In addition, a preliminary assessment of teachers’ self-efficacy 

feelings about how to management behaviors in the classroom was carried out. 

Subjects 

Sample selection was performed by randomly selecting 20 primary schools in the 

city of Mérida.  In each school, 2 teachers from third grade and 2 from 6th grade were 

invited to participate in the study.  Inclusion criteria was the following 1) teachers had 

taught the same grade in the previous two school years, 2) they voluntarily accepted to 

participate in the study.  Assistant teachers and substitutes were excluded.  

Final sample consisted of 20 teachers, 20 from each grade.  The mean age was 43 

years old  (sd = 4.9).  On the average these teachers have been working in the school for 22 

years (sd = 4.8). 



Instruments 

A questionnaire containing multiple choice and open – ended questions was 

developed that collected also general information about the participants and explored: 

identification, attribution, and handling of both desirable and undesirable behaviors.  It also 

investigated the feelings of efficacy of teachers regarding handling of undesirable 

behaviors.  It also included checklists with commonly used behavior management in the US 

(Williams, Lahdenperä & Sánchez, 2000). 

The instrument was tested in a pilot administration with teachers of schools not 

included in the sample. 



Results 

Desirable behaviors in the classroom 

General Categories 

General categories were developed by analyzing the teachers’ descriptions of the 3 

most common desirable behaviors their pupils showed in the classroom.  Frequently quoted 

statements were clustered by affinity.  Four general categories were obtained as a result of 

the qualitative screening: 1) Show interest in activities and class related tasks (demonstrate 

effort, is careful when elaborating assignments, 2) Shows discipline (ie. Polite, respectful), 

3) Cooperative attitudes (work with others, social skills) and 3) works in a clean and 

orderly fashion (accommodates books, comes to class clean).  Table 1 illustrates desirable 

behaviors by rank order and grade. 

The two first categories were more frequently quoted in both grades, whereas no 

differences were found between grades amongst the last two.  It is interesting to underline 

the fact that teachers valued behaviors related to work and order in the classroom.  No 

teacher manifested any behaviors related to common expected desirable behaviors in the 

US such as independence, autonomy or creativity. 

Grade and Gender differences 

Questions directed to distinguish differences between males and females were 

directly asked to participants by instructing them to think about the best and worst behaved 

boy and girl.  Then, they were asked to describe the behaviors they exhibited.  Table 2 

summarizes quoted behaviors (Insert Table 2 around here). 



No differences were found regarding gender.  However, regarding grade, statistically 

significant differences were found with respect to a higher  interest in school tasks from 6th 

graders as compared to 3rd graders (X2 = 4.26; p = > .05). 

Attributions regarding desirable behaviors 

Data was obtained by asking teachers to depict the behavior of a girl and a boy they 

considered to demonstrated a desirable behavior in their classroom most of the time.  

Responses were categorized and clustered by affinity and analyzed qualitatively, 

establishing two broad and general categories of attribution. 

1) Familiar causes.  For example: ‘parents exercise a good supervision on them’.  ‘there is 

a good family support network’, ‘they have acceptable role models at home’. etc. 

2)  Individual causes.  For example: ‘is his/her nature’, ‘she/he likes to be that way’, 

She/he is a responsible person’. 

Table 3 summarizes results. 

Teachers of third grad seemed to attribute family characteristics to girls desirable 

behavior, whereas they attributed more often constitutional characteristics to boys’ 

desirable behavior.  No other statically significant differences were found. 

Strategies to maintain desirable behaviors. 

Teachers were presented with a modified checklist used in a cross comparative 

study regarding the control of behavior in American, Danish and Mexican children 

(Williams, Pirjo and Sanchez, 1999).  They were asked the 6 strategies they more often 

used to handle desirable behaviors in he school.  Table 4 illustrates preferences. 



Excepting from ‘getting support from parents’ more often used in 6th grade and 

‘provide emotional support’ more frequently selected in 3rd grade. In general,  strategies 

selected by teachers in both grades ranked in a similar way.  It was also found that some 

strategies are used only with boys: ‘Provides emotional support’ , ‘Establish particular 

goals’,  and ‘provides successful academic experiences’; whereas others are used 

exclusively with girls: ‘Focus on problem solving’, ‘consult with special education 

teachers’.  Speaking with the student in private was claim to be the most frequently used 

strategy for boys and girls in both grades. 

Undesirable behaviors in the classroom 

General categories 

Frequently quoted undesirable behaviors were clustered in two broad categories 

1) Disruptive behaviors (actives), such as fight, swear, lie, destroy, take other students 

materials and so forth. 

2) Show little interest for the school work (passive), such as fail to do the homework, lack 

of responsibility and lack of interest in the lecture.  Table 5 illustrates frequencies by 

grade. 

In order to explore for grade and gender differences. Teachers were asked the most 

common undesirable behaviors boys and girls present in their classroom.  Table 5 illustrates 

results. 

It can be observed that active behaviors are more cited in 3rd grade students, 

whereas passive behaviors associated to a lack of interest in the school work were more 



frequently reported in 6th grade.  Statistical analysis of homogeneity showed no differences 

between graded (1.80) and gender (.20 gl 1) 

Attribution of undesirable behaviors  

Two general categories were derived from the analysis of teachers response to open-

ended questions: 

1) Familial causes:  Lack of supervision, family conflict, divorce, lack of role 

models. 

2) Epigenetic factors:  It is their nature’, personality, emotional turmoil, learning 

disabilities and so forth. 

Frequencies by grade and gender are illustrated in table 6. 

In both grades teachers tend to identify familial factors associated to girl’s 

undesirable behaviors, whereas they tend to identify epigenetic factors with the behavior of 

boys. 

Management of undesirable behaviors 

Using the same checklist, teachers were asked to mark the 6 strategies they more 

often use to reduce undesirable behaviors in the classroom.  Table 7 summaries results. 

Strategies more often used with boys are:  get support from parents , nag the student 

in the classroom. Regarding girls, teachers mostly talk to them in private and provide 

emotional support. 



Educational system support 

Regarding the management of classroom behaviors, the majority of teachers 

(72.5%) claim to obtain n support whatsoever from the school system. 

Those who identifies sources of support mention: visit of special education teachers 

(12.5%), training courses in the summer (10%) and conferences and other events (5%) 

In addition, 85% of teachers asserted that what they learned during their teacher 

training was insufficient to handle behavior in the classroom.  Furthermore, 70% o 

participants.  Congruently,  62.5% of teachers required some kind of training to improve 

their handling of behaviors in the classroom.  Proposed activities were: workshops about 

specific behavior control techniques( 32.5%); and Child psychology courses (17.5% ). 

Conclusions  

The purpose of the study was to identify the perceptions and attribution of teachers 

about desirable and  undesirable behaviors in the classroom, and explore differences by 

grade and gender. 

Results in general support the idea that teachers privilege behaviors associated with 

motivation towards school achievement and the respect of rules and other students rights. 
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Table 1 

Categories of desirable behaviors in the classroom by grade. 

3er. grade  6º grade Categories Rank 

F F

Shows interest in classroom tasks 1 21 26 

Shows discipline 2 15 17 

Demonstrates a cooperative attitude 3 9 9 

Works in a clean and orderly fashion 4 2 2 

 

Table 2 

Frequencies obtained by gender and grade in each category (N=80) 

Gender Towards Grade Category 

Boys Girls 3º 6º 

Shows interest in school tasks 26 23 20 29* 

Shows discipline 8 8 10 6 

Demonstrates a cooperative attitude 5 4 7 2 

Works in a clean and orderly fashion 1 5 3 3 

 

Table 3 

Attribution categories of desirable behaviors by gender and grade

Category Third grade Sixth grade  

 Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Family origin 9 12 13 12 

Constitutional origin 11 8 7 8 

 



Table 4 

Frequency of strategies used by grade to promote desirable behaviors 

Strategy 
General 

(n =40) 

3rd 

(n =20) 

6th 

(n = 20) 

Get support from parents 28 14 14 
Increase positive reinforcements 22 10 12 
Establish formal agreements 20 8 12 
Stress rules 18 7 11 
Provides emotional support 18 11 7 
Rewards with privileges and extra activities 13 6 7 
Speak to students in private 13 6 7 
Teach specific abilities 12 3 9 
Provides successful academic experiences 10 3 7 
Takes away privileges 9 5 4 
Establish partial goals  7 3 4 
Set example with other students 6 3 3 
Provides a written report for the students 6 4 2 
Focus in problem solving 6 4 2 
Reports to the Principal 5 3 2 
Ignores undesirable behaviors 2 0 2 
Consults with special education teachers 4 2 2 
Consults with other teachers 3 1 2 
Punish undesirable behaviors  3 2 1 
Consults wit a psychologist 2 2 0 
Handles behavior charts 2 1 1 
Nags the student in the classroom 1 0 1 
Uses token economy 1 0 1 
Expels from the classroom 0 0 0 
Uses group punishments 0 0 0 

 

Table 5 

Frequency by grade and gender of undesirable behaviors 

3rd grade 6th grade 
Categoría 

Boys  Girls Boys Girls 

Disruptive behaviors 12 13 11 8 

Little interest in school tasks 8 7 9 12 

Total 20 20 20 20 

 



Table 6 

Frequency of attribution of undesirable behaviors by gender and grade. 

3rd grade 6th grade Category 
Boys Girls 

 
Boys Girls 

Familial causes 6 12  11 12 

Epigenetic factors 14 8  9 8 

 

Table  7 

Frequency of strategies used to reduce undesirable behaviors 

Strategy General

(n =40) 

3rd 

(n =20) 

6th 

(n = 20)

Speaks with students in private 36 17 19 
Gets parents support. 30 16 14 
Increase positive reinforcement 24 11 13 
Establish formal agreements with students. 18 10 8 
Stress rules 14 8 6 
Consults with special education teachers  14 7 7 
Informs the principal 13 7 6 
Provides emotional support 13 6 7 
Focus on problem solving 11 5 6 
Reward with privileges and extra responsibilities 9 3 6 
Consults with a psychologist 8 4 4 
Consults with other teachers 8 4 4 
Teaches specific social abilities 7 3 4 
Cancel privileges 6 2 4 
Punishes undesirable behaviors 5 0 5 
Establishes individual goals 5 0 5 
Provides successful academic experiences 5 1 4 
Ignores undesirable behaviors 4 2 2 
Expels from classroom 2 1 1 
Set examples with other students 2 2 0 
Provides a written report 2 2 0 
Nags in the classroom 1 0 1 
Uses behavior charts. 1 0 1 
Uses group punishments 1 0 1 
Uses token economy 1 1 0 
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