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Construct ing New  Theory for  I dent ifying Students w ith Em ot ional 
Disturbance:

A Construct ivist  Approach to Grounded Theory

Dori Barnet t
Orange County Departm ent  of Educat ion

Abstract

A grounded theory study that  exam ined how pract it ioners in a county alternat ive and 
correct ional educat ion set t ing ident ify youth with em ot ional and behavioral difficult ies for 
special educat ion services provides an exem plar for a const ruct ivist  approach to grounded 
theory m ethodology.  Discussion focuses on how a const ruct ivist  or ientat ion to grounded 
theory m ethodology inform ed research decisions, shaped the developm ent  of the em ergent  
grounded theory, and prom pted a way of th inking about  data collect ion and analysis. 
I m plicat ions for future research direct ions and policy and pract ice in the field of special and 
alternat ive educat ion are discussed.

I nt roduct ion

A grounded theory study exam ined how pract it ioners in a county alternat ive and 
correct ional educat ion set t ing ident ify youth with em ot ional and behavioral difficult ies for 
special educat ion services, given the cr iter ia for em ot ional disturbance (ED)  contained in the 
I ndividuals with Disabilit ies Educat ion Act  ( I DEA)  of 2004. This study serves as an exem plar 
for a discussion of how a const ruct ivist  or ientat ion to grounded theory m ethodology 
inform ed research decisions, shaped the developm ent  of the em ergent  grounded theory,  
and prom pted a way of thinking about  data collect ion and analysis to const ruct  new 
knowledge for pract ice.

Children and youth with em ot ional and behavioral disorders are considered the m ost  
under ident ified and underserved of all the disabili t y groups (Forness & Kavale, 2001;  
Gresham , 2005, 2007) . Problem s associated with the ident ificat ion of students with 
behavioral and em ot ional difficult ies for special educat ion services are often at t r ibuted to 
the definit ion and cr iter ia for ED found in the I ndividuals with Disabilit ies Educat ion Act  
(Hughes & Bray, 2004;  Merrell & Walker, 2004) . For purposes of special educat ion 
classificat ion, I DEA defines ED as one or m ore of five character ist ics, exhibited to a m arked 
degree, and over a period of t im e.  The five character ist ics include (a)  depression, (b)  
school phobia, (c)  an inabilit y to build or m aintain sat isfactory int er-personal relat ionships, 
(d) inappropriate types of behavior or feelings under norm al condit ions and (e)  an inabilit y
to learn that  cannot  be explained by int ellectual, sensory, or health factors. Defin it ional
problem s are further com pounded by an ‘exclusionary clause’ in the ED cr iter ia which
states, “ the term  does not  apply to children who are socially m aladjusted, unless it  is
determ ined that  they are em ot ionally disturbed”  (§34CFR 300.8 (c) (4) ( ii) ) . The exclusionary
clause poses a definit ional conundrum  that  is part icular ly confounding for pract it ioners
working in alternat ive and correct ional educat ion set t ings, where high num bers of youth
exhibit  serious em ot ional and behavioral difficult ies.
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Crit ics have referred to the definit ion of ED as “nebulous and highly subject ive”  
(Gresham , 2005, p. 215) , “ vague and uncertain”  (Olym pia, Farley, Christ iansen, Pet tersson, 
Jenson & Clark, 2004, p. 835)  and even “bordering on oxym oronic”  (Gresham , 2007, p. 
330) .  Moreover,  a prelim inary review of the lit erature revealed the absence of an exist ing 
theory to explain the underlying processes pract it ioners are using to ident ify em ot ional 
disturbance and to dist inguish between ED and social m aladjustm ent  (SM)  for purposes of 
special educat ion classificat ion. Thus, a grounded theory m ethodology was selected to 
address a pr im ary and secondary research quest ion posed by this study:

1. How do pract it ioners in an alternat ive and correct ional educat ion set t ing ident ify  
students with em ot ional disturbance for purposes of special educat ion 
classificat ion?

2. How do pract it ioners in an alternat ive and correct ional educat ion set t ing 
dist inguish between ED and SM for purposes of special educat ion classificat ion?

Methodology

Grounded theory m ethodology em ploys a system at ic set  of procedures to induct ively 
develop theory that  is “grounded”  in the data from  which it  was derived (Charm az, 2000, 
2006, 2009;  Glaser & St rauss, 1967;  St rauss & Corbin, 1990, 1994, 1998) . The ult im ate 
aim  of a grounded theory study is to produce new theory that  is grounded in data collected 
direct ly from  part icipants on the basis of their  lived experiences (Fassinger, 2005) . The 
theory produced from  grounded theory m ethodology is ‘grounded’ in pract it ioners’ real-
world pract ice, is sensit ive to pract it ioners in the set t ing, and represents the com plexit ies 
found in part icipants’ experiences. Glaser (1992)  stated, “Grounded theory renders as 
faithfully as possible a theory discovered in the data which explains the subjects’ m ain 
concerns and how they are processed”  (p. 14) . The outcom e of a grounded theory study is 
an em ergent  theory “ from  the data that  accounts for the data”  (Charm az, 2008a, p. 157) . 

Signature character ist ics of grounded theory m ethodology include (a)  sim ultaneous 
processes of data collect ion and analysis, (b)  an induct ive approach leading to conceptual 
understanding of the data, (c)  pursuit  of core them es early in the data analysis, (d)  
sam pling procedures dr iven by constant  com parat ive analysis, and (e)  the int egrat ion of 
categories int o theoret ical fram eworks (Birks & Mills, 2010;  Charm az, 2003b, 2006;  Corbin 
& St rauss, 2008;  Glaser, 1978;  Glaser & St rauss, 1967;  Mills, Bonner, & Francis, 2006) . 
“The com parat ive and interact ive nature of grounded theory at  every stage of analysis 
dist inguishes grounded theory from other approaches and m akes it  an explicit ly em ergent  
m ethod”  (Charm az, 2008a, p. 163) .

Grounded theory m ethodology was best  suit ed for this study because the research 
quest ions and problem s indicated the need to develop a sound theoret ical foundat ion for
ident ifying students with em ot ional disturbance and because a sound theoret ical foundat ion 
does not  current ly exist . Grbich (2007)  proposed that  grounded theory m ethodology is 
appropriate “when there is a need for new theoret ical explanat ions built  on previous 
knowledge to explain changes in the field”  (p. 70) . Further, the exist ing ED ident ificat ion 
cr iter ia lack clear guidelines for defining social m aladjustm ent  and for dist inguishing 
between ED and SM for purposes of special educat ion classificat ion. Skeat  and Perry (2008)  
surm ise, “Grounded theory is considered to be an appropriate choice for a research study 
‘when a phenom enon has not  been adequately described, or when there are few theories 
that  explain it ’”  (p. 97) .   

Moreover, the flexible and creat ive nature of grounded theory m ethodology is seen in 
the array of approaches described in the grounded theory lit erature. Methodological 
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variat ions are linked to the researcher’s philosophical posit ion along the m ethodological 
spiral, m ost  often dist inguishing the posit ionality of the researcher and the approach to data 
analysis within a grounded theory research design (Annells, 1996;  Birks & Mills, 2010;  Mills 
et  al. ,  2006) .  This study followed a const ruct ivist  grounded theory or ientat ion as described 
by Bryant  (2009) ;  Bryant  and Charm az (2007a, 2007b) , Charm az (2000, 2003a, 2006, 
2008a, 2008b, 2009) , Clark (2003, 2005, 2009) , and Mills et  al. (2005, 2006) . 

Construct ivist  Grounded Theory

Mills et  al. (2006)  assert  that  const ruct ivist  grounded theory is dist inguished by (a)  “ the 
nature of the relat ionship between the researcher and part icipants,”  and (b)  “an explicat ion 
of what  can be known”  (p. 2) . I n cont rast  to classical versions of grounded theory, 
const ruct ivist  grounded theory is described as “epistem ologically subject ive”  and 
“ontologically relat ivist ”  (p. 6) . A relat ivist  stance assum es that  theoret ical analyses derived 
from  the grounded theory process “are int erpret ive renderings of a realit y, not  object ive 
report ings of it ”  (Charm az, 2008b, p. 206) . Meaning is const ructed through the qualitat ive 
researcher’s int erpret ive understandings, an em ic perspect ive that  assum es a relat ivist  and 
reflexive stance toward t he data (Charm az,  2009) .  

Charm az (2009)  posited, “Grounded theory  in its const ruct ivist  version is a 
profoundly interact ive process”  (p. 137) .  Drawing from  the epistem ological and ontological 
foundat ions of social const ruct ivism , m eaning is co-const ructed with part icipants through 
interact ive processes of int erviewing, com m unicat ion, and act ions in pract ice (Nagy Hesse-
Biber & Leavy, 2008) .  I t  is through such reflexive processes that  new theory em erges 
from —rather than is discovered in—t he data reflect ing pract it ioners’ lived experiences 
(Charm az, 2009;  Fassinger, 2005) .

Methods, Part icipants, and Data Collect ion

These character ist ics of a const ruct ivist  grounded theory approach were im plem ented in the 
context  of a county alternat ive and correct ional educat ion program  serving approxim ately 
8,000 children and youth enrolled in juvenile correct ions, social service, and com m unity day 
school set t ings in a large suburban county in southern California. A profile of typical youth 
enrolled in this set t ing involves youth who are referred by local school dist r icts, or 
tem porarily placed in group hom es, or incarcerated in local probat ion or sheriff operated 
facilit ies, or who are housed in social service inst itut ions, or who are teen parents (OCDE, 
2008) . Given the com plex em ot ional, social, and behavioral needs of such students, this 
set t ing was part icular ly well suited for explor ing pract it ioners’ percept ions of ED and their  
underlying social and psychological processes for dist inguishing between ED and SM for 
purposes of special educat ion classificat ion. 

The part icipants were twenty-seven pract it ioners and one parent  involved in the 
ident ificat ion of students with em ot ional disturbance in this pract ice set t ing:  eight  school 
psychologists, eight  adm inist rators from  county and local school dist r icts, three special and 
general educat ion teachers,  two clinicians, and two designated inst ruct ional service 
providers—a speech and language specialist  and a school nurse.  Four pract it ioners were 
representat ives from  collaborat ive county agencies including a therapist  and psychologist 
from  the County Mental Health Care Agency, t he coordinat or of Foster Youth Services, and a 
juvenile court  probat ion officer. One parent  of an em ot ionally disturbed student  also 
part icipated. 
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Data collect ion consisted of (a)  sem i-st ructured interviews conducted with each of 
the 28 part icipants in the study;  (b)  five focus group int erviews conducted with sm all 
groups of part icipants on topics selected from  crit ical issues that  em erged from  the data, 
such as substance abuse and em ot ional disturbance and t raum a- induced em ot ional 
disturbance;  (c)  docum ent  reviews collected from  over 300 pages of case conference notes,  
m ult i-disciplinary assessm ent  reports, parent  correspondence, evaluat ions for county 
m ental health services, and relevant  int er-office e-m ail correspondence;  and (d)  five 
part icipant  observat ions conducted in classroom s and program s for students with em ot ional 
and behavioral disabilit ies throughout  the county. Following theoret ical sam pling 
procedures—where data from  prior int erviews guided the researcher about  whom  to 
interview or what  to observe next—new part icipants were added and sem i-st ructured 
interview quest ions were adapted as new concepts em erged from  the data. 

Data Analysis

Three dist inct  but  overlapping generic stages of data analysis were im plem ented including 
the init ial, int er im , and theoret ical stages. Within the const ruct ivist  grounded theory 
research design, these generic stages t ranslated to the processes inherent  in open coding, 
focused coding and theoret ical coding. Open coding refers to the first  level of coding in 
grounded theory analysis, “ in which data are t ranscribed and broken down int o units of 
m eaning”  (Fassinger, 2005, p. 160) . During open coding, the researcher labels and assigns 
units of m eaning to incidents, act ions, and events derived from  the data. Focused coding 
occurs as the researcher begins ident ifying prelim inary them es and concepts em erging from  
the data. I n this stage the researcher focuses on the m ost  significant  and frequent ly 
occurr ing codes (Charm az, 2003a) . Theoret ical coding is the final stage in which the 
researcher begins m erging concepts int o them at ic categories.  The grounded theory is 
const ructed from  analysis of the int er- relat ionships am ong the them es. As recom m ended in 
grounded theory m ethodology, all stages incorporated signature grounded theory processes 
of constant  com parison, whereby data are cont inually com pared and cont rasted at  each 
level of analysis;  theoret ical sam pling, where em ergent  concepts and concerns ar ising from 
the data guide subsequent  data collect ion;  and theoret ical sensit iv ity, which relies on the 
researcher’s intuit ive and int erpret ive analysis of the data. 

Findings

A const ruct ivist  grounded theory research design produced six em ergent  them es which are 
integrated int o the grounded t heory. The integrat ion of six em ergent  them es const itutes the 
new grounded theory capturing the core social and psychological processes pract it ioners are 
im plem ent ing to ident ify students with em ot ional disturbance and to dist inguish between ED 
and SM for purposes of special educat ion classificat ion in this pract ice set t ing:

(1) Pract it ioners ident ified em ot ional disturbance along three int er- related 
dim ensions— social, behavioral, and em ot ional. According to the part icipants, 
students with em ot ional disturbance were character ized as (a)  st ruggling socially 
with interpersonal relat ionships;  (b)  dem onst rat ing atypical behaviors and 
ext rem e react ions;  and (c)  having difficulty m anaging their  feelings and 
em ot ions. 

(2) Pract it ioners dist inguished between ED and SM with respect  to the nature of the 
student ’s social, behavioral, and em ot ional funct ioning.  Dist inct ions between ED 
and SM were delineated with respect  to (a)  the nature of the student ’s 
interpersonal relat ionships;  (b)  the ext rem e and typical nature of the student ’s 
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behaviors;  and (c)  the student ’s abilit y to cont rol and m anage his or her 
em ot ions. 

(3) Pract it ioners im plem ented reflexive and collaborat ive processes to ident ify  
students with em ot ional disturbance. I n addit ion to t radit ional standardized 
assessm ent  procedures, pract it ioners em phasized reflexive and collaborat ive 
ident ificat ion processes such as (a)  adhering to the child find process of early 
intervent ion and ident ificat ion of children with disabili t ies;  (b)  collaborat ing with 
peers;  (c)  explor ing the et iology of the child’s behavior;  and (d)  linking students’ 
needs to available services. 

(4) Pract it ioners are engaging in pragm at ic problem -solving in response to new 
student  t rends. Pract it ioners ident ified new student  t rends which are com plicat ing 
the ident ificat ion process for ED:  (a)  substance abuse and ED, (b)  early exposure 
to t raum a and ED, and (c)  co-m orbid em ot ional and behavioral condit ions. I n the 
absence of clear procedural guidelines, pract it ioners are engaging in pragm at ic 
problem -solving to resolve such issues.

(5) Pract it ioners’ decisions were inform ed by ethical considerat ions related to caring. 
Ethical considerat ions, especially the ethic of care, were inst rum ental in 
pract it ioners’ decisions for determ ining special educat ion eligibilit y under the 
classificat ion of ED. Ethical considerat ions were character ized as (a)  focusing on 
students’ best  int erests, (b)  having com passion, and (c)  establishing harm onious 
professional relat ionships. 

(6) Pract it ioners espoused a socially j ust  perspect ive toward ident ifying students with 
ED. Pract it ioners ident ified socially unjust  pract ices that  im pinged upon the 
process of ident ifying students with ED:  (a)  under- ident ifying students with ED, 
(b)  delays in providing services to ED students, and (c)  shift ing the responsibil it y 
for ident ifying ED students from  one organizat ion to another.  I n turn, 
pract it ioners advocat ed for a socially just  perspect ive in ident ifying students with 
em ot ional disturbance.

The em ergent  grounded theory suggests new theoret ical proposit ions regarding how 
pract it ioners are ident ifying students with em ot ional disturbance and how they are 
dist inguishing between ED and SM for purposes of special educat ion classificat ion:  (a)  
pract it ioners are conceptualizing ED and SM as inter- related dim ensions of social, em ot ional 
and behavioral funct ioning;  (b)  pract it ioners are dist inguishing ED and SM along fluid 
cont inua, as opposed to the exclusive polar it ies of ED and SM indicated by the exclusionary 
clause in the federal definit ion;  (c)  pract it ioners are em phasizing reflexive and collaborat ive 
ident ificat ion processes in addit ion to t radit ional standardized assessm ent  m easures;  (c)  
pract it ioners are engaging in pragm at ic problem -solving in response to new student  t rends, 
such as substance abuse and exposure to t raum a, that  are com plicat ing the ED 
ident ificat ion process;  (d)  decision-m aking is inform ed by ethical considerat ions related to 
caring and focusing on students’ best  int erests;  and (e)  pract it ioners are advocat ing for a 
socially just  perspect ive to overcom e barr iers to ident ificat ion. I n sum , the em ergent  
grounded theory reflects a student  centered approach to ident ifying em ot ional disturbance 
that  is guided by an ethical and socially just  perspect ive. 

Discussion

“All research is interpret ive;  it  is guided by the researcher’s set  of beliefs and feelings about  
the world and how it  should be understood and studied”  (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 22) . 
This grounded theory research design reflects a postm odern const ruct ivist  perspect ive, and, 
as such, incorporates postm odern sensibilit ies, assum es a relat ivist  and reflexive stance 
toward the data, and takes a pragm at ic approach to problem -solving. These theoret ical 
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underpinnings of a const ruct ivist  grounded theory approach t ranslate int o the following 
research pract ices:  (a)  taking a relat ivist  stance that  reflects m ult iple and diverse 
perspect ives;  (b)  posit ioning the researcher as a reflexive part icipant  in data collect ion and 
analysis;  and (c)  exercising a pragm at ic approach to problem -solving. This discussion will 
exam ine how these essent ial elem ents of a const ruct ivist  grounded theory approach 
prom pted a way of thinking about  data, inform ed research decisions, and shaped the 
developm ent  of the em ergent  grounded theory . 

A relat ivist  perspect ive

Clarke (2005)  proposed that  an epistem ological shift  toward a const ruct ivist  
or ientat ion “enhances our capacit ies to do incisive studies of differences of perspect ive, of 
highly com plex situat ions of act ion and posit ionality”  ( p. xxiii) .  A relat ivist  stance inherent  in 
a const ruct ivist  grounded theory approach values the diversity of perspect ives and invites 
the sharing of pluralist ic viewpoints. For instance, a juvenile probat ion officer reinforced the 
em ergent  concept  of overlapping conduct  and em ot ional issues am ong adjudicated youth. 
The school nurse added the perspect ive of acknowledging early behavioral warning signs of 
em ot ional disturbance. The director of foster youth services em phasized the relat ionship 
between early childhood t raum a and em ot ional disturbance. Moreover,  through com parat ive 
analysis and theoret ical sam pling procedures, pract it ioners’ m ult iple perspect ives of 
em ergent  them es cont r ibuted to the co-const ruct ion of the grounded theory.

          I nclusion of m ult iple perspect ives cont r ibuted to a “ layered”  analysis, thus 
broadening and deepening the scope of the study (Charm az, 2009) . This grounded theory 
reflects pract it ioners’ diverse and heterogeneous viewpoints of em ot ional disturbance. For 
exam ple, em ergent  them es reflected that  pract it ioners are conceptualizing ED and SM as 
inter- related dim ensions of social, em ot ional, and behavioral funct ioning, rather than five 
discrete character ist ics described in the federal definit ion. Further, this grounded theory 
dem onst rates that  pract it ioners were int erpret ing ED and SM along fluid behavioral 
cont inua, as opposed to two exclusive polar it ies as indicated by the exclusionary clause, 
which dist inguishes between ED and SM for purposes of special educat ion classificat ion. 
Taken together, pract it ioners’ m ult iple perspect ives of em ergent  them es are int egrated int o 
the grounded theory that  reconst ructs the category of em ot ional disturbance in an 
alternat ive and correct ional educat ion set t ing. 

Reflexive Role of the Researcher

A const ruct ivist  perspect ive assum es that  new knowledge is socially and 
cult urally produced through int eract ions am ong part icipants within a social context  (Blum er, 
1969;  Berger & Luckm an, 1966) . Taking a const ruct ivist  approach m eans, “The researcher 
engages in an inquiry process that  creates knowledge through interpreted const ruct ions”  
(Annells, 1996, p. 385) . I n this study a const ruct ivist  approach, which involved the 
standpoints and int eract ions of the researcher, t ranslated int o act ivit ies such as act ively 
engaging with part icipants during st ructured interviews, responding reflexively to em ergent  
concepts in the data, and act ing upon analyt ic hunches. For instance, the researcher 
listened to pract it ioners’ concerns about  new student  t rends, such as substance induced 
em ot ional disorders that  were com plicat ing the ED ident ificat ion process, and responded by 
refining quest ions to probe m ore deeply into how they handled such issues in pract ice. Such 
reflexive processes allowed the researcher to build rapport , respond to part icipants’ 
underlying tensions and concerns, and t o enter m ore deeply into their  eidet ic worlds. 
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          “Const ruct ivist  grounded theory aim s to posit ion the research relat ive to the social 
circum stances im pinging on it ”  (Charm az, 2009, p. 134) . Posit ioning the researcher direct ly 
within the social and cultural context  of an alternat ive educat ion organizat ion, allowed her 
direct  access to pract it ioners’ unique, first -hand experiences determ ining special educat ion 
eligibili t y for students who exhibit  com plex em ot ional and behavioral issues and surfaced 
their  unique concerns and tensions within this pract ice set t ing. However, const ruct ivist  
grounded theory goes beyond other qualitat ive research m ethodologies, such as 
ethnography and phenom enology, because through such reflexive and reflect ive processes, 
new theory is co-const ructed and  em erges gradually over t im e. Charm az (2009)  observed, 
“By locat ing part icipants’ m eanings and act ions in this way, we show the connect ion 
between m icro and m acro levels of analysis, and thus link the subject ive and the social”  (p. 
131) . For instance, an em ergent  them e revealed that  pract it ioners in this alternat ive 
educat ion set t ing were experiencing m oral tensions regarding the exclusion of students with 
social m aladjustm ent  from  receiving special educat ion services under the classificat ion of 
ED. The grounded theory also reflects that  ethical considerat ions related to caring—having 
com passion, establishing harm onious  relat ionships, and focusing on students’ best  
interests—were inst rum ental in pract it ioners’ eligibili t y decisions for special educat ion 
placem ent . These them es are uniquely woven int o the em ergent  grounded theory that  
reflects ethical decision m aking as a core social and psychological process pract it ioners are 
using to ident ify students with em ot ional disturbance in an alternat ive and correct ional 
educat ion set t ing.

Pragm at ic problem  solving

Bryant  (2009)  and Charm az (2009)  link the postm odern turn in const ruct ivist  
grounded theory to the pragm at ic roots of the m ethodology. “Const ruct ivist  grounded 
theory assum es that  we produce knowledge by grappling with em pir ical problem s”  
(Charm az, 2009, p. 130) . The em ergent  them es revealed pract it ioners’ underlying tensions 
and concerns about  the em ot ional disturbance ident ificat ion process as well as how they 
resolved such issues in a contem porary pract ice set t ing.  For instance, an em ergent  them e 
dem onst rated that , in the absence of clear procedural guidelines for resolving com plex 
ident ificat ion issues, such as co-occurr ing em ot ional and behavioral condit ions and 
psychological problem s related to t raum a and substance abuse, pract it ioners are engaging 
in pragm at ic problem  solving.  I t  was also apparent  that  pract it ioners are engaging in 
collaborat ive problem -solving with colleagues as a st rategy for resolving the increasingly 
com plex issues com pounding the ident ificat ion process. Thus, theory is connected and 
linked to pract ice through an analysis of the processes by which pract it ioners are at tem pt ing 
to resolve pract ical problem s in their  everyday world. 

Further, pragm at ic underpinnings of a const ruct ivist  grounded theory approach 
encouraged the use of induct ive and abduct ive data analysis in the developm ent  of the 
grounded theory. Reichertz (2007)  describes abduct ive analysis as “a cerebral process, an 
intellectual act , a m ental leap, that  br ings together things which one had never associated 
with one another:  A cognit ive logic of discovery”  (p. 220) . I nduct ive and abduct ive 
analyt ical processes cont r ibuted to the developm ent  of em ergent  them es that  went  beyond 
basic descript ions of ED and SM and revealed the underlying social and psychological 
processes involved in the ident ificat ion of em ot ional disturbance in this pract ice set t ing, 
such as taking into account  ethical considerat ions and espousing a socially just  perspect ive.
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Lim itat ions of  the Study

The applicat ion of a const ruct ivist  grounded theory approach presents 
m ethodological challenges and lim itat ions with respect  to (a)  researcher bias inherent  in a 
const ruct ivist  grounded theory study and ( b)  lim it at ions on the generalizabilit y of knowledge 
const ructed within a social context . The qualit y of the reflexive process inherent  in a 
const ruct ivist  grounded theory study relies heavily on the researcher’s subject ive 
interpretat ions and value laden perspect ives of the data, which can pose lim itat ions on the 
validity of the em ergent  grounded theory. Further, the lim itat ions of a const ruct ivist  
grounded theory approach include the difficulty of conduct ing research in a set t ing outside 
the researcher’s area of fam iliar ity and expert ise, where an unfam iliar set t ing m ay pose 
rest r ict ions on the researcher’s abilit y to reflexively interact  with part icipants and to 
ant icipate their  concerns. Finally, given the m ult iple variat ions of grounded theory and the 
flurry of argum ents surrounding the current  m ethodological divide between const ruct ivist  
and classical grounded theory, a potent ial lim itat ion m ay be the reluctance of the novice 
researcher to em bark on such a study.

I m plicat ions for  Research and Pract ice

“The content  of theorizing cuts to the core of studied life and poses new quest ions about  it ”  
(Charm az, 2006, p. 135) . The em ergent  grounded theory indicates that  pract it ioners were 
m oving well beyond the confines of the exist ing ED cr it er ia and refram ing the ident ificat ion 
process within a contem porary pract ice set t ing, raising new quest ions about  the ED 
ident ificat ion cr iter ia and procedures.  Future research direct ions suggested by the outcom es 
of this study include:  (a)  m oving beyond the ED/ SM cont roversy and direct ing future 
research toward ident ificat ion of pract ices and service delivery m odels that efficaciously 
address the needs of students with em ot ional and behavioral disabilit ies (Merr ill & Walker, 
2004) ;  (b)  the em ergence of new student  t rends which are com plicat ing the ident ificat ion 
process for ED suggest  that  the exist ing guidelines are outdated and indicate the need for a 
new research base to update the ED cr iter ia in contem porary pract ice;  and (c)  the findings 
point  to the need to expand this study to a larger group of pract it ioners represent ing a 
wider range of educat ional set t ings.

Charm az (2008a)  posits that  the cr it ical stance inherent  in a postm odern 
const ruct ivist  grounded theory inquiry can advance social policy and cont r ibute to social 
change by anchoring “agendas for future act ion, pract ice, and policy”  (p. 210) . Because 
theory and pract ice are pragm at ically linked through a const ruct ivist  approach, which 
em phasizes the ut ili tar ian value of the grounded theory (Annells, 1996;  St rübing, 2007) , 
the em ergent  theory has im plicat ions for inform ing social policy and pract ice in the fields of 
alternat ive and special educat ion. Recom m endat ions for policy and pract ice stem m ing from  
this study include:  (a)  broadening t he ED cr it er ia to address students’ social, em ot ional, and 
behavioral needs;  (b)  shift ing toward inclusive service delivery pract ices for students with 
em ot ional and behavioral disabilit ies;  (c)  developing and im plem ent ing collaborat ive 
problem -solving ident ificat ion and intervent ion m odels;  and (d)  adopt ing ethical guidelines 
for ident ifying students with ED.

Moreover, Clarke (2003, 2005)  asserts that  an epistem ological shift  toward a m ore 
const ruct ivist  refram ing of grounded theory has the capacity to m ove the field of qualitat ive 
inquiry around the postm odern turn. Thus, an im plicat ion is that , rather than focusing on 
subt let ies and differences in approaches,  the field m ay be bet ter served by em bracing the 
possibili t ies presented by various approaches in grounded theory m ethodology. Taken 
together, the various m ethodological perspect ives of grounded theory reflect  m ult iple 
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system s of beliefs and assum pt ions, opening “an ongoing array of possibili t ies”  (Clarke, 
2005, p. xxiv) .

Sum m ary

Morse (2009)  stated, “Every applicat ion, every t im e grounded theory is used, it  requires 
adaptat ion in part icular ways as dem anded by the research quest ions, situat ion, and 
part icipants for whom  t he research is being conducted…Grounded theory is…a part icular way 
of thinking about  data”  (p. 14) . The research quest ions, the unique social and cultural 
context  of an alternat ive educat ion set t ing, and pract it ioners’ diverse viewpoints about  
ident ifying em ot ional disturbance invited a const ruct ivist  approach to grounded theory 
m ethodology. The em ergent  grounded theory generated by such an approach reflects 
pract it ioners’ m ult iple and diverse perspect ives, is co-const ructed from  pract it ioners’ lived 
experiences, and is pragm at ically linked to pract ice in an alternat ive and correct ional 
educat ion set t ing. The em ergent  grounded theory holds prom ise for reconst ruct ing the 
category of em ot ional disturbance and for inform ing educat ional policy to address the r ight s 
and needs of students with em ot ional and behavioral disabilit ies.
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