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Abstract 

 An exploratory methods design was used to investigate the strategies used and 

barriers encountered as reported by middle school teachers when developing social 

responsibility with their students.  Participating teachers (N=11) at three middle schools 

in one school district provided this information by filling out an open-ended 

questionnaire.  Results were analyzed for common themes.  As reported by the teachers, 

the top three strategies being used were classroom discussions, helping charitable or 

community groups and modelling of socially responsible behaviour by the teacher.  The 

top three barriers reported by these teachers were student attitudes, parent attitudes, and 

time and resources.  The findings of this study act as a resource for teachers who are 

motivated to develop socially responsible young adults and as a springboard for more in-

depth research into the use of social responsibility strategies in the classroom. 
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Chapter 1:  Problem to be Investigated 

Purpose of the study 

Enabling students to become socially responsible, caring and confident adults is 

the aim and the focus of many learning outcomes in the school system today (Ministry of 

Education, 2001). To do this, teachers continually push their students to ask questions 

about how they can make a difference in the world, and strive to offer ways for their 

students to experience this sense of accomplishment (Scales, Blyth, Berkas, & Kielsmeier, 

2000). Teachers‟ hopes are that the students will become socially developed and globally 

aware adults (Scales et al., 2000). Unfortunately strategies used by teachers to foster this 

development, especially in the middle school years when an adolescent is much more 

focused on themselves, are not widely published in the literature or shared among 

professionals. These strategies stay within each teacher‟s own repertoire or, at best, may 

be shared informally within a school. Barriers that teachers face when attempting to 

implement a social responsibility program exist but are again, not widely studied. A 

compendium of successful strategies that teachers can use and the knowledge of possible 

barriers they may be confronted with when trying to implement a classroom or school-

wide social responsibility program may help teachers to become more successful in 

developing socially aware, helpful and caring students. 

The purpose of this study was to uncover a set of strategies that may help teachers 

to foster social responsibility in adolescents in the middle school setting. The study also 

aimed to identify potential problems or barriers teachers may face when attempting to 

develop caring and helpful behaviour in their students. This set of strategies and barriers 

could be used in the development of a middle school social responsibility program and 



Social Responsibility in Middle School 2 

may allow a teacher to feel confident, able and empowered to establish the program 

within their classroom or school.  

Justification of the study 

Many teachers successfully implement strategies and use tools that help them to 

foster the development of social responsibility in their students.  Other teachers may 

choose to focus solely on the prescribed academic curriculum and establish only a 

competitive learning environment (Berman, 1990). Many of these teachers may be afraid 

of failing, they may be uncomfortable in planning these activities or they may feel 

developing socially responsible students is not a necessary part of the school curriculum 

(Berman, 1990).  

Students who develop a strong sense of social responsibility have been shown to 

achieve higher grades (Patrick & Hicks, 1997; Scales et al., 2000; Wentzel, 1991). In 

addition, how an adolescent perceives their own abilities and their effectiveness in 

helping others directly impacts their motivation to learn (Wentzel, 1994). Students who 

are allowed to feel that they can make a difference in the lives of others may focus less on 

themselves and contribute more to society (Switzer, Simmons, Dew, Regalski, & Wang, 

1995). These students have learned to overcome their sense of powerlessness and instead 

become confident and show a strong sense of community (Beamon, 2001). Teachers have 

an enormous influence over their students; consequently they are in a position to 

positively affect their students‟ degree of acting in a socially responsible manner. 
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Research Question and Hypothesis  

The following research question is proposed for the present study:  What do 

middle school teachers report as being strategies they use or barriers they encounter when 

developing social responsibility in their students? 

 The author of the present study suggested that teachers may report strategies such 

as:  yearly classroom campaigns to help a family in a developing country, collecting coats 

at Christmas or visiting seniors in care facilities. This author further suggested that 

teachers may report barriers as being time, cost, accessibility, personal knowledge and 

personal motivation. A heavy academic workload, no funding to allow students to travel 

locally to groups needing help, a lack of appropriate facilities and a personal lack of 

knowledge or motivation were hypothesized as being reported barriers to helping 

students develop confidence in their ability to make a difference in the world. 

Definition of terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions were used: 

„Social responsibility‟ was defined as a personal investment in the well-being of 

others around you. It is a proactive way of voluntarily helping to improve society. For 

this study, social responsibility only concentrated on individual involvement in helping 

others within a school, local community or international setting. It did not consider 

government, corporate or organizational responsibility to society.   

„Middle school‟ was defined as Grades 6 through 8.  

„Service learning‟ was defined as a strategy used to develop social responsibility 

in students through the combination of academic concepts and community service.  
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A „strategy‟ was defined as a plan of action or an activity a teacher may use in 

order to reach a goal.  

A „barrier‟ was defined as a boundary or limitation that blocks or impedes the 

completion of an activity.   

Brief overview of the study 

 In the author‟s present study, teachers of middle school students were asked to 

report the strategies they may have used, along with barriers they may have encountered 

while developing social responsibility in their students. Participating teachers (N=11) 

from three middle schools in one school district provided this information by filling out 

open-ended questions on a questionnaire. Results were analyzed for common themes. 

Recommendations for developing social responsibility programs in middle school were 

suggested. 
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Chapter 2:  Review of the Literature 

It is the job of teachers to provide a learning environment to develop not only the 

academic skills of their students but their social, inter-personal and intra-personal skills 

(Ministry of Education, 2001). The following literature suggests types of activities that 

are used to develop social responsibility and the importance and value of using prescribed 

learning outcomes to attain this goal. 

Service learning is an activity that is commonly used to develop social 

responsibility and its effectiveness has been studied in depth. Several studies will be 

reviewed here. Simons and Cleary (2006) analyzed the effects of service learning on 

students‟ personal and social development. Their intent was to, first, analyze the effects 

quantitatively and, second, use that information to look at service learning from a 

qualitative perspective using an exploratory research method. Their non-directional 

quantitative hypotheses asked if there were changes in learning, social, and personal 

outcomes after service learning had occurred and if the outcomes were affected by the 

type and location of the activity. The non-directional qualitative hypotheses asked what 

the students derived from the service learning activity and what processes were used. 

Simon and Cleary‟s (2006) participants were composed of 142 college students who 

elected to sign up for a psychology course within which the study was conducted. The 

majority of the participants were female. The quantitative results from this study found 

that the placement site had no measurable effect on the learning, social, and personal 

outcomes of the participants. The qualitative results found that service learning affected 

academic learning, career development, self-efficacy, inter-personal and intra-personal 

development and developing connections to others (Simons & Cleary, 2006). 
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Simons and Cleary (2006) attempted to draw together both qualitative and 

quantitative results but were neither clear nor concise in their manner. Because of the 

manner in which the results and discussion were presented, inexperienced readers may 

have difficulty in understanding how these two perspectives support one another. The 

sample was strictly made up of students who have volunteered for the study. This limited 

any generalizations that could be made as to the usefulness of service learning with all 

students, not just those willing to participate in it. Another limitation was the small 

percentage of male subjects participating. Generalizations about the results could only be 

made for female students. The last limitation concerned the service learning activities. 

Because the range of activities was very small and only incorporated service learning at 

an elementary school and an after school program, the results of the study could only be 

discussed and used within that small range. There was no ability to apply the results to 

other activities outside of the few activities used. Simons and Cleary (2006) successfully 

furthered the case for service learning. Simons and Cleary (2006) have provided some 

evidence for a type of activity, service learning, that can be used to develop social 

responsibility in students, particularly their intra- and inter-personal skills. Thus the 

author of the current study expected service learning activities will be among the 

strategies that teachers will report using.  

The intent of a study done by Scales, Blyth, Berkas and Kielsmeier (2000) was 

stated as looking at social responsibility and academic success of adolescents when using 

a service learning model. Scales et al. used a matching only pre-test/post-test control 

group design over the period of one school year. The sample of 1,153 Grades 6 to 8 

students was drawn from 29 middle schools in the USA who all stated that they were 
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actively and extensively using service learning in their classrooms. At the end of the 

school year, findings indicated that the service learning students maintained a concern for 

others, had a higher belief in themselves for helping others and had an increase in their 

grades. These effects were most strongly reported when participants were fully engaged 

in the program and when their teachers had encouraged their students to reflect on their 

participation (Scales et al., 2000). Gender differences were also observed, girls tended to 

continue talking to their parents about school more than the boys involved in the program 

with no marked differences found between grade levels (Scales et al., 2000).   

Overall, the study by Scales et al. (2000) was initially intriguing to the author of 

the present study since it was closely related to this author‟s area of interest and area of 

research. Scales et al. attempted to show a cause and effect relationship between the use 

of service learning and the level of social responsibility and academic success for 

adolescents. Scales et al. used an in-depth range of variables and had a sample size of 

1,153 participants. Limitations regarding this sample came to light after the study was 

done. Although a vigorous screening of the schools was undertaken before the study to 

ensure each school was an active, intense participant in service learning, this was not the 

case (Scales et al., 2000). Many of the schools admitted that they actually put little time 

into the program thereby affecting the results of the study. The participant sample was 

predominantly made up of Caucasian students who came from stable, dual-parent, 

highly-educated families with many of the families having been involved in service 

learning programs before. Scales et al. (2000) provided strong evidence that service 

learning programs can effectively develop social responsibility in middle school students; 

however it also brought to light how important it is that teachers and students participate 
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regularly and fully and reflect on their experience. These constraints are demanding on 

teachers‟ time and will likely be cited as a barrier for the participants of the current study. 

 Seitsinger (2005) identified teachers who were using service learning in their 

middle school classrooms and how they were implementing it. Although no hypothesis 

was given, the author clearly stated that her intent was to investigate teachers‟ attitudes 

towards service learning, the degree of implementation of service learning in their 

classroom and their instructional practices in the classroom. The sample was drawn from 

2,164 core classroom teachers from 271 middle schools across the United States who 

volunteered to participate in the study. Seitsinger clearly showed that teachers believed 

that service learning was essential but may not find it easy to implement in the classroom.  

She also showed that it was used least frequently in the classroom in comparison to other 

instructional practices.  Finally, the instructional practices of teachers who implemented 

service learning were those who tended to use critical thinking and cross-content type of 

instruction rather than traditional instruction. 

This was a highly informative study to the author of the present study in that it 

investigated service learning from the perspective of the teacher rather than from a range 

of results achieved by a student. It was extremely thorough and provided a large sample 

size. Results suggested that service learning was difficult to implement but the barriers to 

implementation were not explored. Thus the current study will explore specific barriers 

that teachers encounter when implementing service learning (and other types of social 

responsibility programs).  

 Another service learning study was done by Wade (2007) and concerned the 

support and struggles elementary teachers encounter when using service learning as a 
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teaching practice. Through the use of interviews and focus groups, Wade conducted a 

qualitative study based on the grounded theory method.  The sample was made up of 40 

elementary teachers who were invited by e-mail to participate.  The author found that 

teachers tended to use three main strategies in their instructional practice while 

implementing service learning.  They encouraged the students to ask questions, promoted 

letter writing to various organizations and modelled activism.  Wade found that the 

teacher was an inspiration for the students and that their activism was a reflection of the 

teacher‟s passion.  Wade identified two main challenges for teachers who used service 

learning: the teachers struggled with district-mandated tests and what they were required 

to teach and found it difficult to find an ally within the school because of their different 

approach to teaching. 

 This study is relatively new and so it reflected types of teaching practices 

currently being used.  It made an important contribution to understanding how teachers 

can implement service learning while specifically identifying struggles, such as time, that 

may be the key to thwarting that learning. The current study may find that similar types 

of struggles are encountered by teachers who implement social responsibility pedagogies 

in their teaching. Unfortunately, the sample size for Wade‟s (2007) study was small and 

may not be representative of the population, elementary teachers.  This concern may bias 

the results. 

The problem clearly stated by Switzer, Simmons, Dew, Regalski and Wang (1995) 

was that little research has been done concerning the influence of mandatory helper 

programs on pro-social behaviour of adolescents. The objective of the study was to 

determine whether a mandatory helper program in a school would positively affect an 
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adolescent‟s self image, commitment to school, community and helping others and 

decrease negative behaviour in school (Switzer et al., 1995). It was directionally 

hypothesized that a school-based helper program would do all of this, especially for boys. 

In a pre-test/post-test control group design, there were 171 Grade 7 students from one 

urban school participating with data being collected through the use of questionnaires 

(Switzer et al., 1995). In general, the researchers were unable to support their hypothesis 

but when they looked at specifically at gender, the results showed that boys participating 

in the program displayed a greater improvement in self image, commitment to school and 

the community and problem behaviour than boys in the control group (Switzer et al., 

1995).   

Switzer et al. (1995) established that, although a helper program may not benefit 

the general population in schools, it was very powerful in helping boys. Although 

limitations of Switzer et al.‟s study involved a selection bias because parents chose 

whether their child participated or not, it can be argued that results would be even more 

significant had all boys in the school participated and not just those whose parents 

allowed them to. Suggestions for further research could be to modify these types of 

programs for specific groups in schools. Possible groups could include girls, students 

from low-income families, students involved in at-risk behaviour or students with attitude 

problems. It would have been interesting had Switzer et al. done a comparison with other 

schools, and in other geographic locations. The results of Switzer et al.‟s study in 1995 

stated that boys specifically benefit from the helper program and may provide 

justification to allow teachers to gear their lessons and service learning programs towards 

boys since they are the ones who benefit more from it. Although social development 
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programs and their effects are likely to be gender dependent, the current study is not 

looking for these differences, but at teachers‟ practices and challenges. However, gender 

differences may be cited by teachers as a barrier to implementing their program.  

 Since service learning is an instructional practice that involves not only the school 

but the support of parents and the community, literature concerning the links between 

these stakeholders has been reviewed.  Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) conducted a study 

in Australia to determine how schools, parents and the community could work together to 

support students‟ learning especially for students at risk of disengaging from school.  

Using a study that was qualitative in nature, three case studies were examined. They 

concentrated on three middle schools in three low socio-economic suburbs in Sydney, 

Australia.  They looked at the relationship between school, parents and community 

groups from each group‟s perspective.  Interviews and focus groups were held to explore 

these relationships. The participation level from parents who had language barriers or 

work/family commitments was small. Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) found that the 

students felt relationships with their teachers was most important to their success in 

school but described these relationships as mainly negative.  The researchers also found 

that parents felt there was poor communication with and lack of interest by the teachers.  

The teachers acknowledged these problems but felt they had limited time and resources 

to establish satisfactory relationships with both the students and their parents.  

Community groups felt the major stumbling blocks were lack of interest on the part of the 

school and that teachers expressed to them the extra time necessary to establish a 

connection.  The researchers concluded that time and resources were the major 

impediment to developing links between school, parents and the community. 
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 This study has brought to the forefront the importance of positive relationships 

between the stated groups and the barriers that were preventing it from happening.  

Service learning requires the establishment of these relationships in order to be successful.  

For the author of the present study, this information is extremely important as it directly 

pertains to teacher‟s attitudes towards the use of community groups in establishing 

successful service learning programs.  A limitation of the study was the way in which the 

information was presented.  Had the information been presented in table form rather than 

solely in a discussion, the results would be more accessible to the reader.   

In general, researchers have found a direct link between a students‟ success in 

school and participation in programs that help foster social responsibility. The majority of 

research has focussed on service learning programs and suggests that these programs are 

challenging to implement. The current study asked teachers about a wider variety of 

social responsibility programs and some specific barriers to their implementation; 

however the research base in service learning provides a good indication of the benefits 

of social responsibility programs and the challenges teachers face. The author of the 

current study was interested in how to provide these programs and so set out to 

investigate what teachers were currently doing.  
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Chapter 3:  Procedures and Methods 

Description of the research design 

 The purpose of this study was to ask middle school teachers to report what 

strategies they use and barriers they encounter when developing social responsibility in 

their students. Because the author of the present study was seeking to develop a list of 

characteristics by asking questions of a particular group, an exploratory approach was 

used within a survey research design.  

Description of the sample 

The research was carried out in British Columbia at Springwood Middle School, 

Oceanside Middle School and Qualicum Beach Middle School, the three middle schools 

belonging to School District 69 on Vancouver Island. The sample was drawn from a 

population of 59 middle school teachers from these three middle schools, which teach 

students in Grades 6 to 8. The author of the present study chose this level of schooling 

and location because it is the area and level she currently teaches in and where her 

interest lies.  Sampling was non-random and consisted of teachers who responded to a 

questionnaire sent out to them.   

The students at the three middle schools typically come from one of seven 

elementary schools in the district, and then are ultimately channelled into two high 

schools. At the time of this study, there were approximately 300 to 400 students in each 

middle school with a teaching staff of approximately 15 to 20 teachers per school. All of 

the schools are a short drive from a small city necessitating the use of cars or local transit 

for most families in the district. Demographics of the district suggest a large retired 

population supplemented by younger families. The economy is based upon tourism and 
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natural resources. There is little in the way of multiple cultures in the community and 

there is only a very small First Nations population within the schools.  

Description of the instruments used and scoring procedures 

 Instrumentation for this study included a participant-completed questionnaire 

designed by the author of this study (Appendix A). Prior to it being used in this study, the 

questionnaire was piloted by teachers in another school district in the province who 

would not be participating in the study. The questionnaire consisted of two open-ended 

exploratory questions:  1) What strategies do teachers use to develop social responsibility 

in their students? and 2) What barriers do they face when trying to do so? Because the 

author of the present study would not be comparing data through variables such as school 

response rates, teacher gender or years spent teaching, this data was not collected.  

Explanation of the procedures followed 

 At the beginning of October 2010, a pre-determined quantity of envelopes, each 

containing a questionnaire, an informed consent letter (Appendix B) and a stamped, self-

addressed envelope was sent to the principals of each of the three middle schools:  

Springwood Middle School, Oceanside Middle School and Qualicum Beach Middle 

School. Prior contact had been made with these principals (Appendix C) once approvals 

from Vancouver Island University‟s ethics board and School District 69 were obtained. 

The principals placed one envelope in every teacher‟s mailbox in their school. At the 

same time, posters (Appendix D) were put up by the author of the present study in each 

of the school‟s staff rooms highlighting the purpose and importance of the study and 

asking the teachers to voluntarily participate by filling out the questionnaires which had 

been placed in their mailboxes. The informed letter of consent (Appendix B), which was 
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attached to the questionnaire, outlined how consent was to be given:  by filling out and 

returning the questionnaire, it was implied that the participant was giving their consent. 

No separate consent form was used. Those teachers who chose to participate and give 

their consent, filled in the questionnaire and then placed them in the stamped envelope 

directed to the home address of the author of this study. All questionnaires were asked to 

be completed and mailed by the end of October 2010.  

In order to ensure the anonymity of the participants, several steps were taken. 

Firstly, no direct contact was made between principal and potential participant when 

handing out the questionnaire. Secondly, in order to mitigate the chance of matching the 

signature on a consent form with the handwriting on a questionnaire, implied consent was 

given by the actual filling out and returning of the questionnaire. No names were ever 

given. Finally, when the questionnaire was returned it was not possible for the author of 

the present study to determine extraneous information such as where the completed 

questionnaire came from, whether the teacher was male or female or whether it was a 

beginning teacher or experienced teacher completing the questionnaire because this data 

was not collected.  

Discussion of the validity 

 The present study‟s author set out to determine strategies used or barriers 

encountered by middle school teachers when developing social responsibility in their 

students. This author was only collecting data on what strategies or barriers were being 

used; she was not measuring attitudes towards social responsibility. The selection of only 

two open-ended exploratory questions was done to allow the participant to freely describe, 

in their own words and from their own experiences, the strategies they used and the 
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barriers they encountered. These two questions demonstrated a direct link to the research 

question.  These questions were validated by teachers in another school district prior to 

the questionnaire being sent out.  Since the term social responsibility is one that is used in 

curriculum documents it was assumed that teachers have exposure to and a fairly uniform 

understanding of the term. The Ministry of Education (2001) has not defined social 

responsibility other than to set standards on how to achieve it, consequently no definition 

of social responsibility was provided on the questionnaire. 

Description and justification of the methods of analysis used  

Once questionnaires were returned by mail to the author of the present study, the 

responses to each question were analyzed for common themes. A tally system was used 

as each strategy or barrier was reported. Strategies with the same learning outcomes and 

barriers synonymous to each other were categorized as being the same and so were 

collapsed into common themes.  

A hand-held calculator was used to determine the percent frequency of all 

reported strategies used or barriers encountered. This data was then used to create a table 

of all strategies and barriers reported and the percent frequency of being reported by the 

participants.  

This study was exploratory in nature and thus used open-ended questions. The 

questions asked middle school teachers to report on strategies used or barriers 

encountered when encouraging their students to become helping, caring young people 

and allowed them to describe in detail what they used to be successful or what they felt 

inhibited their success. The use of an exploratory survey and a tally-sheet method of 



Social Responsibility in Middle School 17 

analysis allowed the author of this study to discover common strategies used and barriers 

encountered by middle school teachers. 
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Chapter 4:  Results 

Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to uncover a set of strategies that may help teachers 

to foster social responsibility in adolescents in the middle school setting. The study also 

aimed to identify potential problems or barriers teachers may face when attempting to 

develop caring and helpful behaviours in their students. Because the purpose of the study 

was exploratory in nature, qualitative data was obtained using a questionnaire with open 

ended questions (Appendix A). 

 The sample consisted of 11 teachers, a response rate of 19%, who voluntarily 

responded to a questionnaire, sent out in October 2010 to all middle school teachers in 

one school district. Each teacher was provided with an informed letter of consent 

(Appendix B) and questionnaire. Each participant was asked to complete the 

questionnaire and mail it to the author of the present study. Implied consent was given by 

the participant by filling out the questionnaire. 

 In November 2010 the author of the present study collated the data submitted by 

the participating teachers. The questionnaire contained two questions: 

1. What strategies do you use when developing social responsibility in your students?   

2. What barriers have you encountered when trying to develop social responsibility in 

your students?  

The responses to each of the two questions were tallied and analyzed for common themes. 

A tally system was used as each strategy or barrier was reported. A list of synonyms for 

each strategy or barrier was obtained using Microsoft Word. Strategies or barriers 

synonymous to each other were collapsed into common themes. A discussion of these 
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common themes is presented in Chapter 5 and is subject to bias. Data from each question 

were used to create tables that summarize common themes for strategies and barriers 

reported.  

 Common Strategies 

Table 4.1 displays the common strategies reported in response to the question 

"What strategies do you use when developing social responsibility in your students?” The 

common themes are presented in descending order according to the number of times they 

were reported by the participants.   

Table 4.1 

Common Strategies Reported by Participants (N=11) 

Common Strategies Reported Participants reporting this 

strategy 

# % 

1.  Discussion or sharing in the classroom 10 91 

2.  Helping charitable or community groups (service 

learning) 

8 73 

3.  Teacher modelling socially responsible behaviour 7 64 

4.  Providing a safe and caring classroom 6 55 

5.  Recognizing students‟ socially responsible 

behaviour 

4 36 

6. Developing trust and relationships with students  4 36 

7. Direct teaching 3 27 

8.  Role playing 3 27 

9.  Following the school code of conduct 2 14 

10.  Setting goals in the classroom 2 14 
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11.  Researching an issue 2 14 

12.  Other strategies 1 7 

 

These common strategies were the result of recording all strategies reported and 

collapsing them into common themes according to the types of learning outcomes they 

aim to address. For example, the most frequently reported strategy, discussion or sharing 

in the classroom, represents a theme from collapsing specific participant responses of 

debates, class meetings, discussions from focus questions, discussions lead by guest 

speakers and general discussions together. The researcher interpreted each response as 

having the same intended learning outcome of verbally engaging the students in 

meaningful dialogue. Another example of a collapsed common strategy that is general in 

nature but specific in content is providing a safe and caring classroom. A range of 

strategies from using programs such as anti-bullying to students helping each other in the 

classroom, being assigned jobs in the classroom and setting appropriate consequences for 

inappropriate behaviour were reported and were interpreted as intended to set the tone for 

the classroom.  Because of this common learning outcome, these strategies were grouped 

as one. A final example of collapsing strategies can be seen in the strategy of developing 

trust and relationships with students. This common theme has the learning outcome of 

making each child feel that they can trust their teacher enough to say what they honestly 

feel. Teachers reported the development of this trust through sharing personal stories, 

being inclusive of all students, actively listening to each student and showing that they 

too are human. A more detailed discussion of the top three common strategies can be 

found in Chapter 5. 
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Common Barriers 

In response to the second question “What barriers have you encountered when 

trying to develop social responsibility in your students?” Table 4.2 presents the common 

barriers reported.  As was done for the common strategies, these common barriers were 

also the result of recording all barriers reported and collapsing them into common themes. 

These common themes are, once again, presented in descending order according to the 

number of times each was reported by the participants.   

 

Table 4.2 

Common Barriers Reported by Participants (N=11)  

Common Barriers Reported Participants reporting this 

strategy 

# % 

1. Student attitudes 7 64 

2. Parent attitudes 7 64 

3. Resources 4 36 

4. Time 4 36 

5. Media/technology 3 27 

6. Lack of awareness 2 18 

7. Teacher attitudes 2 18 

8. No professional development opportunities 1 9 

9. Setting of attainable goals 1 9 

10. Practised only within the school 1 9 
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As with the presentation of common strategies, the author of the present study 

collapsed the specific barriers expressed by participants into common themes. For 

example, the most highly reported barrier, the attitudes of students, represents 

participants‟ reports of specific attitudes such as the students being too cool, being selfish, 

having no motivation or being immature. The barrier of media and technology was 

created from teachers reporting that students “have access to more information than ever 

and at a much faster rate”, “forms of media all contradicting themselves leaving students 

to wonder what is socially acceptable” and the use of texting resulting in lack of face-to-

face communication. Because each of these specific barriers was a result of the media or 

the use of technology, a common barrier surfaced. A final example of time was collapsed 

from participants reporting that they had no time to find new ideas or that they had a hard 

time fitting social responsibility in with everything else they needed to teach. As one 

teacher stated “there are so many demands on our time that it is hard to fit in this piece, 

both in and out of the timetable”. A detailed discussion of these barriers can be found in 

Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5:  Summary and Conclusions 

Summary 

 The purpose of this study was to explore what middle school teachers report as 

being strategies they use and barriers they encounter when developing social 

responsibility in their students. To initially understand the importance of social 

responsibility development in adolescence, a review of current literature was undertaken.  

 To further understand what methods were being employed by middle school 

teachers to foster social responsibility in students and the barriers they encounter when 

attempting this development a questionnaire was voluntarily completed by 11 middle 

school teachers from School District 69 in British Columbia. The questionnaire was 

exploratory and short in nature and involved only two open-ended questions which asked 

teachers to describe what strategies they use and barriers they encounter when developing 

social responsibility in their students. Responses to each question were tallied and 

analyzed for common themes. The top common strategies that emerged were the use of 

discussion in the classroom, helping charitable or community groups (service learning) 

and the teacher modeling socially responsible behaviour. The top common barriers 

reported by teachers to implementing a successful program were attitudes of the students 

and the parents and finding time and resources to implement the program. 

Discussion of strategies reported 

 The research findings of this study indicated teachers use a variety of strategies to 

develop social responsibility. Ranging from most reported to least reported they were; 

discussion or sharing in the classroom, helping charitable or community groups (service 

learning), teacher modelling appropriate behaviour, providing a safe and caring 
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classroom, recognition of students‟ socially responsible behaviour, developing trust and 

relationships with students, direct teaching, role playing, following the school code of 

conduct, setting goals in the classroom, student research of issues and others (strategies 

reported by only one participant). The top three strategies will be discussed. 

Strategy:  Discussion or sharing in the classroom 

 The use of discussion or sharing in the classroom was reported by 91% of the 

respondents and mirrors the same top strategy reported by Wade (2007). These results 

clearly indicate that teachers believe that students feel the need to be heard and that their 

concerns need to be honoured and discussed. Methods used for sharing in the classroom 

ranged from general discussions of “how lucky we are” to the establishment of focus 

questions. Some teachers reported having to actually discuss the meanings of terms such 

as respect, care and self-control as well as what social responsibility looks like. Other 

discussions involved current events and debates. In a class meeting situation, one teacher 

reported that these meetings “work very well as they are formal (set the tone for 

discussion), they engage students in active conversation and, as long as the purpose is 

clear, they are very result oriented.” Results of the current study show that middle school 

teachers surveyed recognize that adolescents need to feel that they can voice their opinion 

and this can be effectively done through the encouragement of the teacher and the respect 

of others in the class which has also been discussed by Wade (2007). 

Strategy:  Helping charitable or community groups (service learning) 

 Personal empowerment through involvement with groups helping others was 

reported as being very effective in promoting social responsibility. Seventy-three percent 

of teachers reported using this service learning strategy. Participants‟ responses included 
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examples such as fundraising activities for groups like Unicef, Terry Fox and Mayan 

Families, collection of articles like shoes, coats and school supplies for local, national or 

international groups and physically assisting in activities like beach clean-ups. Each of 

these activities provides the students with a sense of empowerment and, as one teacher 

reported, “they are doing it because they know they will get something out of it, more 

than the satisfaction of getting money”. Of interest is the fact that no teacher officially 

named these activities as being service learning although, by nature, they are.  As found 

by Switzer et al (1995), allowing adolescents to overcome feelings of powerlessness is an 

important tool in developing a socially responsible student. Many of the participants in 

this study expressed the sentiment that “even though the students are young, they can 

make a difference”. Scales et al. (2000) found that students do have a concern for others 

and they thought they would be able to make a difference. One teacher in this present 

study stated telling her students, “This is what you have done”. From participants‟ 

responses it appears that 73% feel personal empowerment is important.   

Strategy:  Teacher modeling socially responsible behaviour 

 The old adage “Do as I say, not as I do” comes to mind with this strategy. Of the 

teachers reporting, 64% felt that they were on the front-line of showing what socially 

responsible behaviour should look like. This finding is supported by research conducted 

by Wade (2007) who also found that teachers felt they needed to model socially 

responsible behaviour. In the present study, these teachers felt it was important to 

“practice what I preach” for example one said “I make sure that at all times I am a 

positive role model.” This modeling of correct behaviour was reported to include being 

respectful of others, self and the school along with leading by example. For example, one 
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teacher reported “using please and thank you, speaking respectfully and insisting that 

students speak the same way to me.”   

Discussion of barriers reported 

 Along with presenting strategies they have used, teachers in this present study 

were asked for barriers that hindered or prevented them from developing social 

responsibility in their students. The attitudes of students and parents, the lack of time and 

resources and the influence of the media and technology will be discussed. 

Barrier:  Student attitudes 

 Many of the teachers (64%) reported feeling that it was the attitude of some 

students that hindered or prevented them from helping their students become more 

socially responsible. Many felt that the students were generally selfish, lazy, and 

immature and lacked motivation. One teacher reported that “the maturity levels are 

sometimes not quite there to truly grasp the ideals surrounding social responsibility.” 

These findings are also supported by research done by Switzer et al. (1995) who found 

that students at this age were focused on themselves and what their peers think of them, 

thus affecting their behaviour.  This maturity level also influences their impulsivity. “Call 

it the nature of the beast but middle school children are biologically at an age where 

impulsivity is natural.” Many times, these adolescents act before they think thus resulting 

in negative behaviour or attitudes. This would deter them from participating in a social 

responsibility program. As a balance to this argument, Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) 

found that both teachers and students want to have a positive relationship with each other. 

Yet both are convinced that the other is out to undermine them; whether through the 

teacher by assigning a low grade or a student by acting out in class. This can be seen in 
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the present study. Teachers felt the students with negative behaviour were especially 

resistant to learning and practicing positive socially responsible behaviour. “The attitude 

of certain students can be very negative and they can ruin an activity for everybody else, 

me in particular. We would hope that they always would care but it‟s not the case.” It is 

this pervasive attitude of a few that can permeate into the group or, like sheep, they just 

follow the leader.   

Another important issue that affects students‟ attitudes is peer pressure. 

Adolescents are extremely focused on themselves at this age, are susceptible to what 

others think of them and are busy trying to fit in with their peers (Switzer et al., 1995). In 

this present study, teachers reported that these issues could easily ruin a social 

responsibility program. Although students, on an individual basis, may believe in what 

the teacher is trying to do, because of perceived peer pressure they may act outside of 

these same morals and values. Trying to be cool became the litany of many teachers 

participating in this study regarding students‟ attitudes. This attitude affects the students‟ 

ability to “look at perspectives outside of their ego-centric teenage lives.” as one 

participant put it.  Additional to this attitude of being cool, one teacher reported that in 

order to be cool you must belittle others around you and therefore break rules. This is 

counter-productive to the whole notion of developing caring, compassionate young 

people. Yet it is one of the top reported barriers in this present study and is supported by 

research done by Switzer et al. (1995) who found that adolescents are affected by what 

others think of them and that peer influence is extremely important. 
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Barrier:  Parent attitude 

 The attitude of parents toward social responsibility is also a predominant barrier 

according to 64% of the teachers in this present study. This attitude is brought into the 

classroom by their children. It may arise from a conflict in opinion about religious, 

personal or community issues and it may surface in parents not supporting what the 

teacher is trying to do in the classroom. Teachers in this study reported that they felt 

children were allowed to avoid responsibility at home and brought that learned 

helplessness into the classroom. The dynamics of the family have changed where 

children may be being raised by a nanny because their parents are too busy was also cited 

by participants as a factor. This was also reported by Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) who 

found that parents felt no connectedness to the school because of lack of time or too 

many commitments. One teacher in this present study wrote: 

In my opinion, it seems that morality is not taught at home to the same extent as 

in the past. Parents don‟t have time or just expect that teachers will cover it.  It 

seems that teachers have a lot more to cover. The starting point for teaching social 

responsibility has been moved back. It becomes important to blend social 

responsibility into as many different aspects of the curriculum as possible. 

It is quite evident that teachers are placing partial onus on parents for the lack of success 

of a social responsibility program.  As Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) found, good 

relationships are necessary between all stakeholder groups including parents and the 

community in order for students to be successful.  
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Barrier:  Resources 

 Thirty-six percent of teachers reported that resources are a barrier to teaching 

social responsibility. Funding for a social responsibility program was found to be difficult 

to attain.  This lack of funding was also corroborated by teachers in a study conducted by 

Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) who found that teachers felt they had no funding to carry 

out social responsibility programs. Seventy three percent of the teachers participating in 

this study reported that their students were involved in fund raising efforts either locally 

or internationally. But one teacher commented that the community they live in is no 

longer able to give as generously as they have in the past. This makes the students feel 

unsuccessful in their fund raising endeavours because they haven‟t met their financial 

goal. 

Barrier:  No time 

 Time to engage students in socially responsible activities was an issue for 36% of 

the teachers. They felt that they did not have enough time to fit it in with all of the other 

curriculum expectations. Finding time to come up with new ideas that are meaningful to 

the students was also an issue. One teacher reported this being a dilemma in that she did 

not want to shatter the dream because carrying it out would take too much time and she 

also needed the time to properly guide them through this endeavour. Research done by 

Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) also stated that teachers felt a lack of time to prepare and 

teach the appropriate lessons. The issue of time, in general, was also corroborated by 

Hayes and Chodkiewicz (2006) study. One teacher noted that, if social responsibility was 

embedded in the curriculum, time would not be a concern. This idea is also supported by 
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results from a study by Seitsinger (2005) who found that teachers will teach social 

responsibility in a cross curricular context when the time is built into the curriculum. 

Those who do not have it embedded feel they do not have time to teach it.   

Barrier:  Media/technology 

 For the author of the present study, a surprising barrier emerged regarding media 

and technology. Twenty seven percent of the teachers reported that, because of 

technology, students have fewer face-to-face communications and so have fewer problem 

solving skills when in these situations. Teachers also reported that access to information 

from the media is more easily attained and at a faster rate. In addition, the information 

that they are exposed to is changing quickly with many contradictions. Social 

responsibility and social justice is challenged daily. Because of this type, speed and 

amount of information, students are unclear as to what is acceptable. Although an 

extensive search was made for research to support this finding, nothing was found. It is 

an interesting barrier and one that deserves thought and attention, perhaps suggesting that 

new kinds of social responsibility with respect to how to use and interact with technology 

need to be addressed in middle schools. 

Limitations 

 The goal of this study was to provide a compendium of successful strategies that 

teachers can use and the knowledge of possible barriers they may face when trying to 

implement a social responsibility program within their middle school or classroom. The 

author of the present study was aware that, due to the small sample size of 11 teachers 

participating, the results cannot be generalized to a larger context or even to a different 
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school district. Also, because of the small sample size it cannot be necessarily concluded 

that no other strategies or barriers exist. 

 The failure to provide a definition of social responsibility on the survey to 

potential participants may have limited the sample size. Teachers may not have felt that 

their definition of social responsibility was the same as the author‟s therefore they may 

have felt that their contribution would not be appropriate. This lack of a definition may 

also have ramifications for the internal validity of the results of the survey. One teacher 

may have interpreted social responsibility in an entirely different way than another thus 

impacting on the commonality of strategies or barriers reported.   

 The selection process for participating in the present study was voluntary; 

however, teachers who had a working relationship with the author may have been more 

likely to respond.  Teachers who did not have a working relationship with the author, but 

were aware of the author‟s involvement in social responsibility, may have felt intimidated 

to respond if they were not involved in some social responsibility program, official or not. 

This would lead to a bias on the types of activities reported as strategies and also on the 

barriers perceived by the potential participant.   

 The response rate may also have been impacted by the author‟s lack of 

communication once the surveys were distributed.  No reminders about participating and 

the approaching deadline were given other than a poster put up in each staff room. The 

one-month timeframe given to respond may also have been too long since many teachers 

could easily have put the survey aside to do later and then forgotten about it. 

 Some responses from participants referred to specific programs they carried out in 

their classrooms. Little or lack of knowledge about these programs by the author of the 
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present study may be a limitation since assumptions and interpretations were made about 

the intent of each program and the commonalities each program may have had with 

others that were reported. 

Recommendations for future practice 

 Providing avenues for adolescents to become socially responsible, caring and 

compassionate adults is an attainable goal. Teachers can provide a wealth of strategies for 

their students to learn and appreciate the concept of social responsibility. The teachers 

who participated in this study felt that they lacked sufficient time, resources, support and 

government commitment for such a program. One way to overcome these barriers would 

be to offer discussions of the findings from this study at future professional development 

days. It could also be through e-mail communication to all teachers in the district offering 

a written summary of the study for any interested teacher. 

The results of this study can be used to design a pilot project that could be 

initiated in a middle school setting with a focus specifically on one aspect of social 

responsibility: for example, poverty. The findings from this study indicate that 

incorporating discussion and sharing of ideas in the classroom is important. Students 

would be given the opportunity to voice their knowledge and opinions about poverty at 

the beginning of the program. This could then be expanded upon through direct teaching, 

sharing of personal stories by the teacher and role playing. All of these strategies were 

used by teachers participating in this study. The second most reported strategy from this 

study involved students helping in charitable or community groups. Once students have 

background knowledge into what poverty is and how it can be changed, the students 

could decide on actions that they could take. The teacher could find appropriate venues 
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and groups for the students to participate with. This would become a service learning 

program because of its combination of course content and community service.  The 

service learning pilot project could be undertaken by one middle school in one grade for 

one term. Since both students‟ and parents‟ attitudes can be barriers to success, the 

project would need the support of both to be successful.  A survey could be done prior to 

the program being established in order to hear from both parents and students alike on 

what they would like to see incorporated into the program. Going into the community and 

asking for support in terms of public recognition for the students, community groups 

willing to work with the students and available funding would need to be done prior to 

the implementation of the program. After running for one term, the program would need 

to be re-evaluated for its effectiveness and for areas needing improvement. If the program 

is deemed a success, where both students and parents are more willing to be involved in 

this pilot project it could be used in other middle schools by other teachers within the 

same district.    

Recommendations for future research 

 Because the scope of this study was general in nature, it is suggested that a round-

table discussion be held with teachers from middle schools within the present study‟s 

school district.  Using this group, the teachers could agree upon one barrier to breakdown 

along with strategies to implement and then go back to their classrooms and try it out. 

Future research could measure teachers‟ success in breaking down a barrier. Another 

suggestion for research would be to investigate both the parents‟ and students‟ 

perceptions regarding having social responsibility taught in the classroom. Perhaps the 

parents‟ or students‟ attitudes are actually too strong a barrier to be broken. Further 
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research is required to discover the effects of the media and technology on students‟ 

perceptions about their abilities to become socially responsible young adults. The 

findings of this study raise questions such as: How does the effect of texting rather than 

talking impact a student‟s ability to care for others? Do media reports of violence, hunger 

or poverty impact a student‟s feeling of personal empowerment? Further research into 

dealing with peer pressure during adolescence when students are actively engaged in 

social responsibility programs is needed. Specifically what social responsibility strategies 

can teachers use to turn the negative leaders in the middle school classroom into positive 

ones? Finally, an avenue needs to be paved for the ease of sharing of social responsibility 

lesson plans within middle school classrooms and schools. By providing teachers with 

successful strategies and lesson plans, teachers will have more time to establish 

relationships with their students and, ultimately, develop caring and compassionate 

adolescents. 

Conclusions 

 The teachers participating in this study provided a wide range of strategies that 

they use to make their students more socially responsible, however some common 

strategies emerged. Through classroom discussions they encourage their students to 

develop opinions in a polite and respectful manner. Through helping with charitable or 

community groups they provide avenues for students to experience the awe-inspiring 

feeling that each one of them can make a difference in the lives of others. These teachers 

model socially responsible behaviour for their protégés to aspire to. By providing a safe 

and caring classroom, each student feels that they can be heard and that their voice counts. 

This is done through the nurturing of relationships between the student and the teacher.  
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 Unfortunately, many teachers experience difficulties when trying to implement a 

social responsibility program. As much as the strategies they use are concrete and 

tangible, some of the barriers they encounter, such as attitudes, are perceptions and thus 

intangible.  This may make it much more difficult to implement change. From the point 

of view of the teachers in this study, they feel they are continually up against attitudes, 

not only of their students, of parents and other teachers. They also feel there is never 

enough money, time or resources to be successful in their endeavours. Surprisingly they 

also feel that the fast pace of the media and the explosion of technology has created 

another barrier. 

 This study provides a springboard for more in-depth research into the use of 

social responsibility strategies in the classroom but also as a resource for teachers who 

are motivated to develop socially responsible young adults. 
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Appendix A 

 
 

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

QUESTION #1 

What strategies do you use when developing social responsibility in your students?  

  

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 
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QUESTION #2 

What barriers have you encountered when trying to develop social responsibility in your 

students?   

  

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix B 

 
 

 

 

INFORMED LETTER OF CONSENT 

 

“DEVELOPING SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN MIDDLE SCHOOL 

STUDENTS” 

 

October, 2010 

 

  Robin Pawliuk    Harry Janzen, Ph.D., Supervisor 

  Masters of Education Student  Department of Education 

  Vancouver Island University  Vancouver Island University 

     

 

I am a teacher in School District #69 and a student enrolled in the Masters of Education 

program at Vancouver Island University.  This course requires us to gain applied 

experience in designing and conducting research.  As such, I have designed a research 

project to study the strategies used and barriers encountered by middle school teachers 

when developing social responsibility in their students. 

 

During this study, you are being asked to complete 2 open-ended questions concerning 

your experiences as a teacher when developing social responsibility in your middle 

school students.  Specifically, I am looking for the strategies you use and the barriers you 

may have encountered in encouraging this development.  You are not being asked to 

identify yourself in any way in this questionnaire. 

 

There are no known harms associated with your participation in this research.   The 

potential benefits are the development of a list of strategies teachers in our district use or 

barriers they may encounter in developing caring, responsible students in middle schools. 

 

All records of participation will be kept strictly confidential, such that only I and my 

supervisor will have access to the information.  Data will be stored in a locked filing 

cabinet within my supervisor‟s office.  Data will be destroyed by burning in May 2012.  

The results from this study will be reported in a written research report and an oral report 

during a class presentation.  Information about the study will not be made public in any 

way that identifies individual participants. 

 

Your participation is completely voluntary.  You may choose not to answer any question 

that makes you feel uncomfortable.  You may withdraw from participating at any time. 

 

The return of your completed questionnaire indicates your consent to participate in this 

study and for the information you provide to be used in this research.  No consent 

signature will be necessary.   

 

If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, 

please contact VIU Research Ethics Officer, by telephone at (250) 753-3245 (ext. 2665) 

or by e-mail at reb@viu.ca 

 

If you have any questions about this research project, or would like more information, 

please feel free to contact me at the e-mail address or phone number below. 

 

Thank you for participating in this study. 

Sincerely, 

 

 

VANCOUVl!R ISLAND 
UNIVERSITY 

mailto:reb@viu.ca
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Robin Pawliuk 

Masters of Education Student, 

Vancouver Island University 
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Appendix C 

 
 

 

(date) 

 

To the principal of (Springwood Middle School, Oceanside Middle School or Qualicum 

Beach Middle School),  

 

I am currently working on a social responsibility research project within School District 

#69 as part of my work as a Vancouver Island University Masters of Education student.  I 

am also a teacher at Springwood Middle School. 

 

The purpose of this research project is to develop a list of strategies used and barriers 

encountered by middle school teachers in School District #69 when developing social 

responsibility in their students.  It is expected that many teachers in this district use 

strategies or encounter problems but a list outlining these barriers and strategies may not 

exist or be easily accessed. 

 

Information from this study will be used to develop a list and perhaps also serve as a 

springboard for developing a middle school social responsibility program in the district.  

My goal is that teachers will be able to use ideas currently in use and so make their time 

developing lesson plans less onerous.   

 

I am hoping that you could assist in the delivery of the questionnaire in October 2010.  If 

you are in agreement, I will bring to your school envelopes that contain the questionnaire 

and other pertinent information.  Your function would be to place the envelopes in the 

boxes of all teachers at your school.  You would not be involved in speaking to any 

teachers about the study nor in the collection of these envelopes. 

 

Could you please let me know if this meets with your approval?   

 

Thank you in advance for your support. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Robin Pawliuk 

Vancouver Island University student 

Springwood Middle School teacher 

 

VANCOUVER ISLAND 
UNIYtllSITT 
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Appendix D 

 

A Masters of Education study is currently being undertaken. 
 

 
 

Teachers in middle school have many challenges facing them, one 
being how to be successful in making our students helpful, caring 
individuals.  Each of you have experiences, ideas and strategies that 
you use either every day or at certain times during the year to 
achieve this goal.  The purpose of this study is to develop a list of 
strategies you use or barriers you may encounter when: 
 

 
 

To participate: 
 

 Fill out the questionnaire placed in your mailbox 
 Place questionnaire in self-addressed, stamped 

envelope provided 
 Return before October 31, 2010 

 
 
 
All participation is completely voluntary and anonymous.  If 
you have questions about the study or would like further 
information please contact: 
 

Robin Pawliuk 
 VIU Masters of Education Student 
Springwood Middle School Teacher 

 
Thank you in advance for your support! 

VANCOUVER ISLAND 
UNIVERSITY 
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