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PREFACE

THIS GUIDE IS DESIGNED TO ASSIST TEACHERS AND

administrators of elementary and secondary
schools in addressing classroom manage-

ment issues. Classroom management is a challenge
that many educators constantly face. They must be
ready to answer the critical question of whether
they are fully prepared to address classroom
discipline.

According to the annual Gallup polls, the public
identifies the lack of  discipline as a major problem
with our public schools. What is happening that
contributes to such public concerns?

The California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing’s Advisory Panel on School Violence
(1995) reports that teachers, students, and others
observe high levels of antisocial behaviors, such as
pushing, verbal intimidation, and bullying. Most
teachers report feeling inadequately prepared to
address student behavior problems and would wel-
come training that addresses this issue. In fact, the
single most common technical assistance request
from teachers is for help in managing problem be-
haviors of students.

“Without a safe learning environment, teachers
cannot teach and students cannot learn” (Kaufman
and  others, 1998). “Our current educational practices
do not meet the needs of students who display ag-
gressive, acting-out, self-injurious, and/or antisocial
behavior. As a result, the students are at extreme

risk of exclusion from their homes or general educa-
tion settings. If this situation is to change, we need
structures, processes, administrators, teachers, and
support staff who have the knowledge, skills, and
experience to work with students with challenging
behaviors” (Sugai and Horner, 1994). “Schools should
be safe and secure places for all students, teachers,
and staff members” (Kaufman and others, 1998).

The federal government recognizes that our
schools have an urgent need for effective school
discipline programs. For example, the aim of the
National Education Goal 7: Safe and Drug-Free
Schools (National Education Goals Panel, 1995) is:
“By the year 2000, all schools in America will be
free of drugs and violence and the unauthorized
presence of firearms and alcohol, and offer a disci-
plined environment that is conducive to learning.”
This panel recognized that a relationship exists be-
tween ineffective discipline and other antisocial
behavior.

School violence prevention programs funded by
Title IV of the Improving America’s Schools Act
require that programs used by schools be supported
by empirical evidence of effectiveness both prior to
implementation and to justify continued funding.
There are sound and practical reasons to base the
selection of programs on empirical evidence. Tolan
and Guerra (1994) point out that many earnestly
launched programs were found to be ineffective,
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and some of our “best ideas” have led to a worsen-
ing of the very behaviors that they were designed to
help. “Even when our hearts are most impassioned
and our minds most sharply focused, we can still be
seriously wrong” (p. 545).

The classroom strategies presented in this guide
were selected from among those that have empirical
evidence of effectiveness. In other words, the pur-
pose of this resource guide is to describe student
management programs that work effectively to pre-
vent the future occurrence of antisocial behavior
and to resolve behavioral problems in the class-
room. We also included suggestions from experi-
enced practitioners in the field. Finally, we made
every effort to make this guide practical and useful
for teachers. However, it is not designed to be a
cookbook on strategies. Those strategies, though
easy to implement, do not always work effectively.
Here we take a novel approach to classroom disci-
pline: we teach how to select strategies to address
classroom problem behaviors based on an analysis
of why the behavior is occurring. We also empha-
size teaching youngsters how to behave rather than
how not to behave, in order to develop a positive
classroom environment conducive to learning.

The content of this guide is as follows: Chapter
1 is designed to help teachers become aware of the
factors that research has identified as contributing to
problem behaviors in the classroom. These factors
are referred to frequently in subsequent chapters.
Chapter 2 discusses how to set up and organize the
classroom to facilitate learning and minimize dis-
ruptions. Chapter 3 describes methods of identify-
ing reinforcers or motivators for students and how
to use them effectively. Chapter 4 describes numer-
ous classroom management programs that with little
effort can reduce disruptions and other problem
behaviors quickly.

Chapter 5 addresses identifying and teaching
social skills, with an emphasis on increasing aca-
demic survival and peer relationship skills. Chapter
6 reviews instructional strategies tailored to the
individual learner. Chapter 7 focuses on effective
means of communicating with parents. Chapter 8
illustrates how to identify possible causes of prob-
lem behaviors among students and why effective
interventions must be based on the identified
causes. Chapter 9 addresses aggressive behaviors.
And finally, Chapter 10 presents strategies address-
ing a potpourri of other problem behaviors.

Each chapter ends with cited resources that
teachers can use for additional help. Miscellaneous
materials to assist teachers in the classroom are
included in the Appendix section of the guide, such
as illustrative certificates, awards, daily report
cards, behavioral contracts, and exercises on con-
ducting behavioral assessments. In addition, Appen-
dix D contains a form to use for listing those school
and community resources (contacts and phone num-
bers) that can be used to refer students and their
families for additional help.
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TEACHERS AND OTHER SCHOOL PERSONNEL NEED TO

be aware of factors that relate to problem
behaviors among students. Awareness of

these factors in the classroom is a first step toward
preventing behavior problems in the classroom.

Problem behaviors may have a variety of pos-
sible causes. Many people point to the student’s
home environment (child abuse, neglect, divorce),
peer group or social pressures (gangs, drug use),
violence in the media, and other factors outside the
school. These are beyond the scope of the class-
room teacher. However, many factors have been
identified within the school and classroom, through
school-based research by Mayer (1995) and his
colleagues, that appear to contribute to the occur-
rence of problem behavior. These are factors that
the administrator and teachers can control and ad-
dress. School-related factors include the school’s
discipline policy, the school’s norms and standards
for acceptable behavior, administrative support of
teachers, and mutual staff support.

Classroom-related factors that teachers can
change or modify to decrease problem behavior are
summarized below and described in more detail
throughout this chapter.

Teachers can make a difference by:
• Reducing the use of punitive methods of control

• Addressing students’ academic failure experi-
ences

• Teaching students critical social skills

• Providing clear rules for student conduct

• Appropriately using behavior management pro-
cedures by delivering consequences consistently,
reinforcing positive behaviors, and using conse-
quences that are suitable for individual students
due to their distinctive learning histories

• Respecting and understanding ethnic/cultural
differences

• Supporting students’ involvement in academic
and after-school activities

• Assessing support in developing and enforcing
discipline standards

Evidence suggests that when positive ap-
proaches are incorporated into an overall school
plan that makes the school environment more rein-
forcing for students and staff, there are many ben-
efits:

C H A P T E R  1

OVERVIEW: PREVENTING PROBLEM BEHAVIOR
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• A variety of antisocial behaviors (including van-
dalism and classroom disruptions) are reduced.

• Attendance improves.

• Dropout and suspension rates decrease.

• Students spend increased time on assigned tasks
in the classroom.

• Cooperation and positive feelings among stu-
dents and staff increase.

When similar positive practices are incorporated
in the home, not only do parents praise their chil-
dren more, set clearer and calmer limits, spank less,
and criticize their children less often, but there is a
reduction in antisocial behavior by their children. In
other words, it appears that incorporating these
identified positive elements not only can help pre-
vent problem or antisocial behavior but also can
help to create an environment more conducive to
learning appropriate social and academic behaviors.

 Teachers can have a strong influence on
whether these classroom factors will create a posi-
tive or negative environment for students. This
chapter provides overview information about how
these factors operate in the classroom and the over-
all school environment. Subsequent chapters will
discuss what can be done to further address these
factors.

Reduce the Use of Punitive
Methods of Control

Research indicates that coercive or punitive
environments predictably promote antisocial beha-
viors such as aggression, violence, vandalism, and
escape. For example, when a small child gets
spanked by a parent, he or she often goes off and
sulks alone or responds by hitting a younger sibling,
the parents, or any other handy person or object. A
parent who has been punished (e.g., criticized) at
work may take it out on his or her family or may
seek isolation for a while. A student, after being
punished verbally or physically by a teacher, may
fight back by destroying school property or fighting
with others. For example, paraphrasing what one
teacher shared with us:

An art teacher has students stand in a corner,
yells at them, or makes them write rules if
they talk too much or engage in other misbe-
haviors. Such power plays don’t work. They

create fear and not respect. The students hold
back their feelings, but later they blow up,
sometimes by retaliating. One day they took
and hid her glasses. They  broke them on
another occasion. She has no clue as to why
the students dislike her.

Not all students respond to a punitive environ-
ment with aggression or retaliation. Some react to
an overreliance on punitive methods of control (e.g.,
harsh penalties, disapproving comments, lack of
acknowledgment or reinforcement for desired be-
havior) by becoming physically ill.  For example,
one teacher shared how her best student was as-
signed to a teacher who emphasized punitive meth-
ods of control. The student began to throw up each
day before coming to school. Her academic perfor-
mance also fell. Chapters 3, 4, 5, and others provide
information on how to reduce punitive methods of
control.

Other students attempt to escape by being tardy
or truant, by “tuning out” in class, or by dropping
out of school. Overly punitive environments may
foster vandalism, violence, retaliation, emotional
distress, and attendance problems; therefore, the use
of strictly punitive consequences should be mini-
mized.

Address Academic Failure
Experiences

We now understand that there is a strong rela-
tionship between delinquency and illiteracy. Failure
in academic tasks results in significant increases in
problem behavior for some students, and  “poor
scholastic experiences are significant causes of de-
linquent and disruptive behavior” (Gold and Mann,
1982, p. 313). Berlin and Sum (1988) report that
poor basic skills are evident in 69 percent of all
those who have been arrested, 79 percent of welfare
dependents, 85 percent of unwed mothers, 85 per-
cent of dropouts, and 72 percent of the unemployed.

Students who experience repeated academic
failure often feel as if they are being unfairly pun-
ished, and this may lead to behavioral problems. A
series of instructions followed by a series of errors
provides a context in which the next instruction can
result in an aggressive response by the student.
Moreover, it is not uncommon to discover mis-
matches between a student’s assignment and his or
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her level of academic functioning. For example, a
group of high school students may be asked to read
and comprehend material at the eleventh-grade level
when their reading skill is only at the third-grade
level. It cannot be overemphasized that academic
failure situations set students up for punitive or
aversive experiences that often result in increased
problem behavior both in and out of the classroom.
Chapter 6 provides information on how to minimize
academic failure experiences.

Teach Critical Social Skills
Many students lack the social skills necessary to

relate positively to peers and to do well academi-
cally. While most youngsters learn to pay attention
when they are read to and when they participate in
family discussions, others do not have these experi-
ences and do not learn to pay attention effectively.
Similarly, some students might not have learned the
skills needed to persist on a task, comply with re-
quests, negotiate differences, handle criticism from
adults and teasing from peers, or make appropriate
decisions.

Too often youngsters who lack critical social
skills are punished by their teachers for their “mis-
behavior” rather than taught the necessary social
skill(s). As a result, a classroom environment is
created that is perceived as hostile and fosters fur-
ther student misbehavior. Chapter 5 provides infor-
mation on how to teach critical social skills.

Provide Clear Rules for Student
Conduct and Discipline

Clearly communicating the rules of a social and
personal conduct code is a major step in setting up
an effective program for classroom discipline. This
step not only makes sense but is reinforced in stat-
ute. For example, Section 35291.5 of the California
Education Code requires that the principal of each
school “take steps to insure that all rules pertaining
to the discipline of pupils are communicated to con-
tinuing students at the beginning of each school
year, and to transfer students at the time of their
enrollment in the school.” Too often we mistakenly
assume that classroom and school discipline stan-
dards are understood or that students already know
how to behave when they often do not. Further-
more, we frequently communicate standards indi-

rectly rather than directly. That often results in stu-
dents learning the rules through trial and error. Un-
clear policies or rules dealing with classroom disci-
pline are likely to result in a lack of compliance or
an increase in problem behavior, because the stu-
dents are unclear as to what behaviors are accept-
able and unacceptable. Unfortunately, the lack of
compliance is likely to promote an increase in the
use of more punitive sanctions in the classroom.
Chapter 2 addresses how to develop and clearly
communicate rules.

Use Appropriate Behavior
Management Procedures

Both parents and teachers must be informed
about the appropriate use of behavior management
procedures to help prevent their misuse. As they
receive training, parents and teachers learn about
the importance of consistency. They also learn that
distinctive learning histories can cause particular
consequences to be more or less effective for indi-
vidual students. Learning about behavior assess-
ments (which are discussed in Chapter 8) will help
them to understand how specific events influence
behavior. As a result, parents will learn not to give a
child the item at the store for which he or she is
throwing a tantrum. To do so, would teach the child
to throw tantrums to get what he or she wants be-
cause it works.

Teachers learn not to place a child in time-out (a
form of isolation) when the student is misbehaving
to escape from an activity, request, assignment, or
demand. The use of time-out in this situation (when
the student is misbehaving) would be reinforcing
the student to misbehave. Why? Because if the stu-
dent misbehaves, he or she can escape from the
request or difficult task (i.e., he or she will be
placed in time-out). Similarly, teachers learn not to
redirect into another activity students who are mis-
behaving to obtain attention. Redirection provides
them some of the attention they are seeking; there-
fore, the misbehavior works, proving functional for
the youngsters. Any behavior that proves functional,
or gives the student what he or she wants, is likely
to be repeated. It follows that consequences that
reinforce the function of the student’s misbehavior
can result in an increase, rather than a decrease, in
the misbehavior. Thus, the use of inappropriate con-
sequences can result in teaching misbehavior. And,
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as we have seen, the resultant increase in misbehav-
ior often results in the administration of more puni-
tive consequences that can further increase the oc-
currence of problem behaviors.

Chapter 8 explains how to conduct a behavior
assessment to determine the function or purpose of
the student’s behavior. Knowing how to do a behav-
ior assessment will enable a teacher to respond
more effectively to difficult problem behavior in the
classroom.

Respect and Understand
Ethnic/Cultural Differences

Some behavioral problems are a result of a lack
of understanding and sensitivity by students, teach-
ers, and others toward students from cultures differ-
ent than their own. There are actions that teachers
can take to facilitate learning for students from dif-
ferent cultures. For example, Dunn (1996) suggests:
“Use culturally relevant reading materials that in-
clude ethnic characters, deal with universal issues,
and include settings and experiences with which
students can identify. In addition, expose children to
the culture in which they currently live in order to
expand their horizons.”

A body of literature is currently being developed
to describe ethnic and cultural differences. Teachers
who are aware of this information are in a better
position to avoid inequitable discipline and to un-
derstand and work more effectively with students
who are culturally and linguistically different from
their own culture. Kea (1998), Steinberg, Brown,
and Dornbusch (1996), and others have summarized
ethnic/cultural differences from the literature. How-
ever, findings from one study or report may not be
representative of the ethnic or cultural group in a
particular community and, therefore, may not apply.
There also is a wide variety of values and beliefs
within any ethnic or cultural group. Caution: Do not
assume that findings from one report are true for
every student within a particular ethnic or cultural
group. Every chapter in this manual incorporates
and addresses individual differences.

Support Students’
Involvement

Low student participation in the classroom and
in after-school activities is usually caused by one of
the other factors discussed above; e.g., academic
failure experiences or deficient critical social skills
that form the basis of doing well academically and
relating positively to others. Often, students become
disengaged and “hate” school because they are re-
jected by their peers. Many have a history of failure
and being frequently punished in the classroom.
Other students tend not to be involved because they
lack support at home for attending and/or doing
well in school. Chapters throughout this guide pro-
vide suggestions as to how to help students become
more accepted and involved.

Ensure Support in Developing
and Enforcing Discipline
Standards

A lack of consistent support for implementing
desired discipline programs can result in teachers
and parents not implementing beneficial programs
or in their implementing them inconsistently. In the
same way that social support from a spouse or fam-
ily member increases the effectiveness of a parent in
the home, support from other teachers and adminis-
trators appears critical for effective program imple-
mentation by a teacher at school.

It is the mutual responsibility of everyone to
implement and enforce discipline codes in the
school.  Teachers and administrators need to depend
on one another’s support. Administrators need to
know what steps a teacher took before sending a
student to the office. Similarly, if teachers are to feel
supported, they must know that action will be taken
consistently by the administration when a student is
sent to the office. Thus, classroom and schoolwide
discipline programs must be closely coordinated
and enforced consistently, as pointed out in
Chapter 2.
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Summary and Discussion
Problem behaviors by students have many

causes, and the evidence suggests that the teacher
can be a contributor. Similar contextual factors con-
tributing to antisocial behavior have been identified
in both the home and school: a punitive environ-
ment, a lack of positive consequences, and inconsis-
tencies in setting rules and applying consequences.
These factors, along with the lack of awareness or
responsiveness to individual differences, including
those related to ethnicity, may result in the inappro-
priate punishment of problem behaviors.  A failure
to recognize a student’s effort and accomplishment
also occurs. This punitive, nonreinforcing condition
appears to evoke not only lower achievement but an
increase in aggression, attendance problems (es-
cape), and other antisocial behaviors that occur in
and around our schools.

Students’ misbehaviors present a problem for all
educators because they make it impossible to
achieve optimal learning conditions. Sometimes
they endanger the safety of those involved. None-
theless, various conditions within the classroom
promote at least some of the students’ antisocial
behaviors. To promote classroom environments that
are more conducive to learning, teachers must iden-
tify and address these contextual factors within their
own classroom. Until such factors are addressed, we
will continue only temporarily to suppress various
behavioral problems. Punitive measures appear to
aggravate, not reduce, many problem behaviors
over time. Punitive measures are necessary, at
times, but must be viewed as temporary, reactive
interventions to help gain control in the classroom
while contextual factors are addressed. The follow-
ing chapters provide alternatives or “solutions” to
address the factors discussed in this overview chap-
ter.
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CHAPTER 2

CLASSROOM ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT

“I’ve come to the frightening conclusion that I am the decisive

element in the classroom.  It’s my personal approach that creates

the climate. It’s my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher

I possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or

joyous . . . .”

(Epanchin, Townsend, and Stoddard, 1994, p. 166)

INDIVIDUAL  TEACHERS CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE. HOW

the classroom is organized influences the
classroom climate and students’ behavior.

Ralph (1994) points out that effective teaching and
classroom management are inseparable. In other
words, effective teachers are good at managing
students’ behavior. The first week of school is very
important. In fact, some (e.g., Wong and Wong,
1991) maintain that “success during the school year
will be determined by what you do on the first days
of school” (p. 4). The first week or two of school
can set the tone for the rest of the year. Thus, it is
advisable to prepare a thorough, comprehensive
classroom management plan before the opening
day. A comprehensive classroom management plan
includes organization of the physical environment,
routines and procedures, the rules or codes of
conduct to which students will be expected to
comply, and the selected interventions that will
motivate and discipline students.

The Physical Environment
The physical classroom environment influences

students’ learning, participation, and involvement in
class activities. Spend some time deciding how to
best organize the environment to accommodate the
various classroom activities. Here are some sugges-
tions.

Seating Arrangements
• Place the teacher’s desk in a low-traffic area or

near the door if there is a need to control in-and-
out student traffic.

• Organize students in circles if interaction by the
students is sought.

• Organize students in rows or a straight-sided U
shape (     ) for teacher-led instruction.
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• Provide for quiet independent work areas (e.g.,
beanbag chairs, books, headphones).

• Provide for small-group work centers and/or
reward areas (see Chapter 4 for activity table
description).

Space
• Plan for easy access to materials by the teacher

and the students.

• Plan for a smooth traffic flow to enable students
to move around without disrupting others.

Bulletin Boards
• Decide on a theme for one board.

• Leave a couple of bulletin boards and other ar-
eas empty to display students’ work.

• Encourage students to suggest and design a dis-
play.

• Place any bulletin board containing items that
may distract students from instructional time in a
high-traffic area located behind the students.

Classroom Routines and
Procedures

Acceptable routines need to be determined for
the classroom. Start teaching routines the first day
of school. Disorganization wastes instructional
time. When students are not sure of expectations,
they often react with insecurity or discomfort and
exhibit problem behaviors that take time away from
instructional activities. Establishing routines, then,
is important. To help students learn the routines,
explain each (demonstrate when helpful), allow
students to practice them, provide feedback, and
continue to reteach as necessary, particularly after
vacation breaks. Here are some suggested activities
to help establish classroom routines.

Beginning the Day or Period
• Take roll or attendance. (A seating chart can

facilitate this process.)

• Take lunch count (for elementary, if appropri-
ate).

• Establish a classroom entry activity to help stu-
dents focus, organize, and settle down; e.g.,
place assignment on board and have students
copy down assignment and begin working on it.
This allows time to conduct the beginning of the
day or class period activities, such as taking roll.

Classwork/Homework
• Determine how it will be assigned; e.g., students

copy assignment from board at end of day in a
“log book,” or classwork and/or homework as-
signment sheets are provided weekly.

• Ensure that the students have the necessary ma-
terials. Create a routine for gathering materials.

• Establish a routine to teach students where to
place materials so they can be found easily.

• Create assignments with a purpose and make
sure that students understand the purpose. As-
signments should never be used as punishment.
Each assignment should be a positive activity
that encourages students to learn. Also, do not
assign busywork. The purposes of homework
often include: reviewing and practicing what
they have learned; getting ready for the next
day’s class; exploring subjects more fully than
time permits in the classroom; and learning to
use resources, such as libraries, reference mate-
rials, the Internet, and encyclopedias.

• Match assignments to the skills, interests, and
needs of students whenever possible. (See Chap-
ter 6 for suggestions.)

• Consider assignments that require teamwork.
Students can work with classmates to improve
social interactions and/or with family members
to increase family activities.

• Avoid assigning homework that requires stu-
dents to use skills they may not yet have mas-
tered. Assign homework that allows students to
practice a skill. This will increase the likelihood
that they will benefit from the assignment and
achieve success.

• Assign an appropriate amount of homework.
This often involves about 20 minutes or less for
students in first through third grades, 20 to 40
minutes for students in fourth through sixth
grades, up to 2 hours for students in seventh
through ninth grades, and 90 minutes to 2 1/2
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hours per night for students in the tenth through
twelfth grades. Amounts can vary for some stu-
dents. Also, be sure to check the school’s policy.
The policy that applies to assigning homework
varies from school to school.

• Specify standards for the quality, neatness, and
format expected.

• Determine when and where work will be turned
in; e.g., at beginning of period, after classroom
entry activity, or at the end of class period.

• Work out with students what to do if they finish
an assignment early; e.g., work on computer,
extra-credit assignments, free reading, home-
work, journal writing, activity table (see Chapter
4), art, puzzle, class project, and so forth.

• Determine when you will return the classwork
and/or homework and give feedback. Be sure to
praise for improvement and quality work.

• Provide students with specific feedback. This
will help students learn what is expected and
required of them.

• Communicate high expectations for what stu-
dents are able to achieve.

• Communicate with parents regarding homework
requirements and what they can do to help. (See
Chapter 7 for suggestions and illustrations.)

Classroom Helpers/Officers
Involving students as helpers or classroom offi-

cers can enhance the sense of belonging or commu-
nity in the classroom. Such activities often provide
needed recognition for students. They provide a
constructive means of obtaining attention and help
students acquire appropiate social skills. Thus, it is
important to explain that all students will be given
an opportunity to participate as a helper or officer.
This activity, then, is not used as a reward or pun-
ishment.

• Determine the positions; e.g., rotate captains,
assignment collectors, and so forth.

• Determine their duties; e.g., distributing and
collecting materials, taking roll, and so forth.

• Determine how students will be selected; e.g.,
names drawn from a hat.

Transitions
Smooth transitions help to prevent students’

misbehavior. Such transitions also increase the time
students are engaged in a task that improves aca-
demic achievement.

• Give clear instructions about what to do to pre-
pare for the next activity.

• Notify students of approaching end of activity—
cue at 15, 10, and 5 minutes before end.

• Be prepared to conduct lesson, assignment, or
activity.

Monitoring
• Monitor students’ behavior instructionally, not

punitively.

• Move around the classroom. Do not remain
seated in one place for extended periods of time;
inspect the students’ work, offering encourage-
ment and praise.

• Reward or positively recognize students for
following the classroom rules and for behaving
appropriately.

• Use modeling strategy described in Chapter 4,
praising a student’s appropriate behavior at the
time of another pupil’s misbehavior.

Other
• Determine procedures for allowing students to

leave class for the restroom or a drink of water;
e.g., raise hand and obtain permission before
going or take hall pass with permission.

• Determine procedure for asking for help; e.g.,
student goes to teacher’s  desk, raises hand and
waits quietly, places colored paper cup or help
sign on desk and continues work until helped, or
seeks peer assistance.

• Determine procedure for lining up.

• Determine cleanup procedures, if applicable.

• Determine when pencil sharpening is acceptable.
Some teachers provide students with a box of
sharpened pencils and another box in which they
place the pencils that need to be sharpened. The
rationale for this is to increase the students’ time
working and to prevent the noisy disruption of
pencil sharpening. A class helper or officer can
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be assigned to sharpen the pencils before class
or at another specified time.

• Determine when interactions and/or talking
among students would be appropriate. It is ben-
eficial for students to interact; however, teach
them how to interact appropriately. Different
activities call for different types of interaction:
free talk, academic talk, help talk, silence. See
Chapter 5 on social skills for detailed illustra-
tions.

• Write out a schedule for the day, period, or ac-
tivity and clearly display the schedule on a board
each day, including expectations, goals, or ob-
jectives. Consider allowing choices in selecting
some of the activities. Specify the time to be
spent on each activity and adhere to it once set.

• Get to know your students. Examine cumulative
files, keep a card on each student, note if there
are any behavioral problems or learning issues to
be aware of and planned for, and get to know
their interests, hobbies, pets, and so forth. The
more you know your students, the better able
you will be to both relate to them and help them.
Also, note cards provide a ready-made system
for documentation of contacts with parents or
other important issues.

• Display respect and appreciation of the students’
culture, individuality, and uniqueness.

• Foster a sense of community/belonging. Greet
students at the door. Create a name tag for each
student’s desk.  Pin up students’ work on a bulle-
tin board. Incorporate activities that involve
students in praising and complimenting one
another (see Chapter 4).

• Contact parents and caregivers early in the
school year—before problems arise. Let the
parents or caregivers know that you are available
to talk about homework or any other aspect of
their child’s education. This can often be com-
municated at back-to-school nights or during
parent-teacher conferences if they are scheduled
early in the school year. Telephone calls and
notes home that must be signed and returned
also can help convey this information. For more
information about working with parents and
caregivers, see Chapter 7.

Classroom Rules
Too often we assume that standards of class-

room discipline  are understood or that students
already know how to behave. Furthermore, we fre-
quently communicate standards indirectly rather
than directly. This often results in students learning
the rules through trial and error, and it also results in
more classroom behavior problems. Therefore, it is
important to clearly communicate the classroom
rules to students.

In Chapter 1 we discussed the need to communi-
cate clearly the rules of a conduct code. This is a
major step in setting up an effective discipline pro-
gram. Establishing classroom rules and teaching
them during the first weeks of school are the pri-
mary methods of achieving and maintaining class-
room order. Here are some guidelines for kindergar-
ten through grade twelve classrooms.

• Become familiar with the school’s policies with
regard to acceptable behavior and discipline
procedures.

• Involve the students in the development of the
classroom rules. Initially, a number of rules will
be suggested. When students are involved in the
development of the rules, they are more likely to
adhere to them, report rule infractions, and un-
derstand the rationale for the rules.

• Develop a behavior code containing no more
than five to seven rules for ease of recall. Keep
the list simple and to the point. Help the students
simplify and combine the suggested rules.

• State each rule positively, rather than negatively.
For example, rather than stating, “Don’t be late
to class” or “Don’t talk without raising your
hand,” say, “Be in your seat before the tardy bell
rings” and “Raise your hand before asking ques-
tions.” Also, “Don’t be late to class” does not
communicate to the students that they should be
in their seats before the tardy bell rings. A posi-
tive list will guide the students in how to behave
in preference to how not to behave.

• Obtain approval of classroom rules from the
responsible administrator.

• Teach the behavior code to the students. It is
helpful to present classroom rules both visually
and orally to promote communication and re-
duce misunderstandings. The rules can be dis-
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played prominently on a poster, printed in hand-
out form, and copied by the students in their
notebooks. For preschool and primary pupils,
and for students with cognitive handicaps, it is
helpful to role-play each rule as part of the ex-
planatory process.

• Share the classroom rules with the parents. Con-
tinued parental support is helpful for classroom
rules to be effective. Therefore, share the final
draft with parents. A letter home detailing the
rules can help to avoid misunderstandings and
solicit increased parental support.

• Rules should be reviewed orally at regular inter-
vals, and constructive changes should be made
when necessary.

In summary, students need meaningful interac-
tions with the rules to learn the code of conduct. Do
not just give the students a paper or booklet about
the rules.  A set of classroom rules might look like
the following:

Illustrative  Classroom Rules

1. Bring books, pencil, and paper.

2. Be in your seat when tardy bell rings.

3. Listen carefully.

4. Follow directions.

5. Complete assignments.

6. Show courtesy and respect to others.

In addition, students must receive reinforcement
for adhering to the rules, because rules will be fol-
lowed only when differential consequences are ap-
plied for compliance and noncompliance. This will
be discussed later in greater detail. Thus, rules alone
do not bring about appropriate behavior. Classroom
rules are part of the management plan that also in-
cludes predictable routines, frequent monitoring,
and consistent reinforcement of rule following and
consequences for not following the rules—our next
topic.

A Framework for
Implementing Behavior
Management Interventions

It is helpful to plan what student behavior will
be recognized positively, when and how it will be
recognized, and how minor versus major infractions
will be responded to in the classroom.  The disci-
pline framework described here is supported by
research findings at the elementary, junior high, and
high school levels (Mayer, 1995; 1999). Subsequent
chapters will elaborate on the strategies contained in
this model framework and will present additional
strategies for reducing and preventing classroom
behavior problems. However, before the framework
is discussed, the term “reinforcer” needs to be de-
fined.

What Is a Reinforcer?
A reinforcer is an object or event that follows a

particular behavior and maintains or increases the
behavior’s occurrence or strength.  Note that for a
consequence to be called a reinforcer, it must in-
crease or sustain the behavior that it follows. If,
after receiving praise for doing her work, Maria
smiles and works harder, then praise is probably a
reinforcer. If, on the other hand, she turns away and
her work decreases, then praise is not a reinforcer. If
being yelled at for misbehaving results in the behav-
ior increasing, then being yelled at is a reinforcer.
However, if being yelled at reduces the behavior,
then being yelled at is a punisher. A punisher, then,
has the opposite effect of a reinforcer.  A punisher is
an object or event that follows a particular behavior
and reduces the behavior’s occurrence or strength.

Students come to school with different back-
grounds and learning experiences.  As a result, even
the attention that a youngster receives by being
yelled at could serve as a reinforcer for that student.
The teacher always should be aware of the effects
that consequences are having on the pupils in the
classroom. The same consequence will not have the
same motivational effect on every student. By de-
fining reinforcers by the effect that they have on the
behavior, teachers are able to address and allow for
individual differences due to differences in learning
history.

Many different types of reinforcers can be used
in the classroom. These are illustrated in the next
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Points for Following Class Rules:  An Illustration

Let’s look at how a point system might be used initially to foster rule following. Points for follow-
ing class rules may be used at the elementary, junior high, or high school level. To implement this
program:

• Prepare and post a chart containing five to seven classroom rules stated positively.  For example,
the rules might be (1) Be in your seat when the tardy bell rings. (2) Pay attention. (3) Raise your
hand for permission before speaking. (4) Work quietly at your desk. (5) Leave your seat only with
the teacher’s permission. (6) You may have gum and food outside of class only.

• Discuss the class rules with the students and modify any rules when necessary. Be sure students
understand what each rule entails. You may even choose to have the class role-play following and
violating the rules.

• Points can be given in a variety of ways. For example, the entire class can earn points for some
special activity; groups within the class can compete for the points; the points can be given out on
an individual basis; or some combination of these. If points are provided for class behavior, con-
sider giving out three points every time all the students are in the room before the tardy bell rings.
One point could be given every time a student raises his or her hand for permission before verbal-
izing or getting out of his or her seat. Occasionally, the class could earn points for being quiet and
for staying on task.  An individual student’s outstanding or improved behavior also could earn the
class one point.

• Mark the points earned on the chalkboard.

• At the end of each class period or day, tabulate the points received by the class and add them to
the overall number of points earned by the class to date. Keep an updated tabulation of the group’s
total points in the record book and on the top left section of the chalkboard.

• When the point total reaches 100, the class earns 10 minutes of free time or some other activity
reinforcer that was jointly selected by the teacher and the students.

• When the point total reaches 400, the group might be awarded a free period with music and the
option of bringing things to eat.

chapter. Let us return now to the framework for
implementing reinforcers and other consequences to
behavior.

Reinforce Rule Following
An effective discipline framework emphasizes

that students need positive recognition for comply-
ing with the established rules to which they agreed.
Rules are not followed unless consistent conse-
quences are applied not only to rule violations but
also for complying with the rules. When following
the rules is reinforced, the environment will soon

prompt students to behave in accordance with the
rules. The environment signals that if you raise your
hand before speaking in Ms. Finn’s classroom, you
are likely to receive reinforcement. Thus, when
reinforcement is provided for following rules (e.g.,
hand raising), that behavior becomes the accepted
pattern, or habit, in that setting. However, if rule-
following behavior is not reinforced or recognized,
it eventually will cease. If Mr. Lindsey frequently
calls on (reinforces) those who speak out, even
though the stated classroom rule is to “raise your
hand before speaking,” hand raising probably will
not occur much in his classroom.
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Apply Consequences Consistently
Individuals learn to behave differently in varied

settings because of the different consequences that
they experience in those settings. For example, stu-
dents learn to raise their hands in Ms. Finn’s class-
room because she only recognizes students who
have their hands up. They learn to speak out freely
in Mr. Lindsey’s classroom because he sometimes
recognizes students who speak out, even though he
too has the rule to raise your hand. The different
consequences that students experience in the pres-
ence of their teachers, regardless of what the rules
are, result in their learning how to behave.

Use Reinforcement Approaches for
Reducing Minor Infractions

Reinforcement approaches, or constructive alter-
natives to punishment, can be used to reduce the oc-
currence of minor infractions, behaviors that can be
tolerated temporarily. Examples of minor infrac-
tions include: talking out inappropriately, being late
or out of seat, and not paying attention or following
directions. Reinforcement approaches include rein-
forcing the students’ behaviors when (1) desirable
alternatives to the minor infractions are hand rais-
ing, being in seat, paying attention, following direc-
tions, and completing assigned work; (2) their
problem behavior occurs at a reduced rate  (e.g.,
fewer inappropriate talk-outs, tardies, or absences;
less littering and off-task behavior); and (3) their
problem behavior does not occur at the moment it is
checked or during a prespecified period of time
(e.g., not blurting out, not pushing, not being tardy,
and not being out of their seat). Another reinforce-
ment approach, or constructive alternative to pun-
ishment, includes reinforcing the appropriate
behavior of other students so that their behavior can
serve as models to be imitated. The purpose is to
teach students appropiate behavior as demonstrated
by their peers. (See Chapter 4 for a detailed discus-
sion of modeling.)

Reserve Punitive Consequences for
Serious, Intolerable Infractions

Punitive consequences are discussed in chapters
8, 9, and 10. They include time-out or isolation,
response cost or penalties, reprimands, referrals,
suspensions, restitution, and expulsion. Use these

only for serious infractions—behaviors that present
a danger to the student or others or are so disruptive
that they cannot be tolerated (e.g.,  violence or ag-
gression). Thus, the use of punitive consequences is
minimized. Select one or more punitive conse-
quences that will work on the individual’s problem
behavior only if the infraction is major, and use the
reinforcement approaches described above to rein-
force replacement behaviors. For example, consider
choosing from among the following punitive conse-
quences: time-out, fines or penalties, a call to par-
ents, reprimand, or some form of restitution. It is
important to have the flexibility to choose the ap-
propriate consequence for the infraction, to consider
carefully the behavior’s function or context, and to
allow for individual differences. (See Chapter 8 for
a detailed explanation.) Finally, always coordinate
the use of punitive consequences with constructive
alternatives to teach the student the way to behave.

If a student should ask, “Why did you isolate me
for five minutes for throwing a spitball while you
only fined Jose three points for doing the same
thing?” be honest. The following is an explanation
that might be used: “We jointly selected the conse-
quences and we agreed in advance that I would not
be using the same consequence on every student
because the same consequence does not work on
everyone. So, I didn’t fine you three points because
fines don’t work for you, but they do work to stop
Jose’s misbehavior. To reward you, I allowed you to
work with Jane on that project, but with Jose I al-
lowed him to work on his homework.  Would you
prefer to work on your homework rather than to
work with Jane? You see, that’s the point. You and
Jose are different individuals, so how can I treat you
the same?”

The above illustration may raise issues or con-
cerns for some people. The concerns usually focus
on the use of reinforcers and treating students dif-
ferently. We can address those concerns now.

Addressing Concerns

Treating Students Differently
Is it unfair to treat students differently? No. It is

unprofessional to treat them the same. Treating stu-
dents the same denies that individual differences
exist. Similar experiences affect people differently.
Discover what works best for each student. In addi-
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tion, recognize that students are already treated
differently by paying attention to troublesome be-
havior. (Some students receive more attention than
others.) Similarly, would not a student with a vision
or hearing problem be seated in the front of the
class in preference to others? Also, Sulzer-Azaroff
and Mayer (1994) point out:

1. If we treated everyone alike, the effect on their
behavior would not be uniformly beneficial.

2. It does not hurt to explain to students that each
of them is unique and that each has special
interests, skills, and areas of weakness (your-
self included). Often they will understand that
it makes sense to focus on different behaviors
to teach (or change) and to use different
methods to do so.

3. Reinforcement is dispensed for improvement in
performance, and everyone can stand to
improve in some manner. If you worry that one
student is getting special privileges but the
others are not, you can consider doing some-
thing similar for them. Ask the others to
identify some areas in which they feel they
would like to improve and plan currently or in
the near future to initiate special procedures for
them.

4. Sometimes the student can earn the special
activity or item(s) not only for him or herself
but for the whole class. (The goals for the
student must be easily achievable.)

5. Often it is a great relief to the individual
student’s classmates when help is finally on the
way. The classmates may have been suffering
from their peer’s difficulties and may recog-
nize that they stand to benefit from the inter-
vention. Sometimes it helps to point this
benefit out to them, in a manner respectful to
the student receiving the intervention, and
reinforce their supportive efforts.

Providing students with different learning mate-
rials suitable to their current levels of functioning is
standard for teachers. Similarly, appropriate conse-
quences must be provided for each person if opti-
mal results are to be achieved.

Contrived Reinforcers
What does distributing edible items have to do

with improving academic or social performance?
Very little. Actually, we try to use reinforcers that
are natural to the environment (e.g., praise, grades,
or recognition) to motivate students whenever pos-
sible. Natural reinforcers will help to support the
continued occurrence of the desired behavior. Pro-
viding interesting reading material permits skilled
readers to access the reinforcement that is natural or
intrinsic to reading. Obtaining a desired object by
requesting it by name is a natural consequence of
increased language proficiency. If natural reinforc-
ers are controlling students’ behaviors, there is no
need to introduce contrived reinforcers. Sometimes,
though, they are needed as temporary expedients to
motivate the student or to get the behavior started.
Contrived reinforcers should be used only when the
consequences usually provided are not working, or
are not functioning as reinforcers, for a student.

A reinforcement program must start where the
student is at and gradually move toward the place
where he or she should be. As explained before, due
to different learning histories, seldom does the same
consequence prove reinforcing for all students.
Also, because students are at different developmen-
tal levels, the type of reinforcer may vary as to its
effectiveness. For example, Seeman (1994) explains
it this way: “developmentally (and oversimplify-
ing), children are first motivated by extrinsic re-
wards (food, toys), then emotional rewards (ap-
proval, grades), and finally, if they attain this,
intrinsic rewards (a feeling of pride, self-satisfac-
tion, enjoying it for its own sake).” Thus, it might
be necessary to begin with edibles or trinkets for
some students. After all, we all began with milk.
However, do not keep providing such contrived
reinforcers. A gradual shift from a concrete reward
to a less tangible one can be a step toward gradually
helping the student become independent of external
rewards. The goal of any reinforcement program
should be to help individuals become less and less
dependent on material or other contrived reinforc-
ers. However, the program must start where the
individual is at and gradually help him or her move
up the developmental ladder.
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Bribery
Is this a form of bribery? No. Bribery has no

place in managing the behaviors of students.  Brib-
ery is used to corrupt conduct, pervert judgment,
and promote dishonest or immoral behavior. It also
is used primarily for the benefit of the person giving
the bribe, not for the benefit of the recipient. In
contrast, we see these strategies being applied for
the benefit of the students with whom we work.
Also, we reinforce doing schoolwork and behaving
appropriately with the kinds of events that we expe-
rience in our own everyday lives: praise, recogni-
tion, and material rewards. How long would we
continue working at our jobs if we received no rec-
ognition or remuneration? Why should students be

expected to be any different than we are? Reinforce-
ment is what helps improve self-concept and makes
learning enjoyable. Punitive or nonreinforcing
classroom environments, on the other hand, pro-
mote negative self-concept, escape, and aggression.

Summary and Discussion
The table below, based on the research cited in

Sulzer-Azaroff and Mayer (1991), highlights the
need to minimize the use of punitive procedures by
illustrating the outcomes of using punitive verses
constructive or positive classroom management
strategies.

Comparison of Punitive Methods and
Positive Classroom Management Strategies

PUNITIVE PROCEDURES POSITIVE CLASSROOM
MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

RAPIDLY STOP BEHAVIOR SLOWLY STOP BEHAVIOR

PROVIDE IMMEDIATE RELIEF PROVIDE NO IMMEDIATE RELIEF TO        i
(REINFORCEMENT) TO THE TEACHER THE  TEACHER

TEACH THE STUDENT AND PEERS TEACH THE STUDENT AND PEERS
WHAT NOT TO DO WHAT TO DO

DECREASE POSITIVE SELF-STATEMENTS INCREASE POSITIVE SELF-STATEMENTS
(SELF-CONCEPT) (SELF-CONCEPT)

DECREASE POSITIVE ATTITUDES INCREASE POSITIVE ATTITUDES
TOWARD SCHOOL AND SCHOOLWORK TOWARD SCHOOL AND SCHOOLWORK

CAUSE WITHDRAWAL (NONTASK, TARDY, PROMOTE ENHANCED PARTICIPATION
TRUANCY, DROPPING OUT)

CAUSE AGGRESSION (AGAINST DECREASE LIKELIHOOD OF AGGRESSION
PROPERTY AND OTHERS)

TEACH STUDENTS TO RESPOND TEACH STUDENTS TO RECOGNIZE
IN A PUNITIVE MANNER THE POSITIVE

CAN HARM STUDENT-TEACHER CAN ENHANCE STUDENT-TEACHER
RELATIONSHIP RELATIONSHIP
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We have described an approach for preventing
and remediating punitive school climates, and re-
sulting student misbehavior, by emphasizing posi-
tive, preventive behavioral interventions. An em-
phasis was placed on establishing classroom
routines and addressing the physical environment.
The approach involves stating classroom rules and
policies clearly, with a positive focus.  Conse-
quences for both complying with and violating the
rules are selected. Allowances are made for indi-
vidual student differences in terms of provided con-
sequences. Also, rather than just punishing all in-
fractions and reinforcing desired or rule-following
behavior, a model was presented in which punitive
consequences are reserved only for major infrac-
tions, constructive alternatives are used on minor
infractions, while reinforcement continues to be
used on desired behavior. Thus, some of the issues
that contribute to problem behaviors (those identi-
fied in Chapter 1) have been addressed: Students
are involved from the beginning; rules for students’
deportment are clearly communicated; and the use
of punishment has been minimized, while reinforce-
ment has been maximized.

The approach that we are presenting is a preven-
tive, positive approach for creating safe school envi-
ronments that are free from violence and conducive
to learning: an America 2000 goal. It is an approach
to school discipline that has an empirical support
base demonstrating its potential for effectiveness in
kindergarten through grade twelve schools. Rather
than “treating” youngsters as though they are the
source of the problem, constructive discipline cor-
rects factors occurring within our schools that pro-
mote antisocial behavior and deals with student
infractions from an instructional or constructive
model. It recognizes that problem behaviors, rather
than being located within the student, are often due
to a “mismatch between the characteristics of the
learner and those of the instructional environment
or the broader home/school context” (Ysseldyke
and others, 1997, p. 5). The emphasis, then, moves
from a reliance on suspensions, expulsions, and/or
punishment to prevention. It focuses on constructing
repertoires by teaching students how to behave
rather than how not to behave.
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Additional Resources
“Helping Your Child with Homework.”

A U.S. Department of Education publication to help
parents assist their children with homework. It’s
online at: http://www.ed.gov/pubs/parents/Homework/

“Helping Your Students with Homework: A Guide
for Teachers.”

A 40-page booklet produced by the U.S. Department
of Education that is filled with ideas from teachers for
assigning effective homework. It provides 18 tips for
getting homework done. It was written by Nancy
Paulu of the Department’s Office of Educational
Research and Improvement (OERI). It is online at:
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/HelpingStudents/

Mayer, G. R. 1999. Constructive discipline for
school personnel. Education and Treatment of
Children, 22, 36–54.

This is an article that describes the Constructive
Discipline approach. It explains how to clarify
discipline policy, provide staff support, and how to
make allowances for individual student differences in
the discipline policy. Constructive Discipline has
helped create safe school environments and is
probably the most empirically supported school
discipline approach available.
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students. The listing in Table 3.1 contains only sug-
gestions as to how to communicate satisfaction and
pleasure to students for their progress. Obviously, the
situation, the student, and the student/teacher rela-
tionship will dictate the appropriate form of commu-
nication or attention in that context. It is helpful to
speak at their level and use their slang at times to
compliment them. Above all, be sincere! Also, the
more attention students receive for positive behav-
iors, the fewer behavior problems they will exhibit in
the classroom. Students will not need to misbehave
in order to get the attention that they seek (see Chap-
ter 8).

Feedback is another important way of providing
attention and recognition. Feedback involves ex-
plaining to students what they are doing correctly
and incorrectly. The emphasis, of course, should be
on what is being done correctly. Stress the positive.
Feedback has been found to be more effective in
promoting learning when it is combined with praise.

Use specific praise. Specific praise appears to be
more effective in promoting learning than the use of
more general or vague expressions of praise. To use
specific praise, include the reason or rationale for its
delivery. For example, rather than saying, “You’re a
good student,” try saying, “Great! You integrated
the material with examples relevant for you.” Or,
“Richard, you completed that new type of math
problem without any help. Fantastic!” Specific
praise, then, places the emphasis on the behavior, not
on the person. It helps the person to discriminate

IN CHAPTER 2 WE POINTED OUT THAT PROVIDING

students with different learning materials
suitable to their current levels of functioning is

standard for teachers. Similarly, appropriate
reinforcers must be provided for each person if
optimal results are to be achieved. Remember that
there are “Different strokes for different folks!”
Thus, in this chapter we will look at a variety of
possible reinforcers that can be used to help
motivate students to learn and behave appropriately
in the classroom.

Providing Attention/
Recognition

To provide students with attention for their
classroom accomplishments is important for several
reasons. First, as we will discuss in Chapter 8, one
major purpose of behavior is to attain attention. We
all need attention and recognition for our accom-
plishments and effort. It is a basic human need. If
students cannot get attention for their classroom
accomplishments, they will find another way to
obtain the attention they need. (All too often it is
accomplished via misbehavior.) Secondly, positive
attention and recognition from teachers help build
self-esteem, or self-concept, and a positive attitude
toward school.

Table 3.1 presents a variety of examples of what
to say and do to provide attention and recognition to

C H A P T E R  3

REINFORCERS: RECOGNITION, REWARDS,
AND MOTIVATORS
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Table 3.1
Ways of Providing Attention/Recognition: Interpersonal Acts

For Children For Youths
smile smile
pat on the shoulder, head, or back nod
wink laugh (with, not at)
nod positive comment on appearance
push on swing pat on back
assistance handshake
eat with children ask to demonstrate or explain something

assist when requested
signal or gesture of approval

Saying  (adding reason): Saying  (adding reason):
very good very good
yes yes
great great
nice okay
fine exactly
fantastic thank you
excellent that’s interesting
unbelievable right
atta-girl, atta-boy I agree
far out good idea
that’s correct fantastic
marvelous unbelievable
you really pay attention well you are really creative, innovative
that was very nice of you keep up the good work
wow! you are really improving
good work you’re really becoming an expert at this
good job it really makes me feel good when I see so
_____ is a hard worker today, good for you      many of you hard at work
much better that’s a thoughtful thing to do
that’s the way _____has gotten his materials and has start to
you should show this to your parents      work already; good going!
that’s perfect thank you _____ for remembering to raise
you’re doing very well      your hand
watch what he did; do it again
show the class your ____
wow, look at ____ work
you look nice today
I can really tell that ____ is thinking
_____ is sitting quietly and doing his work;  good for him/her
_____ just earned another point by sitting quietly
_____ has all of his supplies on her desk and is ready to go; good!
it’s nice to see the way _____ raises his hand when he wants to share

what behavior is effective or functional. Specific
praise also is easier for students to accept and inte-
grate into their self-concepts. It appears more honest
and sincere to them. Thus, try to use specific praise
whenever using compliments or praise statements.

Certificates and awards for accomplishment
have been used successfully to motivate many stu-
dents (as well as adults). We have provided several
illustrations below, and additional illustrations are

provided in Appendix A. It is more difficult to find
certificates that work at the high school level.
However, we have found that when high school
students in art classes design the certificates, they
work well. In addition, in the reference section at
the end of this chapter we have listed several book-
lets that contain certificates and awards. Also,
many educational supply stores have a selection of
similar materials.
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Providing Access to Activities
and Items

A major function of some behavior is to attain
access to an activity or item (see Chapter 8).  Many
of us work on our jobs to have a house, a car,
money to go to a movie, and so forth. At home chil-
dren are often told that to watch TV, their home-
work must be completed. Access to activities and
items can also be used in the classroom to help mo-

tivate students to behave, complete their work, and
learn the class content. For example, if Ian remem-
bers to raise his hand instead of yelling out, he can
take the ball out to recess.

A variety of activities and items have been used
to motivate students. Below are listings of sample
activities and items for children and youths, some of
which might be appropriate (functional) for use in
the classroom:

Sample Activities
having lunch with teacher

grading papers

passing out paper or supplies

talking to a friend

being pulled in a wagon

building with blocks

minutes of free time

being a team captain

having access to game room
or activity table

arranging bulletin board

helping custodian

Sample Items
(Avoid giving objects small enough to lodge in the windpipes of young or severely developmentally

delayed students.)

food

cookies

popcorn

pastries

potato chips or munchies

fruit juice

soft drinks

small candies

car and sport magazines

pens

pencils

posted compliments

tutoring

use of a piano

leaving class early

watching self on videotape

solving codes or puzzles

helping staff

participating in a class party

performing special jobs

viewing movie

sitting at teacher’s desk

having time in class for
homework

being a room monitor

using a computer

having radio tuned to favorite station

helping a younger child learn

modeling with clay or putty

drawing and coloring

picture-taking trips

writing on the chalkboard

use of a copy machine

leading pledge of allegiance

painting

toys

toys for siblings

jacks

crayons

coloring book

puzzles

posters

eraser

balls

school pennant

rental equipment

CDs

note pads

colored pencils

colored paper

school decals

positive notes home

collector cards

gold stars

teen magazines

art supplies

board games

plaques, trophies

portrait
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Obtaining Free and
Inexpensive Items

Because resources are limited, it is always good
to know how to obtain items for little or no cost that
can be used to help motivate students. Most stu-
dents will work hard to obtain some of these items.
One good source is the fast-food restaurant. For
example, talk to the manager of a local fast-food
restaurant (e.g., McDonalds, Burger King, or the
like). They will often provide certificates that can be
exchanged for a hamburger, fries, and a soft drink.
Sometimes bakeries donate day-old baked goods.
Don’t overlook junk-mail giveaways and promo-
tional items. Many times local merchants, students,
and parents will donate items. Also, be sure to ask
school administrators, nurses, counselors, and other
support personnel for ideas.

Many of the items collected can be loaned or
rented to students for a specified period of time,
rather than given to them. This can help ensure a
continued supply of highly desired items. Prepare
gift certificates and notes that are exchangeable for
the kinds of activity reinforcers described earlier:
“You may leave three minutes early for lunch,”
“You and a friend may have an extra five-minute
break,” and so on. Fortunately, items like these re-
quire few resources but can serve a powerful moti-
vational function.

Identifying Reinforcers for the
Hard-to-Motivate Student

Many students will work for grades and social
approval and are thus easy to motivate to do their
work. However, some students do not find grades or
teacher approval very reinforcing. We often refer to
these students as being hard to motivate.

Although there are several ways of identifying
what might motivate these students, some teachers
do not want to try to motivate them. Some teachers
feel that students “should want to do this, I
shouldn’t have to bribe them,” even when it is ap-
parent that students do not want to do it. Rather than
try to motivate students, these teachers punish stu-
dents who do not show sufficient motivation to do
their assigned work. As we discussed in Chapter 1,
this can result in the hard-to-motivate student be-
coming more of a behavioral problem in the class-

room and developing negative attitudes toward
school and schoolwork. What we encourage is that
teachers try to motivate students. This is more likely
to result in students doing their work, fewer behav-
ioral problems, higher self-concepts, and more posi-
tive attitudes toward learning.

One way to discover what might motivate spe-
cific students is to draw on the Premack Principle.
Premack demonstrated that those behaviors in
which an individual freely and repeatedly engages
can be used to reinforce low-probability behaviors.
For example, parents might tell their children to do
their homework (low-probability behavior) before
they can watch TV (high-probability behavior). The
teacher’s task, then, is to discover what activity or
activities will a student repeatedly engage in when-
ever given the opportunity (or what has the student
demonstrated that he or she prefers to do). This is
usually accomplished through observation and by
asking students what it is that they prefer to do
when given the opportunity. Once the activities that
the student frequently engages in have been identi-
fied, determine those that are practical to use and
control the student’s access to them. In other words,
as with the TV example above, the student is only
allowed access to the desired activity, or TV, after
he or she has performed the low-frequency behav-
ior, doing homework, to some predetermined, ac-
ceptable degree. If the student can obtain access to
the desired activity whenever he or she wants, or at
other times, then the activity cannot be used to mo-
tivate the student. Thus, the teacher must have con-
trol over the student gaining access to the activity if
it is used as a motivator or reinforcer. To repeat, the
student is permitted access to the high-frequency
behavior only when he or she has performed the
low-frequency behavior (e.g., schoolwork) satisfac-
torily.

Sometimes it is not practical or desirable to pro-
vide the high-frequency activity after each occur-
rence of the low-frequency behavior. For example,
let’s say that the high-frequency activity is using the
computer. Rather than allowing the student to use
the computer after each occurrence of the low-
frequency behavior, he could earn points that are
exchangeable for x minutes at the computer, which
is available only at certain times of each day.

A second method is to observe the student’s
reactions to praise, pats on the back, offer of certifi-
cates or positive notes home, and other conse-
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quences. If the student smiles and appears to work
harder, this is evidence that it may be possible to
use that consequence to motivate the student to
engage in goal behavior (e.g., raising his hand, do-
ing her assigned schoolwork, and so forth). Or, to
experiment by repeatedly giving the student a
choice of activities or items. The activities or items
that the student repeatedly selects are what probably
can be used to motivate the student.

To help the identified reinforcer (e.g., praise or
edible item) work effectively, sometimes it is help-
ful to reduce (not eliminate) its delivery for other
behaviors. Also, try to provide the praise, or small
amounts of the edible item (provide small amounts
to help keep the reinforcer from becoming ineffec-
tive due to the student becoming sated), every time
that the goal behavior occurs. Later we will discuss
what else can be done to help maximize the effec-
tiveness of a motivational program. However, be-
fore doing so, let us briefly look at ways to involve
the parent(s) in supporting the student’s behavioral
change.

Involving Parents/Caregivers in
the Motivational Program

Sometimes it is difficult to identify strong
enough motivators for some students, even after
trying the methods previously described. In those
cases consider involving the family in the motiva-
tional program by using a daily report card  sys-
tem. The daily report card system is simply an ar-
rangement between the teacher and the home. The
teacher provides a rating or mark on a card or
checklist (checking off behaviors such as: followed
instructions, completed assigned work, got along
well with classmates, and so on) that is sent home.
The parent provides the rewards for the improve-
ment in behavior. For example, elementary students
can be given a brightly colored sticker and second-
ary students a check mark on a card immediately
after each period in which they did not engage in
profanity or some other target behavior. Preestab-
lished numbers of these stickers, or check marks,
can be exchanged at home for prespecified privi-
leges, such as having a friend spend the night,
watching extra TV, going swimming, or having a
special snack. Another example would be having a
secondary student obtain her teachers’ initials each
day that she satisfactorily completes her school-

work. At home, privileges (e.g., use of the phone,
watching TV, visiting with friends) could be pro-
vided according to the proportion of “acceptable”
marks. Illustrative report cards are located in Ap-
pendix B. Some of the illustrations have many be-
haviors listed. Use only those targeted for change.

The advantage of such a system is that the home
often controls many potential reinforcers that the
school does not have access or control over; for
example, having a friend spend the night, going
fishing or to Disneyland, phone privileges, and so
forth. This cooperation may result in a more power-
ful motivational system. Also, it is advantageous
when the home and school are working together
toward the same goal.

A possible disadvantage is that not every home
situation is conducive to cooperation or consistent
follow-through. In addition, even when parents/
caregivers are told the importance of only reinforc-
ing improvement in the targeted behavior, some
parents/caregivers may punish the student severely
for lack of improvement. (See Chapter 7 for sugges-
tions as how best to work with parents/caregivers.)

Maximizing Effectiveness of
Motivational Programs

When you select reinforcers, consider what will
work for the individual student and the optimal
quantity for a given situation. Also, the use of praise
should be specific. This section presents several
more guidelines to follow if a motivational program
is going to work effectively. In fact, when we hear
the phrase, “I tried that and it didn’t work,” the fail-
ure is usually because one or more of the guidelines
presented in this chapter were overlooked.

Reinforce Immediately, When
Appropriate

The advantage of reinforcing immediately is
that immediate reinforcement communicates more
clearly to students which behavior is being recog-
nized. It helps students determine which behavior is
functional in meeting their need or getting them
what they want and results in more rapid behavioral
change. If the praise or points are not given immedi-
ately, students will not have as clear an understand-
ing of which exact behavior they are being recog-
nized for. And, what the reinforcer follows, it
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usually influences. (Another way to facilitate dis-
crimination is to use specific praise, as described
earlier.)

A problem sometimes occurs because it is not
always possible to reinforce immediately. For ex-
ample, the teacher cannot call on Ian each time he
raises his hand. In these cases, it is best to work out
some supplementary reinforcement program. Give
Ian a wink or some sign to indicate that you know
that he has his hand up and that you will get to him
as soon as possible. Sometimes, too, it is helpful to
teach a youngster to begin work on another appro-
priate activity while he or she is waiting for assis-
tance or feedback. Furthermore, it is not always
desirable to reinforce immediately. After the behav-
ior is occurring at a high, steady rate, gradually
introduce delay. This is important because seldom
do we receive reinforcement immediately following
our behavior. (How long do you have to wait for
your paycheck?) The student must learn to gradu-
ally tolerate longer delays of reinforcement.

Reinforce Every Response Initially
Research has shown that behavior increases

more rapidly when it receives reinforcement (e.g.,
praise) following each occurrence. However, behav-
ior is maintained over longer periods of time if it is
reinforced only some of the time (intermittently),
rather than each time. In other words, try to rein-
force the behavior each time it occurs while teach-
ing new behavior. But, once the behavior is learned,
gradually reduce the frequency at which it is rein-
forced to maintain the behavior over a long period
of time. You want Ian to be able to continue to per-
form the behavior in the absence of reinforcement
and not “forget” how to do it by the next day.

Specify the Conditions Under Which
Reinforcement Will Be Delivered

Students need to know what they must do and
when they must do it to obtain their reinforcement.
For example, if Paul is to refrain from hitting others
anywhere on the school campus, that needs to be
clearly stated. If he is to raise his hand during math
and not during English or PE, that needs to be
clearly communicated. Again, such clarity results in
more rapid discrimination and behavioral change.

Use a Variety of Reinforcers
Teachers too often rely on a single reinforcer to

motivate a student to change his or her behavior.
The problem is that the motivational strength of any
consequence is likely to vary. It may not, then, al-
ways be reinforcing. For example, Maria just ate a
large meal. Offering her an edible item that is usu-
ally highly desired will not motivate her when she is
full. Similarly, playing basketball usually is rein-
forcing. However, Ian is so sore he can hardly
move. The last thing he wants to do now is play
basketball. Always provide a variety of reinforcers
that students can select among, once they have
earned the privilege of doing so.

Eliminate, Reduce, or Override
Reinforcers for the Problem Behavior

Try to make sure that the problem is not con-
tinuing to receive reinforcement. If it is, it will
probably continue to occur and interfere with the
development of the replacement or goal behavior.
For example, if students are told to raise their hands
before participating, but the teacher continues, once
in a while, to listen to or incorporate the points
made by those who blurt out, such blurting out will
continue in the classroom. Or, if the teacher is try-
ing to get Maria to complete her lessons but her
boyfriend, Joe, keeps giving her attention whenever
she looks up from her work, reinforcement is occur-
ring for her being off-task.

When two opposing behaviors are receiving
reinforcement, competing contingencies are occur-
ring. Competing contingencies can come from a
variety of sources. For example, competing contin-
gencies were illustrated above where the teacher
was reinforcing Maria for lesson completion, but
Joe was reinforcing her for being off-task. Similarly,
the attention of friends for being aggressive or talk-
ing too much in class can provide competing contin-
gencies to classroom goals. Parents having the TV
on in the room where the student is supposed to be
doing his or her homework is another example. A
competing contingency could even be the relief the
teacher experiences when a student is not present in
the classroom while the counselor is trying to get
the student to come to school more often. Such
competing contingencies need to be reduced, over-
ridden, or eliminated if the goal behavior is to occur
successfully.
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Summary and Discussion
A variety of certificates, awards, and potential

reinforcers were presented in this chapter. However,
to use them effectively, be sure to select those that
are effective with individual students. Also, the se-
lected reinforcers must be delivered immediately
following each occurrence of the desired or goal
behavior. Once the behavior is established, gradu-
ally introduce delay, and the frequency at which the
reinforcers are delivered should be gradually re-
duced. It also is imperative that the teacher clearly
communicate what the students are to do to receive
the reinforcers. If the program is to be effective, use
a variety of reinforcers, and try to reduce or elimi-
nate reinforcers for the problem behavior. In Chap-
ter 8 you will learn how to identify the purpose of
the problem behavior (i.e., what reinforcers are
maintaining the problem behavior).  It is very help-
ful to identify these reinforcers and use them to
reinforce the student’s replacement or desired be-
haviors.

Additional Motivational Resources
Reavis, H. K., S. T. Kukic, W. R. Jenson, D. P.

Morgan, D. J. Andrews, and S. L. Fister. 1996.
Best practices: Behavioral and educational
strategies for teachers. Longmont, Colo.: Sopris
West.

This publication offers a practical and easy-to-
understand guide for teachers. Topics include:
cooperative learning, home-notes, reprimands,
teachers’ praise, behavioral contracts, peer tutoring,
and self-recording. Case studies are provided to
illustrate each procedure. The manual also includes
reproducible forms and handouts to be used by
teachers.

Schumaker, J. B., M. F. Hovell, and J. A. Sherman.
1991. Managing behavior: A home-based school
achievement system. Lawrence, Kans.: H&H
Enterprises, Inc.

A step-by-step program for implementing daily report
cards for intermediate students. However, many of
their daily report cards and procedures can be used at
the elementary and high school levels. This program
resulted in reduced truancy and improvements in
schoolwork, daily grades, and teachers’ satisfaction
with the students’ performance.

Sulzer-Azaroff, B., and G. R. Mayer. 1991. Behav-
ior analysis for lasting change. Fort Worth, Tex.:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers.

This book is a comprehensive professional reference.
Regarding reinforcement, it describes how to identify
reinforcers, how to maximize their effectiveness, and
provides many, many illustrations.
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GOOD TEACHERS USE A VARIETY OF ACTIVITIES FOR

promoting a positive environment in which
learning can occur. They realize that

students’ motivational levels are often related to the
students’ expectation of success and the value they
place on the task. The following are included
among these “good teaching” and motivational
activities:

• Set attainable but challenging goals for the stu-
dents. Provide opportunities for each student to
succeed.

• Provide appealing, interesting, and novel activi-
ties.

• Supply new or better tools, supplies, or materi-
als, including the use of personal computers.

• Encourage students to actively participate and
respond.

• Solicit, listen to, and act on useful suggestions
from students.

• Provide opportunities for students to interact
with peers.

• Be friendly—greet students cordially, get to
know them well enough to converse with them,
and include illustrations of the things that inter-
est them.

• Teach students to assess their own performance
and to set goals.

• Express enthusiasm for the teaching material.

• Provide a pleasant, physical classroom environ-
ment.

• Comment on and praise students’ accomplish-
ments, even those that they are expected to per-
form.

In addition to these “good teaching” and motiva-
tional activities, there are a variety of positive class-
room behavior management strategies (positive
behavior interventions) that help to reduce and pre-
vent the occurrence of behavioral problems so that
teaching and learning can occur. Each strategy
teaches students how to behave. They do not rely on
using punishment to teach students how not to be-
have. These classroom management strategies have
been found to work effectively at different grade
levels, and they also are easy to implement. In other
words, they take little time and effort to design and
use effectively in the classroom. Some can be used
as permanent classroom management tools. How-
ever, view the programs as guidelines only. Instead
of using them as a menu, adapt and revise them so
they become tailored to the students’ personalities
and the pulse of the classroom.

In Chapter 2 we provided a framework that rein-
forces students for adhering to rules and other posi-
tive behavior. It also was explained that minor in-
fractions are dealt with by using reinforcement

C H A P T E R  4

CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES FOR
CREATING A POSITIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
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strategies that teach students replacement behaviors
or how to behave. The activities presented in this
chapter teach students how to behave and will help
to make the classroom environment positive rather
than punitive.

Positive Classroom
Management Activities

Modeling
Modeling is used effectively at all grade levels.

It consists of catching peers engaged in the appro-
priate behavior (e.g., doing their schoolwork) and
positively recognizing that behavior. When the
other students imitate the behavior, or start doing
their schoolwork, positively recognize the imitation.
A good classroom management rule to follow is:
When a student is engaged in some minor infraction
(such as being out of his seat, blurting out for atten-
tion, or talking to neighbors), rather than punishing
the misbehavior, use the misbehavior as a signal, or
a reminder to look for those students who are doing
what they should, and reinforce their appropriate
behavior. For example, Hilda is out of her seat. Try
saying, “Socorro” (a friend of Hilda’s), “I’m so
pleased to see that you are in your seat doing your
work. You too, Tyrone. In fact, this whole row is
working very well!” And, when Hilda gets back in
her seat and starts doing her work, be sure to com-
pliment her behavior too. (Always reinforce the act
of imitation or this strategy will not work.) Another
example could be Demian blurting out an answer.
Again, rather than admonishing Demian, call on
someone with his or her hand up and praise him or
her for remembering to raise his or her hand. And
then, if Demian raises his hand, try to call on him as
soon as possible and compliment him for remem-
bering to raise his hand.

Advantages. Too often, teachers give a dispro-
portionate amount of their attention to misbehavior,
rather than to appropriate behavior. By acknowledg-
ing appropriate behavior, students who deserve the
recognition and attention get it. (Be careful, though,
not to recognize students who might yell out, “I did
that too, teacher,” in an attempt to be recognized.
Do not reinforce this type of disruptive classroom
behavior that others might imitate.)

Another advantage of this strategy is that it
teaches students how to behave by providing them

with opportunities to witness good behavior being
recognized. The focus is not on punishment but on
teaching. Thus, it also minimizes the negative ef-
fects that punishment can have and makes the class-
room more positive and more conducive to learning.
It is recommended that this strategy be used fre-
quently throughout the school day as a regular
classroom management tool.

Disadvantages. The major disadvantage of
modeling is that it is not a procedure that works
quickly. Thus, it can take a while to demonstrate its
effects. Because of this, it is not a strategy to use by
itself on serious, intolerable problem behavior in
which you must achieve an immediate cessation.
However, it can be used frequently to reduce most
minor infractions and to help prevent problem be-
haviors from occurring in the classroom.

Another disadvantage is that some teachers “for-
get” to recognize the act of imitation. When this
happens, students soon stop trying to imitate others
in the class because it is not functional for them to
do so. It does not work for them. So what do they
do? They go back to the misbehavior that worked in
the past or escalate it. Therefore, be sure to rein-
force any acts of imitating positive behavior.

Catch ’em Behaving Game
The Catch ’em Behaving Game often introduces

fun, excitement, and novelty into the classroom.
The reward over time for the teacher may be a
classroom of students who are fun to teach as well
as cooperative and committed to exhibiting good
behavior. The game involves the following steps for
third through twelfth grades, but it also can be
adapted for the primary level:

 • Have students identify and role-play one or more
behaviors that are desirable for students to ex-
hibit in class (e.g., completing schoolwork, get-
ting to class on time, raising their hands, work-
ing quietly, or helping classmates with their
work).

• Select with the class various reinforcing activi-
ties and items that are appropriate to give indi-
vidual students in the class. (See Chapter 3 for
ideas.)

• Obtain a roll of tickets (at a stationery store).

• Explain to students that you will be looking for
the occurrence of the identified behaviors and
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that you will be giving a ticket to the students
you catch exhibiting those behaviors.

• Request that the students write their names on
each ticket as soon as they receive it. At an ap-
propriate time in the class, have the students
place their tickets in a selected container.  The
more tickets each student receives, the better
chance he or she will have for being chosen to
play the game.

• Pass out tickets to students you catch exhibiting
identified behaviors (i.e., provide a ticket when-
ever a student is caught completing his or her
schoolwork, raising his or her hand, or for what-
ever behavior has been selected).  Be sure to
compliment the student receiving the ticket for
his or her appropriate behavior.

• Place four to five paper cups upside down on a
table or desk. Under each cup place a piece of
paper on which you have written down one of
the reinforcing items or activities.

• Have a drawing every so often in the class.
Draw one to five tickets out of the container and
call out the student’s name written on each
ticket. (The game should be played frequently—
about three times during a period—when it is
first introduced to the class.)

• Have each student whose name was called select
a cup and read to the class what reward he or she
is to receive. (If you have students who have
difficulty reading, you might want to read the
notes yourself to the class to avoid inadvertently
punishing or embarrassing certain students.)

• Provide the rewards mentioned on the paper note
to the students who won them and congratulate
each.

• Gradually reduce the frequency of playing the
game after a day or two. Eventually, this is an
activity that may be phased out completely, or
just played once in a while as a special treat for
the class, after the game has obtained its desired
classroom management effects.  However, be
sure to continue using compliments and praise.

Adaptations. The teacher can use other ways to
select students to play the game. For example, the
teacher keeps point records in a notebook and al-
lows only those students with a certain amount of
points to play the game. Or students are selected to
participate based on their current behavior at the

moment the game is to be played. At the primary
school level, one of the above adaptations can be
used and the notes can be read to the students.

Activity Table
The Activity Table, like the Catch ’em Behaving

Game, introduces fun, excitement, and novelty into
the classroom, and teaches students in kindergarten
through grade twelve how to behave. Use the Activ-
ity Table for specific behaviors or to achieve control
in disruptive classrooms. To implement the Activity
Table:

• Display an assortment of reinforcing items on
the Activity Table that are appropriate for the
developmental level and interests of the students
in the classroom—interesting reading materials,
checkers and chess sets, cards, a television or
VCR and/or CD player with head phones, and so
on. (See Chapter 3 for ideas.)

• Identify one or more behaviors students are to
exhibit (e.g., completing schoolwork, getting to
class on time, raising their hands, working qui-
etly, or helping classmates with their work).
Again, involve students who are identifying the
desirable behavior(s).

• Award individual students points, tickets, or
check marks for performing the behavior(s).

• Allow students access to the Activity Table once
they have obtained their tickets, points, or
checks. Each point or check can equal five min-
utes at the Activity Table. Students can bank
their checks up to a total of 20 minutes, or spend
them at the Activity Table as soon as they earn
them.

Terrific Tables
The Terrific Tables activity introduces competi-

tion among students for behaving well. To imple-
ment this activity:

• Divide the class into teams, usually four to six,
and allow each team to select its team’s name.

• Discuss and list a positive behavior that students
and the teacher want to reinforce (e.g., everyone
on the team has completed his or her homework
or everyone on the team is back from recess on
time).
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• Display a “Terrific Tables” chart, such as the one
in the illustration above.

• Ask each team to select an activity reward. (See
Chapter 3 for ideas.)

• Add a star or check mark each time the target
behavior is achieved by a team (never remove
stars or check marks). Or slide picture of team
mascot along boxes. (When the team’s row is
filled in, or the picture reaches the end, that team
receives a reward. The winning team starts over;
other teams continue until they too win a re-
ward.)

Marble in the Jar
The Marble in the Jar technique is similar to the

ones previously described in that it too is easy to
implement and fun to play. Like the others it re-
duces problem behavior by teaching elementary and
middle school students how to behave. It can pro-
vide reinforcement through auditory, visual, and
kinesthetic channels. To implement this strategy:

• Keep a sack of marbles and a glass jar in a vis-
ible spot in the class.

• Describe a behavior that you want your students
to improve on or to learn.

• Select with the class the reward they would like
to earn for their behavior improvement. (See
Chapter 3 for ideas.)

• Mark a line on the jar that will serve as the goal
point.

• Add a marble to the jar each time you observe a
student perform the behavior (or the student can
place the marble in the jar). Be sure to fre-
quently praise the occurrence of the behavior.

• Provide the reward once the class reaches the
goal point on the jar.

Points for Good Behavior
Points for Good Behavior may be used at the

elementary, middle, or high school level. To imple-
ment this program:

• Share with the class that each student may earn
points by doing the following: (1) be in your seat
before the tardy bell rings; (2) have your pencil
and paper ready; and (3) work silently and com-
plete assignments. (Or, they may earn points for
whatever goal behavior is selected.)

TERRIFIC TABLES

Number of times all team members completed class assignment
Team 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Dolphins X X X X

Lions X X

Dinosaurs X X X

Eagles X X

Pythons X X X

Number of times all team members arrived to class on time
Team 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Jaguar X X X X X X X X

Mercedes X X X X X X X X X X

BMW X X X X X X X

Porsche X X X X X

Corvette X X X X X X X
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• Give students points for quietly entering the
room, sitting at their desks, reading instructions
on the chalkboard, and beginning work without
being told.

• Give those who continue to work additional
points. Give assignments that can be completed
during the class period, and give points to stu-
dents who complete them.

• Pair the points with specific praise statements,
such as, “I appreciate that you were on time to
class!”

• Allow students who finish early to choose one of
several activities; for example, going to a learn-
ing center, working on their homework, or read-
ing material of their choice.

• Permit students to exchange points for various
reinforcers (see Chapter 3). One suggestion for
fun and variety is to hold an auction for:  items
that students have brought from home, things
collected from “wherever,” special privileges,
and so forth. The students bid on the items with
points they have earned throughout the week.

The student with the most points can be the auc-
tioneer if he or she wishes. (Students do not
have to use all their points each week. They can
save them for the following week.)

• Continue to praise, but gradually reduce the
points that you give out after the program has
been in operation for several weeks. Eventually
use points only on an occasional day, about once
a week, and then phase out completely.

Fuzzy-Gram Notes
Fuzzy-Grams, which students give to each other,

foster the development of a positive learning envi-
ronment by encouraging and teaching students to
look for and to positively recognize the appropriate
behavior of their classmates. They help to reduce
mutually aversive interactions among students and
provide peer reinforcement for appropriate social
and academic behavior of their classmates. An illus-
trative Fuzzy-Gram is provided below. Note that it
includes spaces for both the sender’s and recipient’s
names plus a complimentary message.

TO

FROM

FOR

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

FUZZY
GRAM

Fold along
dotted line.

FUZZY
GRAM

FUZZY-GRAM FORM
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To implement a Fuzzy-Gram program for grades
three through twelve:

 • Duplicate a supply of Fuzzy-Grams (see illustra-
tion).

• Discuss, model, and role-play with your class
the writing of positive notes.

• Provide opportunities for sharing completed
Fuzzy-Gram messages, such as in small-group
discussions.

• Compliment and perhaps provide other reinforc-
ers for those who provide positive Fuzzy-Grams.

Adaptations. There are many variations of the
Fuzzy-Gram notes, and, of course, students can
create distinctive Fuzzy-Grams for the class. Varia-
tions include Gracias-Grams, Thank-You-Grams,
Boo-Grams for Halloween, Love-Grams for
Valentine’s day, Patty-Grams for St. Patrick’s day,
Bunny-Grams for Easter,  and Gobble-Grams for
Thanksgiving. Some student clubs have used vari-
ous Fuzzy-Grams to help raise money. For example,
one school club sold carnations (white carnations
signified, “I’d like to get to know you” while pink
or red signified, “I like you”) along with a Valen-
tine-Gram that the student would fill out, omitting
his or her name. A member of the club delivered the
carnation and Valentine-Gram. If, on the day of
delivery, a recipient wished to find out the name of
the sender, he or she had to pay the club a small fee.

Problems. It is not always easy to get students
to provide positive comments to one another.
Sometimes, particularly with elementary schoolchil-
dren, we have found it helpful to teach complimen-
tary words that they can use (e.g., athletic, brave,
cheerful, cool, cute, dependable, fair, friendly, fun,
good sport, helpful, honest, kind, leader, loyal, neat,
nice, polite, smart, strong, terrific, trustworthy, un-
derstanding, and so forth). We also have found it
helpful to incorporate a Compliment Meter program
to encourage and reward the class for writing

Fuzzy-Grams. Also, modifying the program into a
Secret Pal Game or an I-Spy program can some-
times be helpful. These programs are described in
the following sections of this chapter.

Advantages. Students begin to express their
appreciation more frequently in the classroom and
in other settings.  Motivated by mutual praise, they
notice the good things that their peers are doing.
Teachers report that they have fewer problems with
discipline and spend less time nagging and punish-
ing their students.

Compliment Meter
A Compliment Meter encourages students to

give one another Fuzzy-Grams. It looks like a ther-
mometer and can be drawn on a chalkboard or on a
chart (see following illustration). To implement a
Compliment Meter program:

• Draw a Compliment Meter on the chalkboard or
on a chart.

• Place numbers on it as in the illustration.

• Select with the class the special activities they
would like to earn (see Chapter 3 for ideas).

• Place the name of the activity opposite the num-
ber of fuzzy-grams given, as indicated on the
Compliment Meter (e.g., at 50 Fuzzy-Grams
there will be no quiz that day, at 150 they earn
an extra 20 minutes to play games, at 250 they
can have a popcorn party, at 350 they can watch
a video, at 400 the class has a field trip, etc.)

• Count the number of Fuzzy-Grams given out at
the end of each period or day and add the total to
the Compliment Meter .

• Provide each earned activity when the class
reaches the predetermined goal or number of
Fuzzy-Grams.
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400     Go on a field trip

350        Watch a video

300

 Have a popcorn
250     party

200

150

100

  50                    No quiz today

20 minutes
to play games

COMPLIMENT METER
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I’VE GOT A

SECRET PAL!

Some of the things that my
secret pal did this week that I liked:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

MY SECRET PAL

FOR THIS WEEK IS

        CUT

AND I’LL NEVER TELL WHO!

SECRET PAL FORM

Fold along
dotted line.

I’V E GOT ASECRET PAL!

Secret Pal Game
The Secret Pal Game is a variation of the Fuzzy-

Gram program in that it helps to ensure that all stu-
dents receive compliments. This game can be used
at any grade level, but with the early grade levels,
verbal rather than written praise may be used or the
students may draw pictures denoting complimentary
messages. To help increase the number of compli-
ments that each student receives, the Compliment
Meter, described above, can be combined with the
Secret Pal Game. To implement the Secret Pal
Game:

• Ask each student to place his or her name on
two slips of paper and place them into a con-
tainer, such as a hat or bowl.

• Ask each student to draw two names from the
container. If the student draws his or her own
name or the same name twice, he or she must
draw again.

• Duplicate a supply of Secret Pal forms (see fol-
lowing illustration).

• Discuss, model, and role-play with the class the
writing of positive notes.

• Explain that each student is to: keep the identity
of his or her secret pals a secret; watch the secret
pals and notice when they do something nice;
write on a form (see illustration) the nice thing
that each secret pal did; and place or keep the
forms in an appropriate location where others
cannot see them. (The teacher and the class can
decide how and when to deliver the forms. Some
teachers have had their students place their
forms in envelopes that have each student’s
name on them. The envelopes were located on a
large poster or bulletin board.)

• Ask the class to share the comments each re-
ceived. This can be done at the end of the week
or more often when the program is first initiated.
Each student also finds out the identity of his or
her secret pal. With some groups it may be nec-
essary to screen the notes before they are seen or
shared.
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I-Spy Game
The I-Spy activity, a variation of the Fuzzy-

Gram program, works well at the upper elementary,
intermediate, and in some high school classes (e.g.,
homerooms, psychology classes, or special educa-
tion classes). It is implemented similarly to the Se-
cret Pal Game:

• Ask each student to place his or her name on a
slip of paper and place the paper into a con-
tainer, such as a hat or bowl.

• Ask each student to draw a name from the con-
tainer.  If the student draws his or her own name,
he or she must draw again.

• Duplicate a supply of I-Spy forms (see following
illustration).

• Discuss, model, and role-play with the class the
writing of positive notes. The notes should be
specific, such as: participated in class discus-
sion, volunteered to help teacher, loaned a pen-
cil, or turned in homework on time.

• Explain that each student is to: keep the identity
of the student’s name drawn a secret; watch the
student and notice the date, time, and the posi-
tive behavior; write on a form (see following
illustration) the nice thing that the student did;
and place or keep the form in an appropriate
location where others cannot see it.

• Ask the class to share the comments each re-
ceived at the end of the week (perhaps more
often when the program is first initiated). Stu-
dents hand in the I-Spy cards, and the teacher
distributes the cards, after reviewing them, to the
“suspects.” The cards may then be read aloud in
class.

• Consider providing weekly prizes for the three
students who write the most positive comments.
Also, as in the Secret Pal Game, it is often better
to ask each student to draw two names so that
two peers will be providing positive feedback to
each student.

Outside of Form Inside of Form

I SPY

I CAUGHT MY SUSPECT
DOING THE FOLLOWING POSITIVE THINGS:

  DATE   TIME     BEHAVIOR

I-SPY FORM
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Summary and Discussion
This chapter has described classroom manage-

ment activities that can be used to create a positive
classroom environment that is conducive to learn-
ing. The focus of these strategies has been to teach
students how to behave, not how to punish or teach
students how not to behave. Each strategy that was
presented is easy to implement and helps to prevent
and reduce classroom problem behaviors. The ac-
tivities are not designed to address intolerable be-
havior problems such as violence, aggression, van-
dalism, or serious self-abusive behavior. When a
behavior must be stopped immediately, a punitive
procedure may need to be selected as discussed in
Chapter 2. However, punitive procedures should be
selected cautiously, as they have serious side ef-
fects.

Several programs were presented that can be
used for teaching peers to recognize one another
positively. However, in order to create and maintain
such a supportive classroom learning environment,
the teacher will need to model, cue, prompt, and
reinforce positive recognition. Once implemented,
these programs have major benefits:

• Students learn to identify and recognize the posi-
tive behaviors of their peers and teachers.

• Students receive praise for their own good be-
havior. This helps them to recognize what others
view as appropriate and admirable behavior.

• The classroom environment becomes more con-
ducive to learning.

When selecting one of the programs in this
chapter, remember that learned behaviors do not
change overnight. Do not give up too soon on a
program. However, it is important to recognize that
what works to motivate one student or group does
not work for all. Thus, anticipate that the programs
will need to be modified before, and sometimes
during, implementation to fit particular situations

and students. This will ensure better results. Also,
older students should be involved in modifying the
program to address their identified classroom is-
sues. When students are involved, they will feel
greater ownership of the program and learn how to
devise their own solutions to address issues of be-
havior—their own and that of others.

It is best, particularly when setting up a program
for an individual student, to base the program on the
purpose or function that the behavior serves. This is
explained in Chapter 8.
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SOCIAL SKILLS ARE VITAL  TO A STUDENT’S SUCCESS

in school and his or her ability to get along
with others. These are skills that allow the

student to interact positively with the teacher and
peers and to do well academically. A student with-
out appropriate social skills will not do well in
school. Social skill deficits are a root cause of many
adjustment problems.

All too often when a student does not demon-
strate appropriate social skills (e.g., the student does
not pay attention, persist on task, invite others to
participate, or assist a peer who requests help), the
teacher responds with punishment rather than an
effort to teach the deficit social skill. Punishment
does not teach the student how to behave, and when
social skill deficits are not addressed by teaching
replacement behaviors, the student continues to
have problems into adolescence and adulthood
(Sheridan, 1995). In other words the problem be-
haviors persist unless appropriate social skills are
taught to the child, adolescent, or adult.

One might ask, then, “Why is it that many stu-
dents demonstrate appropriate social skills while
others do not?” In some home environments chil-
dren are not given puzzles or encouraged to engage
in activities that help them learn persistence on task.
Similarly, some children are not read to or encour-
aged to participate in family discussions or other
activities in which they could learn to pay attention.

Or, to put it another way, some children have not
experienced an environment that has taught them
critical social skills.

The goal of social skills training is to teach stu-
dents socially acceptable behaviors that will result
in natural recognition and acceptance (reinforce-
ment) from their teachers, classmates, and others.
As will be discussed in Chapter 8, the problematic
behavior that a student engages in meets a need or
serves a purpose for that student. The task is to dis-
cover the purpose and teach positive alternative
behaviors that will satisfy that purpose more effec-
tively. How, then, might social skills training be
approached?

Two Major Social Skill Areas
The two major areas of social skills that influ-

ence academic performance are: academic survival
skills and peer relationship skills. They are dis-
cussed below:

Academic Survival Skills
Academic survival skills include the following

social skills:

• Persistence on the task

• Eyes directed toward the teacher when the
teacher is talking or demonstrating
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• Compliance with the teacher’s requests and di-
rections

• Requesting help when needed

• Raising hand and waiting for permission before
asking questions

• Requesting feedback over appropriately spaced
intervals

• Nodding to communicate understanding

• Providing appreciative feedback or approval
(“Thank-you,” “Oh, now I understand,” smiles)

• Greeting the teacher

Many of these skills serve as building blocks on
which classroom learning occurs. Students cannot
survive academically or obtain good grades if they
have deficits in a number of these skills.

Peer Relationship Skills
Critical peer relationship skills include the fol-

lowing:

• Says “Hi” or “Hello”

• Introduces self by name

• Asks questions about the other student (name,
likes, and so forth)

• Identifies common interests and discusses them

• Shares something about self

• Provides compliments and specifies what is
being complimented

• Asks for permission

• Shares objects with others

• Assists others who desire assistance

• Introduces others

• Invites others to participate

• Smiles

• Cares for physical appearance or grooming

• Takes turns with preferred items

Students who are popular usually have most of
these skills, while students who tend to be rejected
by their peers do not. Students who feel rejected by
their peers usually do not find school a pleasant,
reinforcing place to be.

Steps in Teaching Social Skills

Identify Missing Skills (Deficits)
There are two major ways of identifying defi-

cits: observation and rating scales.
Observation. One can often determine social

skill deficits through classroom observations. Some-
times the social skills that students need training in
are very obvious, as when certain students consis-
tently fail to pay attention: The students may fail to
look at the teacher during instruction, and their
questions or answers are irrelevant to the lesson.
One also can observe the behavior of students who
appear to have good social skills to obtain an idea of
which behaviors are desirable in the classroom and
with peers. Some social skill deficits, however, are
more difficult to identify. It may be helpful to re-
view a social skills inventory, or rating scale, to
become more sensitized to the behaviors to observe.
Still, there will probably be times when it is not
possible to determine the deficit through observa-
tion alone. In those cases you should consider using
a social skills rating scale.

Rating scales. There are many inventories
available; however, parts of two are included here
for illustration. The first, an illustrative rating scale
developed by McGinnis and Goldstein (1997) for
students to fill out, is provided in Figure 5.1. The
second, a rating scale developed by Sulzer-Azaroff
and Mayer (1994) that the teacher and the student’s
parents can fill out, is provided in Figure 5.2. An-
other option is to prepare your own rating scale to
target a specific social skill area. For example, you
might want to focus on the peer relationship or aca-
demic survival skills previously mentioned.

Once the inventory is selected, anyone who
knows the students well can fill out the rating scale.
In addition, it is best to have the students fill out the
inventory themselves (if they are old enough or
functionally able) because, if they perceive a need
to learn a new behavior, they will more likely use
the behavior in new situations (McGinnis and
Goldstein, 1997). Items, or social skills, that are
rated low should be selected for possible interven-
tion.
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Figure 5.1: RATING SCALE FOR STUDENTS

INSTRUCTIONS:

Each of the questions will ask you about how well you do something.
Next to each question is a number.

Circle number 1 if you almost never do what the question asks.

Circle number 2 if you seldom do it.

Circle number 3 if you sometimes do it.

Circle number 4 if you do it often.

Circle number 5 if you almost always do it.

There are no right or wrong answers to these questions.
Answer the way you really feel about each question.

1. Is it easy for me to listen to 1 2 3 4 5
someone who is talking to me?

2. Do I tell people thank you for 1 2 3 4 5
something they have done for me?

3. Do I have the materials I need for my 1 2 3 4 5
classes (like books, pencils, paper)?

4. Do I finish my schoolwork? 1 2 3 4 5

5. Is it easy for me to start a conversation 1 2 3 4 5
with someone?

Figure 5.2: RATING SCALE FOR TEACHER AND PARENTS

When in situations in which the following Never Seldom About More Always
would be desired, the individual— half the often

time than not
B. Initiates social contact as evidenced by:

2. Introducing self by name.      1     2     3     4      5
4. Asking questions about other person      1     2     3     4      5

(name, likes, and so forth).

H. Handles teasing as evidenced by:
1. Ignoring it.      1      2     3      4      5
2. Making a joke of it.      1      2     3      4      5

K. Responds positively to teacher as evidenced by:
2. Providing verbal feedback that is      1      2     3      4      5

appreciative or approving (e.g.,
“Thank you,” “Oh, now I under-
stand,” and so forth).

9. Complying with the teacher’s  requests.      1      2     3      4      5
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Select the Skill to Be Taught
(Replacement Skill)

Replacement skills are the appropriate alterna-
tives that will replace the problem behavior.  For
example, in place of not paying attention, the stu-
dent is to look at the teacher during instruction and
provide relevant questions and answers: paying
attention.  (Additional examples can be found by
reviewing the rating scales.)  When selecting the
replacement skill, give choices to the student. The
final selection should meet the following criteria:

• Works as well or better than the problem behav-
ior in communicating or meeting the student’s
needs

• Serves as an acceptable alternative to the prob-
lem behavior

• Is supported by the student’s teachers, friends,
and family

• Builds a positive reputation for the student

Measure and Evaluate the Behavior
Measuring the behavior is helpful if you want

evidence of the effectiveness of your social skills
program.  A simple means of measuring the social
skill is to tabulate daily how often the replacement
and/or problem behavior occurs during three to ten
days before  implementing the training. If the prob-
lem behavior occurs frequently, rather than counting
throughout the day, the behavior’s occurrences can
be tabulated during a 20- to 30-minute segment of
the day in which the behavior is typically at its
worst. Then, once the instructional intervention
begins, continue to tabulate the occurrence of the
problem and replacement behaviors in the same
manner and during the same time segment used to
record them prior to intervention. Next, compare the
rate of occurrence prior to intervention with that
during intervention to see what effect the interven-
tion program has possibly had on the instructed and/
or problem social skills. For example, Demian
yelled out answers during math on the average of
twice per period. However, once intervention began,
his yelling out decreased to zero, while hand raising
increased.

 Another means of measuring the behavior, if
you are using a rating scale, is to administer the
rating scale again after the social skills training
program and compare the pretraining rating to the

post-training rating of the skills taught. This method
is certainly a more subjective method than directly
observing the effects of the program, but it can tap
consumer satisfaction, which is an important ele-
ment in judging the success of any educational pro-
gram.

Design and Conduct the Program
Informal methods. There are several informal

methods of teaching social skills during regular
classroom activities. These include:

• Involve the student in selecting the skill.

• Ensure that the selected skill will be supported
in a variety of settings.

• Request specific skills: “Look at me while I’m
talking, so I’ll know that you are paying atten-
tion.” And then, of course, praise the student for
looking at you. (This particular request may be
uncomfortable for students who come from cul-
tures that stress not making eye contact as a
form of respect. In such situations it can be help-
ful to teach students in which social/cultural
situations eye contact would be appropriate and
not appropriate. By so doing, you can increase
the number of social situations in which the
students can interact effectively.)

• Catch and reinforce students for engaging in the
desired social skill. This incorporates modeling,
in that others see their classmates being rein-
forced for the desired social skill (see Chapter
4), and it strengthens the students’ desired social
behaviors.

• Teach the skill in a variety of settings with a
multitude of people.

• Incorporate classroom motivational programs,
described in Chapter 4, to help motivate students
to begin practicing the desired social skills.

• Gradually thin out and eliminate special conse-
quences.

If there is someone on the school staff who does
social skills training (e.g., a counselor or school
psychologist), consider referring students for that
service. This has the advantage of providing stu-
dents with more intensive training in the selected
social skills. However, such training outside of the
classroom can only be successful if the classroom
teacher also implements the above informal meth-



41

ods. Social skills learned in the counselor’s office
must be supported (reinforced) in the classroom if
they are to continue to occur in the classroom. It is
important to keep abreast of what skills are being
taught in the social skills training group to reinforce
the use of the skills in the classroom. (An alterna-
tive to referring students would be to request class-
room consultations for help in designing effective
interventions that support targeted social skills.)

Systematic methods. Some teachers like to
teach social skills more systematically and make the
training part of their classroom activity. Social skills
may be taught in many different ways. No one
method appears to be considerably better than an-
other. For those who would prefer to use commer-
cially prepared social skills training programs, sev-
eral sources are provided at the end of this chapter.
For those who prefer greater flexibility and like to
create their own programs, the basic steps to sys-
tematically teach social skills are as follows:

• Schedule time for social skills training.

• Describe the purpose and benefits of the training
to the students (e.g., overcoming deficiencies;
learning to relate to others better; making friends
more easily; or changing how teachers, parents,
or peers treat you).

• Involve students in the selection of the incen-
tives or reinforcers (if any are being used).

• Involve students in the selection of the skills and
scenarios to be discussed.

• Put on the board or chart the social skill the class
is working on.

• Discuss the behavior with the class. What does it
consist of, or how do you do it?

• Develop with the class the components of the
social skill and list them on the board or on a
chart. For example, the components for follow-
ing the teacher’s instructions might include:
listen carefully, ask questions if there is anything
you do not understand, repeat the instructions to
yourself, and do what you have been asked to
do. In rewarding yourself, determine if you have
done something that deserves a reward, decide
what you can say and do to reward yourself, say
it, and do it.

• Discuss with the class when to use the skill and
when not to use it; e.g., hand raising can be used
in the classroom during discussions or when you

have a question but not on the playing field. This
becomes particularly relevant when teaching an
academic survival skill such as prompting the
teacher for reinforcement. The students must be
taught to spread their cueing across the work
period rather than bunching it up at the begin-
ning or at the end. It is helpful to give them
some idea as to when to cue: after about a page
is completed without many mistakes, or after
working carefully for a period of time. For ex-
ample, after they finish a page of work, or work
for a period of 20 minutes, they then might cue
the teacher with such comments as “How’s
this?” or “Look at how much I’ve done” or “Am
I doing this correctly?”

• Select two to three classmates as models to dem-
onstrate the social skill with other students in the
class. The models must be competent in the so-
cial skill and be well liked—friendly and coop-
erative with their classmates.

• Select real-life situations with the models for
their role-playing demonstrations; e.g., the
model complies with typical instruction given by
the teacher or the model rewards self after doing
well on an exam by complimenting self and
renting some videos.

• Use techniques for enhancing the likelihood that
classmates will imitate the models’ behavior:
Praise each model’s behavior, provide incentives
(if using them), and prompt other group mem-
bers to positively recognize the behavior; reem-
phasize the purpose and benefit of the specific
skill and discuss how it relates to the students’
lives; keep the modeled performance simple or
easy to imitate; and point out similarities among
models and classmates.

• Request each student to role-play the modeled
social skill. Place students in groups of about
three each. Do not place students together who
have a history of fighting or who are silly and
goof off when they are together.  Praise good
role playing, provide incentives, if you are using
them, and prompt others to positively comment
on the episode.

• Watch carefully for mistakes. Models may help
in this activity. Demonstrate and have the stu-
dent practice one subskill, or component, at a
time before again attempting the more complex
skill. Be sure to positively acknowledge the
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attainment of each subskill and any improve-
ments.

• Continue to role-play until response fluency is
achieved. Response fluency has been achieved
when the social skill occurs easily without
thought or effort.

• Assign practice, after response fluency is
achieved, in a variety of settings or situations.
Have students determine (write down if able)
where, when, and with whom they will try the
skill and how they will reward themselves after
performing the skill.  Also, after the students
have completed the assignment, have them write
down what they did, what reactions they ob-
served, and how they rewarded themselves.

• Reinforce students for completing practice as-
signment. (Reinforcers and programs from chap-
ters 3 and 4 can be used to help motivate
students in practicing their social skill.) Prompt
students to use the social skill in situations in
which they should be using it but are not.

• Incorporate discussion of skills into the curricu-
lum through films and books.

• Encourage parents, peers, and other teachers to
look for and reinforce the newly learned social
skills.

Summary and Discussion
To achieve success in school, students must

have a variety of social skills. Students who have
not learned appropriate social skills tend to have
more difficulty with peer relations, misbehave more
often, and do worse academically. This chapter de-
scribed several approaches for teaching social skills.
Social skills training places the emphasis on teach-
ing, not on punishing, and constructive alternatives
to problem behavior are identified and taught.

Because of the critical nature of many social
skills, we no longer can ignore them or assume that
our students have learned them. Social skills need to
be recognized as an integral part of the curriculum,
and their acquisition no longer should be left to
chance. You now have the knowledge to teach them.
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INSTRUCTION INVOLVES THE TEACHER, THE

curriculum, and the student. Problems can stem
from any one of these factors. Instructional

strategies that address the individual student’s
learning needs will facilitate the student’s learning,
prevent behavior problems, and provide the student
with opportunities to succeed. Part of the teacher’s
role is not only to motivate students but also to
provide them with successful experiences, reinforce
their progress, and increase their interest in
learning.

Difficulties in learning may be the result of a
mismatch between the curriculum and the student,
or the instructional method and the student. As
pointed out in Chapter 1, these academic difficulties
can result in academic failure experiences for the
student, which are a primary cause of problem be-
havior. In addition, Chapter 8 emphasizes that one
reason behavior problems persist is that they allow
the student to escape from or avoid difficult assign-
ments or classroom failure experiences. The use of
varied instructional strategies will help prevent and
remediate poor academic performance, and thereby
reduce behavior problems.

A number of different strategies will meet the
different needs of diverse students and their teachers
and help prevent boredom. They will also help pre-
vent teacher burnout. The teaching strategies and
materials selected must be appropriate to the learn-
ing objectives and the student’s level of functioning

(skills and abilities), learning style, and motivation.
It is important that the teacher identify what it is
within the classroom or instructional material that is
causing the student difficulty in order to determine
which instructional approaches might be best to use.
Effective teaching practices require that teachers
constantly monitor and adapt instruction and materi-
als to fit the learning needs of students.

Selecting Instructional
Strategies

The California Department of Education re-
cently (1998) issued a call for higher standards and
comprehensive services that enable all students to
attain rigorous content and academic performance
standards. The call places an emphasis on effective
curriculum and instructional strategies. This chap-
ter presents several ways of adapting instruction and
materials to fit the learning needs of students. More
specifically, we present numerous instructional
strategies for determining and addressing students’:

• Sensory learning styles

• Motivation

• Anxiety

• Social skill deficits

• Academic skill deficits

• Self-management of learning skills

CHAPTER 6

INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES
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In addition, numerous general instructional sug-
gestions are included to help provide students with
successful experiences and increase their interest in
learning.

Students’ Sensory Learning Style
There are three major sensory learning styles:

visual, auditory, and tactile/kinesthetic. Some stu-
dents learn more rapidly when taught through one
or more of these modalities. As materials are pre-
sented in the classroom using visual, auditory, or
tactile/kinesthetic methods, note how different stu-
dents in the classroom grasp the concepts under the
various conditions. Such observation will help de-
termine the best means of teaching (i.e., which sen-
sory modality to emphasize) various students in the
classroom. Generally, a combination of these mo-
dalities will be successful with more students than
just relying on one or two modalities. This strategy
can also encourage students to strengthen an area
that may not be a preference. Let’s briefly look at
various instructional activities that address each
sensory learning style.

Visual (Learn by Seeing.)

• Display key concepts (charts, tables, bulletin
boards).

• Use visual practice activities (look and say, re-
copy, fill in blanks).

• Develop/use visual support materials (pictures,
flash cards, outlines, films, TV).

• Provide directions in written form.

Auditory  (Learn by Listening.)

• Verbalize information (lectures, verbal instruc-
tions, verbal questions, discussion groups).

• Use other auditory approaches (tape recorders,
group readings).

Tactile/Kinesthetic (Learn by Doing.)

• Encourage movement (centers, work groups).

• Provide hands-on activities (touch, move, con-
struct).

• Encourage creativity (students develop own
bulletin boards, notebooks, and/or calendars).

Males tend to be more visual and tactual/kines-
thetic and need more mobility than females do
(Dunn, Beaudry, and Klavas, 1989). Females tend

to be more auditory in their learning styles (Dunn,
1998). The younger the student, the more tactual/
kinesthetic their learning style is likely to be. As
students get older, the more their auditory and
visual modalities develop.

Students’ Motivation
Some students do sloppy and/or incomplete

work, and some do not do their work at all. This
could be caused by a lack of motivation. When a
student is not performing as anticipated, motivation
should be among the first factors checked out be-
cause of the ease with which this factor can be de-
termined. A low level of motivation can be checked
out by providing the student the assigned task under
heavy incentives (selected based on the guidelines
presented in Chapter 3). For example, the teacher
might present a student with an assignment (with
the answers removed) on which he or she did poorly
and say, “If you are able to get at least X correct (80
percent), then I’ll treat you to a cola, extra time on
the computer, or we can play ___ or ___.” If the
student succeeds at the task, then the problem
would appear to be motivational. Continue to pro-
vide the incentives, pairing them with praise, recog-
nition, and emphasizing the student’s accomplish-
ments. Gradually, phase out the more intrusive
incentives or reinforcers and continue to stress the
student’s improved competence and accomplish-
ments. If, however, the student fails the task, you
might want to check out the possibility of high anxi-
ety, a lack of academic survival skills (or academic
skill deficits) and apply the strategies suggested
under the appropriate causal factor.

Students’ Anxiety
A high-anxiety level can interfere with learning

and the student’s completion of assignments. Ob-
serve the student for anxiety indicators (e.g., trem-
ors, muscular tension, and so forth), and reduce the
amount of work assigned. For example, rather than
requesting that 20 to 40 problems be solved, request
that two or three be solved under incentive condi-
tions. If the student correctly solves the problems,
gradually increase the number of problems as-
signed, frequently pointing out the student’s accom-
plishments and quality of work. If the student fails
this task, the problem may be due to a lack of aca-
demic survival skills or a skills deficit. However, if
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a high-anxiety level is suspected, confer with the
counselor, school psychologist, and the parents. It
may be necessary to discuss the possibility of coun-
seling or psychological services. If it is decided to
refer the student for counseling or psychological
services, be sure to establish close communication
with the person providing the services for the stu-
dent.

Social Skill Deficits
A major reason for poor academic performance

can be a lack of one or more of the social skills
discussed previously in Chapter 5, “Teaching Social
Skills.” Review Chapter 5 for ways to address so-
cial skill deficits.

Academic Skill Deficits
If you suspect an academic skill deficit, examine

the student’s written work and identify mastered
concepts and errors. Look for problems of inconsis-
tent accuracy, slow responding, and consistently
made or repeated errors. These problems can be
addressed by matching your verbalizations and in-
structional materials to the student’s level of under-
standing.

Inconsistent Accuracy

If inconsistent errors are discovered, the source
of the problem might be insufficient prompting,
practice, and feedback. To correct this situation,
provide the student with increased opportunities for
active practice with the curriculum materials. Pro-
vide immediate feedback for his or her active re-
sponding. It is important to provide opportunities
for positive feedback of correct answers and to cor-
rect errors immediately rather than allowing stu-
dents to practice the wrong answer.

Combine high levels of student engagement
with immediate feedback on student performance to
promote students’ accurate academic achievement
in the classroom. There are a number of ways to
promote accuracy through active student responding
along with immediate feedback. The following de-
scribes how to use several of the more effective
methods. Note that all these methods involve mod-
eling the skill, prompting its occurrence, and pro-
viding feedback or error correction.

Response cards. Provide blank, laminated cards
and instruct the students to write the answers to

questions during group instruction in math, spelling,
or other content lessons (after correct answers have
been modeled or taught). The students hold up their
cards with their answers on them. Next, scan the
cards and provide feedback to the students. (Be sure
the feedback is respectful and constructive, not
negative nor demeaning.) Response cards have been
shown to be more effective in raising quiz scores in
elementary and secondary school classrooms than
the use of the traditional hand-raising method to call
on individual students (Cavanaugh, Heward, and
Donelson, 1996; Narayen and others, 1990). These
cards also have helped increase on-task behavior of
disruptive, off-task students (Gardner, Heward, and
Grossi, 1994).

Choral responding. Request that all students
respond verbally in unison to answer questions or
imitate responses. If any student appears to have
difficulty, assist that student. Choral responding has
been shown to be more effective in improving
learning rates than the use of a more traditional
method of instruction in which the teacher praises
students for paying attention and asks the same
number and type of questions of individual students,
while calling on those who raise their hands (Ster-
ling and others, 1997).

Flash cards. Use flash cards with a small group
of students, or pair students to practice accurate
responding. (Each flash card has the answer on the
back.) The instructor, or classmate, praises the
student’s correct answers (e.g., says “correct” or
“right,” “good,” “you’re doing great!” and so forth)
and corrects errors. A simple error correction proce-
dure is to say, “No, the correct answer is
________.” Then have the student provide the cor-
rect answer after hearing it.

Peer tutoring. Peer tutoring engages students
and provides the student with meaningful feedback.
It readily promotes generalization and maintenance
of learning across settings (e.g., different class-
rooms or in the home), times of day, and following
program termination. Not only do the students’
skills increase but so do those of the tutors. Class-
room behavior problems have been shown to de-
crease and interpersonal relations improve among
all students, including racially and ethnically differ-
ent students, and between those with and without
disabilities. Peer tutoring has been used in preschool
through higher education. Students have helped one
another learn colors, shapes, language, math facts,
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social skills, reading skills, social studies, calculus,
and many other skills.

If you want to set up a successful peer tutoring
program, work out the routine clearly in advance.
All participants should know who is to do what,
where it will take place, with whom they will be
working, what materials will be used, how long it
will take place, what to expect, and the purpose of
the lesson. When teaching peers to tutor, Green-
wood and colleagues (1988) suggest the tutors:
“Provide the tutee (a) repeated opportunities to re-
spond (e.g., task trials presented by tutors); (b) im-
mediate feedback and consequences (e.g., placing a
flash card on a pile or verbal praise); (c) remedial
prompts for incorrect responses (e.g., No, the word
is spelled C A T, write it three times); and (d) tutor-
collected data (number of points earned by the
tutee).”

Tutors need to be carefully trained and super-
vised as well as reinforced for carrying out their
roles. They have to be taught to:

• Cue or instruct without overprompting, by not
providing extraneous hints.

• Assess and score performance accurately.

• Role-play and model.

• Be friendly.

• Praise, deliver rewards, and correct errors.

The progress of the tutors and learners should be
monitored and evaluated regularly to ensure that the
tutors are doing as instructed and that the learners
are progressing as anticipated. If not, the necessary
corrections or feedback will need to be imple-
mented (e.g., correct and provide more frequent
feedback to tutors, change difficulty level of mate-
rial or learner objective). In addition, Sulzer-
Azaroff and Mayer (1991) point out that it also is
important to:

Resist the temptation to involve students as
tutors when the activity can no longer be
justified as educationally advantageous for
them, as in the case of too many repetitions
of instruction in the same content. Once
tutors have become very fluent with and have
sufficiently generalized concepts and skills,
they deserve to progress to material more
advanced for them. (p. 203)

In summary, to set up a tutoring program,
Sulzer-Azaroff and Mayer (1991, pp. 202-203) sug-
gest that the following steps be implemented:

• Plan the program.

• Train tutors.

• Select and adapt curricula and materials.

• Supervise tutoring sessions.

• Reinforce tutoring.

• Evaluate progress.

• Revise procedures as necessary.

There are manuals available to help guide you in
setting up tutoring programs. Several are listed at
the end of this chapter.

Slow Responding

Once an examination of the students’ written
work determines that the student is accurate but
slow in responding, the next step is to help him or
her to perform the skill fluently . A performance is
fluent when it is well practiced, effortless, flowing,
and accurate. There are four major reasons for
achieving fluent performance. Research has recently
shown that fluent performance, like overlearning,
results in:
• Increased task endurance (i.e., students who are

fluent with the task are less likely to be dis-
tracted and are more likely to engage in the task
for extended periods of time without tiring)

• Improved student performance on related, more
complex skills (e.g., 4 x 8 = 32 will be useful in
the future with long division)

• Improved long-term and short-term retention

• A greater likelihood that the learned skill will
occur at other times and in other situations

To increase fluency, provide extra opportunities
for practice, while offering incentives to students
for beating their last score. Teach the skill and re-
quest practice during different times and situations.
In other words, fluency is enhanced by strategies
that incorporate practice and reinforcers for rapid
responding. Do not just provide boring, rote drill
activities. Try to challenge the students to beat their
previous times for answering a question, solving a
problem, or completing an assignment. For ex-
ample, some teachers have used Quick Draw Math
to promote fluency in number facts.
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To play Quick Draw Math, each student writes a
different number (0 to 12) on one of 13 separate
index cards. Two students are chosen to begin the
game. Each takes one of the cards, concealing it.
They stand back to back, approximately two feet
apart at the front of the room. When the teacher
says, “Draw,” the two students turn around and face
each other, showing the number each has chosen.
The first student to respond with the correct sum (or
product) remains at the front of the class. The loser
sits down. The winner then chooses another student,
alternating boys with girls (or a student could draw
a name out of a hat), to challenge. Some teachers
like to break the class into teams of four or five
students to play the game. However it is played, it
does introduce a challenge and encourages the de-
velopment of fluency.

Consistent Errors

Repeated errors can be due to at least two fac-
tors: The student may not have learned one or more
components of the skill being taught, or the task is
not appropriately matched to the student’s skill
level; i.e., it is too hard.

Addressing missing skill components. As you
review the students’ written work, note the presence
of any consistent problems at some juncture of the
sequential steps. For example, with double-digit
multiplication problems, do they forget to hold a
place for the zero? Do they forget to carry? With
writing skills, are there specific rules that are con-
sistently violated? Component skills that have not
been learned accurately will need to be taught be-
fore more complex skills can be acquired.

Addressing a mismatch between the assignment
and students’ skills. When too many component
skills are missing, the assigned task is too difficult.
Adjustments must be made in the students’ assign-
ments to prevent failure. This will help students
continue to learn, continue to acquire knowledge,
and begin to experience success. The assignments
must change from teaching the skill that is too diffi-
cult for the student to teaching the subskills that the
student must know in order to eventually learn the
“difficult” or more complex skill. Supplementary
materials (e.g., teacher-developed worksheets,
manipulatives, visual aides, tape recordings, and so
forth) will need to be used. Help can sometimes be
obtained in meeting the students’ needs in this area
from district curriculum or resource specialists,

school psychologists, or sometimes from teachers
who teach at a lower grade or skill level.

Once in a while you may come across a student
who does not respond to the teacher’s best efforts to
help and appears to be functioning nowhere close to
the other students in the class. In these cases the
teacher should follow school procedure, such as
conferring with the school’s psychologist or student
study team, as to what further steps might be taken
to best assist this student to develop his or her po-
tential.

Self-management of Learning Skills
Teaching students to self-regulate their learning

can benefit them for the rest of their lives. These
skills help students to:

• Capitalize on their own learning-style strengths.

• Understand and learn new material or skills.

• Integrate the new information or skills.

• Use the knowledge or skills in different situa-
tions.

Thus, once students acquire self-management
skills, they are able to learn more on their own.
Perhaps this is why research shows that self-
management skills are related to increases in aca-
demic performance.

Students can be taught some of the many self-
management skills. The more common ones include
teaching students to select their own goals, monitor
and evaluate their own behavior, and select and
implement procedures for changing their own be-
havior.

Select Their Own Goals

Encourage students to formulate goals. Goals
give purpose and direction. They help to motivate
all of us to accomplish tasks. Goals can function as
a cue or reminder as to what we need to do. For
example, your long-term goal of becoming a teacher
certainly influenced your behavior. The short-term
goal of “Today I clean my room” is more likely to
result in the room getting cleaned than if there were
no such goal. Work with students to help them set
realistic, measurable short-term goals (e.g., “I’ll
spend 45 minutes on my reading assignments today
and at least 50 minutes tomorrow”) and long-term
goals (e.g., “I’ll get to school everyday this week on
time” or “I’m going to exercise for at least 30 min-
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utes, four days a week, for the next two weeks”). It
can be helpful, for example, to have students write
down their short- and long-term goals each day in
their journals (e.g., a topic might be what they want
to improve about themselves).

Monitor and Evaluate Their Own Behavior

When students monitor their own behavior, they
become more aware of it and are able to achieve
greater control over it. For example, to teach stu-
dents to achieve more control over what they ac-
complish when they have a variety of tasks to do
within a limited amount of time, have them list the
tasks in order of importance on a page and check off
each one as it is accomplished. Similarly, if they
need to learn to remain on task longer, have them
measure the amount of time they spend on an activ-
ity and see if they can increase it gradually. Or, they
can record if they were on time each day, their fre-
quency of remembering to raise their hand versus
blurting out, and so forth. When the student is moti-
vated to change in an environment supportive of the
change, the act of monitoring one’s own behavior
often results in improvement in that behavior.

Select and Implement Procedures for Behavioral
Change

Students need to learn to self-reinforce their
improvements and accomplishments. They can be
taught to compliment themselves (“I did it, good
job!” “I think I’m improving.”) and to select nice
things to do for themselves (e.g., have favorite des-
sert, go to a movie, watch TV, talk on the phone,
and so on) after they have improved or accom-
plished their goal, or a step toward that goal.

It also is helpful for students to learn to self-
instruct or to tell themselves what they need to do
each step of the way. For example, in double-digit
multiplication: “First, I multiply the 1’s times the
1’s, next I multiply the 1’s times the 10’s. I have to
leave a place for the zero. Now I multiply the 10’s
times the 1’s, 10’s times 10’s, and add the partial
products.” Self-instruction helps students to obtain
their goals, particularly as they are learning the
task (e.g., “To shift gears, first I press the clutch
pedal . . . ” “I first make a right at the stop sign, go
two blocks, then . . . ”).

Similarly, students can be taught to engage in
positive self-talk rather than in negative self-talk.
For example, after obtaining a low score on a test,

rather than telling themselves “I can’t do it” or “I’m
stupid,” they need to learn statements such as “I
have the ability to do better if I put forth more ef-
fort.”

Students also need to be taught how best to pre-
pare the environment to accomplish their goals. For
example, if you want to diet, don’t have your favor-
ite dessert in your house. If you want to study, try to
find a room free of distractions (i.e., no TV, phone,
and so on).

Additional Instructional
Strategies

The previous material focused on the diagnosis
and remediation of instructional/learning problems.
A number of other instructional strategies should
permeate all instruction, including:

• Minimize punishment and failure by selecting
learning activities and assignments for which
pupils have the preparation necessary to permit
them to succeed.

• Provide very clear guidelines to the students as
to what is expected of them regarding an aca-
demic assignment.

• Emphasize positive rather than only corrective
or negative feedback. Focus on correcting a few
skills at a time.

• Identify the potential functions of the perfor-
mance and capitalize on them eventually as
natural, intrinsic reinforcement. The ability to
read, for instance, permits students to be capti-
vated by a fascinating story, play enjoyable word
games, follow instructions for constructing a
bike, learn dramatic roles, and many other rein-
forcing activities. When teachers recognize such
functions, they can incorporate them within the
curriculum as early as possible. Similarly, the
natural function of writing is to evoke a response
from the reader and/or ourselves: to amuse,
guide, inform, or move emotionally. Thus, have
students write directions on how to use equip-
ment or on how to do something. Then, have
others try to do it. Have students share their
stories with the class and experience their class-
mates’ laughter following a funny story and so
on.
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• Take into consideration the student’s prior expe-
rience. Instructional materials are more success-
ful when they are based on the students’ prior
experiences. For example, when working with
students from varied cultures, Dunn (1996) sug-
gests that the teacher “use culturally relevant
reading materials that include ethnic characters,
deal with universal issues, and include settings
and experiences with which students can iden-
tify. In addition, expose children to the culture in
which they currently live in order to expand
their horizons” (p. 51). Be aware of using differ-
ent races and gender in history, art, and other
classes.

• Prepare students for the lesson. Introduce key
concepts first to improve motivation and under-
standing.

• Incorporate success into new assignments by
interspersing items that the students already
know or that are relatively easy. This strategy
not only results in encouraging students to com-
plete the assignment but also it promotes higher
levels of retention and fluency in that learned
skills are provided with practice opportunities.

Summary and Discussion
A variety of teaching strategies must be used to

meet the diverse needs of students. The use of var-
ied instructional strategies helps to prevent both
academic failure experiences and behavior prob-
lems. It is helpful to select instructional strategies
that address students’:

• Sensory learning styles

• Level of motivation

• Anxiety

• Social skill deficits

• Academic skill deficits

• Self-management of learning skills

Before asking students to work on an assign-
ment, be sure that the work builds on current skill
levels, that the key concepts have been reviewed,
and that the students show an understanding of the
material. The teacher should incorporate some pre-
viously learned material into the assignment for
several reasons: This method promotes retention,
develops fluency of the previously learned material,

and helps to make the current assignment appear
easier. (The students will find items interspersed in
the assignment that they can do easily, though not
yet to a level of fluency.) In addition, clearly com-
municate expectations in detail regarding the as-
signment. This will help to reduce confusion as to
who is to do what, where they are to do it, with
whom they can work, what materials they need,
how much time they have, and most importantly,
the purpose of the assignment.

When reviewing assignments, emphasize the
positive! To help accomplish this goal, the teacher
should focus on only a few skills at a time for which
to provide corrective feedback. This strategy can
help positive comments to occur more frequently
than negative comments. Plus, the students are more
likely to learn from the feedback and not feel over-
whelmed or defeated. Completed assignments need
to be followed as soon as possible by feedback and
reinforcement. It is important to identify the natural
function of the performance and try to provide that
reinforcement. For example, the natural function of
writing is to amuse, guide, inform, or to move the
reader or listener emotionally. Teachers can provide
opportunities for such natural reinforcers to occur
by encouraging parents and other students and
teachers to read and provide reactions (stressing the
positive). Selected students can read (or show, if a
drawing) their work to the class. Finally, the
performance’s natural function or reinforcers should
be identified and incorporated as part of the instruc-
tional lesson.
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C H A P T E R  7

COMMUNICATING WITH PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

STUDENT LEARNING IMPROVES WHEN TEACHERS

communicate with parents or caregivers on a
broad range of issues. Good communication is

central to cooperation and support. In recognition of
the importance of parent cooperation and support of
children’s education, the National Education Goals
2000 calls on every school to promote partnerships
that will increase parental participation in the edu-
cation of children. There are numerous ways in
which schools can increase parental participation in
their child’s education. This chapter looks at what
schools can do to foster positive parental involve-
ment through clear and frequent communication,
clarifying homework, behavioral contracts, parent-
teacher conferences, and home visits.

Clear and Frequent
Communication

Communicating clearly and frequently with
parents can help create situations that will assist
parents in working more closely with their child’s

“Parents and families are the first and most important teachers.

If families teach a love of learning, it can make all the difference

in the world to our children.”

Richard W. Riley, U.S. Secretary of Education

teacher to strengthen all learning, including devel-
oping a home environment in which learning can
take place. Here are some suggestions to promote
closer working relations between the teacher and
parents:

• Inform parents when they can reach their child’s
teacher and how. Is it preferable that they tele-
phone, write a note, set up a meeting, and/or use
e-mail? Is there a voice mail number that they
can use? What hours should they call? Should
they call the teacher at home or at school? Dif-
ferences in culture and/or language barriers may
make some parents less comfortable approach-
ing the teacher. In this situation it may be helpful
to get someone who can translate and help with
cultural differences to make an initial parent
contact with the teacher.

• Provide parents with a list of important numbers
that they can place by the telephone. These
might include the school’s main number, ab-
sence line, teacher’s contact number(s), voice
mail extension, counselor’s number, and the
numbers for other relevant school personnel.
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• Consider developing a parent telephone tree or
other structure to provide all families with cur-
rent information.

• Ask parents to use their first and last names
when leaving messages or when sending notes to
school to facilitate a quick response.

• Listen actively and reflectively during face-to-
face and telephone communications. Face-to-
face communication is best in that much of a
message is communicated nonverbally. Face-to-
face meetings provide the opportunity to pick up
on the nonverbal communication. In any event,
let parents know that they are heard and under-
stood. Paraphrase and summarize what they say.
If the teacher and parent speak a different lan-
guage, involve someone who can translate and
who can help with any cultural differences.

• Inform parents frequently about the good things
their child is doing. If parents only hear from the
school when there is a problem, the school for
them becomes a place to avoid. Some have bad
memories of school and feel intimidated when
discussing issues with school personnel. These
typically are the “no show” parents at parent
conferences and back-to-school nights. By in-
forming parents about what their child is learn-
ing and the accomplishments and improvements
their child is making, it becomes clear that you
care and are helping their child. Also, they will
more likely return a phone call and want to help
when a problem does come up. In general, it is
best that contacts with parents begin and end
with commenting on something positive.

• Make a special effort to communicate with par-
ents and caregivers who do not initiate contact
or are typically the “no shows.” Making these
parents feel welcome in the school is the first
step to improving communication. Also, when
there is little or no communication between par-
ents and teachers, both parties often interpret the
other’s lack of availability as being not con-
cerned about the child’s schooling and/or behav-
ior. In reality, however, the lack of availability is
usually due to work and/or family demands.
Making that extra effort to communicate, then, is
very important in that only a small percentage of
parents have personal problems so severe that
they cannot work with the teacher, given the
proper assistance (Olson, 1990).

• Learn about students’ family situations, lan-
guages spoken in the homes, cultural back-
grounds, and life-styles through open house,
luncheons, picnics, evening coffees, and home
visits. This can facilitate communication be-
tween the teacher and parents as the teacher
gains insight into the students’ home environ-
ments.

• Identify parents’ talents and interests. The
teacher might send a note home requesting infor-
mation about the type of jobs the parents have,
hobbies, or any other specific talents and inter-
ests that they might be willing to share with the
class. Be sure to specify that the purpose of the
requested information is to identify talents and
interests that can be shared with the class. Or, to
help collect this information, you might want to
request that your students interview their parents
as a homework assignment.

• Involve parents as assistants, specialized re-
sources, experts, and in other volunteer capaci-
ties to help the teacher and students. Be sure to
acknowledge and honor such participation.

• Make full use of options to enhance personal
communications. Visit homes, take advantage of
“pickup” and “drop-off” times for parents who
provide transportation; talk to parents when they
are on the school campus, send personal notes
home, and so forth.

• Inform parents about homework problems as
soon as they arise. Parents are best able to work
with the teacher and the child if they know about
the homework problem before report cards are
distributed. Some teachers have found it helpful
to have the homework assignment audiotaped on
an answer machine for parents.

Parent/Caregiver Involvement
with Homework

Parents should be informed as to how they can
be involved with their child’s homework. Chapter 2
discussed the difficulty level and the amount of
homework to assign and stressed the importance of
communicating with parents regarding homework
requirements and what they can do to help. Some
parents do not know how to help their child but do
want to be shown how they can help. Epstein (1986)
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found that 80 percent of the parents would spend
more time helping their child if they were shown
how. Adding to the confusion for parents is that
different teachers have different expectations. Also,
parent involvement needs to change as students
mature and can assume more responsibility. Not all
parents or caregivers can help with homework to the
degree that would be most beneficial. Some parents’
lives may be in turmoil, others are extremely busy,
while others do not place a high priority on home-
work. Parents and caregivers should not be expected
to know or teach specific information to their chil-
dren, particularly as their children get older. Home-
work, then, can have both positive and negative
effects, as summarized by Salend and Gajria (1995):

Positive Effects
• Can increase academic achievement

• Can improve students’ attitudes toward school

• Encourage students to learn outside of the class-
room

• Promote good study habits

• Involve parent in the educational process

Negative Effects
• Can promote negative attitudes

• Foster academic burnout

• Can provide opportunity for cheating

• Decrease leisure time

• Confuse parents, bringing disharmony into the
home

• Create more work for teachers

• Increase the differences between low- and high-
achieving students

Teachers should be aware of both the positive
and negative potential of homework. By carefully
monitoring potential effects, teachers can make
adjustments in homework assignments to help mini-
mize the negative and maximize the positive effects.

Homework Suggestions for Parents
Below are some suggestions to give to parents

on how they can be involved constructively with
their child’s homework.

• Set a regular time to do homework. Often, the
best time is as soon as the student arrives home
from school. However, the time selected must
work for the family. The most important thing is
to establish a family routine.

• Ask your child questions such as: (1) What’s
your assignment today? (2) Is the assignment
clear? (3) When is it due? (4) Do you need spe-
cial materials or help? For example, a trip to the
library, access to a computer, graph paper, or
posterboard. (5) Is it a long-term assignment?
For example, a term paper or science project.
For a major project, it might be helpful if you
suggest writing out the steps or making a sched-
ule with your child. (6) Would a practice test be
helpful?

• Remove distractions. Pick a fairly quiet study
area with lots of light and supplies close by. A
desk in the bedroom often works well, but a
kitchen table or a corner of the living room has
also worked just fine. Be sure the television is
off and other distractions are kept to a minimum.
It is usually best not to allow TV, phone calls, or
friends over until the homework is completed.
However, a small proportion of students do ap-
pear to work better when there is light music in
the background.

• Provide supplies and resources. The student
needs pencils, pens, erasers, writing paper, an
assignment book and/or calendar, book bag,
folders, and a dictionary. A computer is desir-
able. Encourage parents to check with the
teacher, the school counselor, or the principal if
they cannot provide their child with the neces-
sary supplies and resources.

• Look over the homework but do not do the
homework for your child. It is often helpful to
discuss the homework to allow the child to think
about what steps are needed to complete the
assignment.

• Review with your child the teacher’s comments
placed on the homework.

• Contact the teacher if there is a homework prob-
lem or need that you cannot resolve. Teachers
need to be flexible in scheduling meetings with
parents to discuss homework problems to ac-
commodate inflexible job schedules and other
demands.
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• Provide praise for good work habits and satis-
factory completion.

• Always communicate positive expectations to
your child.

A Strategy for Homework Problems
If a problem arises with homework, work out a

solution together with the parent/caregiver and stu-
dent. Counselors and school psychologists can also
assist with this problem. The strategy will depend
on what the problem is, how severe it is, and the
needs of the student. Here are some questions that
will help direct which strategy to use.

• Does the student need to make up work because
of absences? The first step might be to work out
a schedule with the student and parent as to
when certain papers will be due.

• Does the student need extra support? Many
students need encouragement, recognition, and
someone available to whom they can ask ques-
tions. If someone is not able to provide this type
of support, a mentor program in the community
might be able to provide it, with the student
being paired with an adult volunteer. Many good
mentor programs operate in schools, universi-
ties, community organizations, churches, and
businesses. Sometimes, too, schools offer peer
tutoring or after-school tutoring programs.

• Is there a lack of motivation to do the home-
work? Here try a daily report card system or
another motivational program described in
Chapter 3, based on the selection of effective
reinforcers and the function of the behavior (see
Chapter 8). Or, behavioral contracts can some-
times be helpful. Behavioral contracts, which the
parent/caregiver, student, teacher, and possibly
counselor or school psychologist agree to and
sign, are discussed and illustrated later in this
chapter. Again, though, the selection of the rein-
forcers used in the contract must be based on
their effectiveness for the particular student.

• Is there a lack of study skills? The student may
need to be taught how to organize the work by
setting goals and breaking the task down into
achievable steps. A lack of time-management
skills also may contribute to the problem. The
student may need to be taught how to schedule
his or her time and to remain on task for increas-

ingly longer periods of time. Teaching self-
control skills of self-monitoring, self-evaluation,
and self-reinforcement can be helpful here. See
Chapter 6 for a discussion of self-control skills.

• Is the homework too difficult for the student?
Chapter 2 pointed out that assignments need to
match the student’s skills. See Chapter 6 for
suggestions as to how to approach this situation.

• Might the student have a learning disability or a
handicapping condition, or is one suspected? If
a learning disability or a handicapping condition
is suspected, follow school procedure, such as
conferring with the school’s psychologist, or
student study team, as to what further steps
might be taken to best assist this student to de-
velop his or her potential.

When resolving homework problems, make sure
that the communication with the parents and/or
caregivers is clear. Follow up to find out how the
approach is working. If it is not working as antici-
pated, make sure that the approach is being imple-
mented as agreed to. Often, when a program is not
working, it is not being implemented as designed.
This situation needs to be corrected. If, the program
is being implemented as designed, then it is prob-
ably best to seek further assistance from the school
psychologist, counselor, or student study team. Per-
haps a different goal should be selected, a more
intensive functional assessment needs to be con-
ducted, or a different strategy needs to be used.

Behavioral Contracts
Most students who experience problems com-

pleting their homework lack motivational and orga-
nizational skills to accomplish the task. Behavioral
contracts can often assist in this situation. They also
can assist with behavior management problems. Not
only do such contracts help motivate and help teach
organizational skills to students but also they assist
students to develop the self-control needed for im-
proving a variety of behaviors, including the habit
of staying on-task.

Behavioral contracts stipulate goals (i.e., what
the student is to do) and procedures (i.e., how the
intervention, or reinforcement, will be imple-
mented) with clarity and detail. This ensures that
everyone involved (e.g., teacher, parents, student,
and perhaps counselor, psychologist, or principal) is
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aware of his or her mutual responsibilities and ben-
efits. To be effective, though, Sulzer-Azaroff and
Mayer (1994) point out that the parties to the con-
tract need to incorporate the following guidelines:

• Stress the positive. Emphasis must be placed on
what will be done, not on what should not be
done (e.g., Maria will turn in her completed
homework, or Tyrone will arrive to class after
recess on time).

• Request and reinforce small improvements. The
contract is designed to help the student succeed
regularly. Start where the student is and gradu-
ally increase the demand with subsequent con-
tracts. For example, with a student who is not
completing any homework, start with the subject
matter in which he or she does the best and
stipulate that it will be handed in for three days
in a row. Subsequent contracts can increase the
time and involved assignments.

• Clarify the terms of the contract. All involved
parties must know what is expected of them,
when, how, how much, and for how long. (See
following illustrative contracts.)

• Reinforce the goal behavior immediately. Imme-
diate reinforcement is important (see Chapter 3).
Immediate reinforcement for making the con-
tracted goal helps the student to discriminate that
meeting the terms of the contract will result in
reinforcement.

• Include an option to withdraw or modify the
terms of the contract. This is not always neces-
sary to include in the contract, but it needs to be
clearly understood by all parties. There are sev-
eral reasons why contracts might need to be
modified or terminated: (1) the selection of rein-
forcers may not have been adequate or a greater
variety might be needed; (2) the goal is deter-
mined to be too complex; or (3) all parties agree
that a contract is no longer necessary due to the
student’s continued improvement.

• Weigh benefits and costs for all participants.
Itemize the immediate and long-term academic,
personal, and social benefits to the student,
teacher(s), staff, parents, and the public. Also list
costs in terms of time, money, effort, and loss of
power or control. If the costs clearly outweigh
the benefits, modify the program to make it
more practical.
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Contracts can vary in format. They can range
from an oral agreement to an officially notarized
document. There is no ideal standard. Whenever
possible, students should be encouraged to help

design contracts. Several illustrations are provided
for your review. (See figures 7.1 to 7.3. Blank forms
are located in Appendix B.)

Figure 7.1
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Figure 7.2
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Parent-Teacher Conferences
Regular parent-teacher conferences (e.g., one to

three or more times a year, depending on the fam-
ily) are an essential building block of home-school
communication. They are a form of personal, face-
to-face contact and a time for listening and sharing.
Parents provide important perspectives and infor-
mation that can be extremely valuable to the
teacher, and teachers provide important information
and can explain their grading criteria and report
cards to the parent. Thus, parent-teacher confer-
ences can reinforce the idea of working as a team.

Moles (1996) points out that parent-teacher con-
ferences are successful when teachers and the
school system create a climate that invites collabo-
ration with parents. Creating this climate involves
effort and planning. The following tips by Moles
(1996) suggest ways that teachers can maximize the
effectiveness of parent-teacher conferences:

• Prepare for the conference by developing a con-
ference folder with samples of the student’s
work and any concerns and questions.

• Send a personal letter or make a phone call to
arrange the conference well in advance, outlin-
ing a specific but brief agenda that will interest
the parents (e.g., the progress of their child).

• Indicate that individual conferences are being
held with all parents and how important it is that
they attend.

• Encourage parents to review their child’s school-
work brought home and bring questions, con-
cerns, and comments to the conference.

• Confirm the conference date and time by letter.

• Create a comfortable and private physical envi-
ronment with enough adult-sized chairs (chairs
should be at the same level) and no desk separat-
ing teacher from parents.

During the conference there are several goals
for the teacher to accomplish. A goal that should
guide the conference, as well as all contacts with
parents, is that of establishing rapport. Show that
you care about what the parents have to say and that
you are listening by paraphrasing (i.e., rephrase into
your own words) their comments. Emphasize the
positive by pointing out the special qualities of their
child. Share a brief anecdote or story about their

child, if possible. Encourage the parents to ask
questions and share concerns. In other words, com-
municate that you care about their child and have
the child’s best interest at heart. As you do so,
though, anticipate and accept those parents who
advocate for their child. Do not interpret their advo-
cacy as belligerence or criticism. They just want
what they believe is best for their child.

Pick one or two areas for growth and improve-
ment to discuss with the parents. Do not discuss too
many areas in that the parents would likely become
overwhelmed. As these areas are discussed, involve
the parents in generating ideas and in creating solu-
tions.

Close the conference with active steps. These
should address:

• How will the parent(s), teacher, and possibly
counselor work together on identified concerns?

• What are the parents to do and how can the
teacher help them?

• What will the teacher do?

• What is the best way to keep in contact with one
another, when, and how frequently?

After the conference:

• Keep brief notes about the conference, including
any suggestions made and questions raised.

• Remember and/or address parents’ concerns.

• Contact other school staff where issues dis-
cussed involve their area of expertise.

• Follow through and keep parents informed of
any steps that you or other school personnel
have taken.

• Follow up with parents on actions that they were
going to take.

• Follow up the conference with a phone call or
note to all those with whom you met to show a
commitment to working as a team.

Whether the parent-teacher conference involves
an academic or behavioral problem, there are some
basic do’s and don’ts that should be followed when
trying to solve the problem with a parent. Walker,
Colvin, and Ramsey (1995, p. 280) summarize these
in Table 7.1.
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Table 7.1
Do’s and Dont’s of Problem Solving

Do Don’t
Step 1: • Stay calm. • Blame the parent.
State the • State the problem using • Go on and on.
problem. clear and specific words. • Use educational jargon.

• Start by taking some
   responsibility.

Step 2: • Stay calm. • Evaluate too soon.
Brainstorm • Be specific. • Be defensive.
solutions. • Generate many • Lecture.

   possible solutions. • Bring up the past.
• Stop thinking of new solutions

just because one sounds good.

Step 3: • Stay calm. • Ask parents to do things they can-
Evaluate • Talk about the future. not.
solutions. • Allow each person an equal say. • Skip advantages or disadvantages.

• Start small.

Step 4: Pick • Stay calm. • Leave without a solution to try.
a solution. • Combine solutions. • Give up.

Step 5: • Stay calm. • Blame parents for failures.
Write an • Take responsibility for
agreement. success of intervention.

• Be ready to try problem solving again.

Home Visits
Home visits can be a good way to (1) obtain a

better understanding of students’ behavior; (2) build
stronger relationships with parents and their chil-
dren; and (3) improve students’ attendance and
achievement. However, they should not be used to
replace parent-teacher conferences nor should they
be used to discuss students’ progress.

Obviously, each situation has to be evaluated
prior to a visit. Sometimes a teacher can team up
with other teachers or student services personnel as
appropriate to the situation. The teacher should not,
of course, place himself or herself in a dangerous
situation.

The teacher can send a letter home clearly stat-
ing that the intent of the 15- to 30-minute visit is

only to introduce the teacher and family members to
each other. The letter might suggest that the family
think of special things their children might want to
share with the teacher (e.g., home project, pet,
hobby, a drawing, their room, and so forth). Also,
include a form at the bottom of the letter that par-
ents can mail back to accept or decline the visit. A
phone call should be made to parents who do not
respond to the letter to reassure the parents that the
home visit is to get acquainted and not to evaluate
the student. And, of course, if the teacher does not
speak the parent’s language, a translator needs to
accompany him or her.

 It is best to schedule home visits early in the
year in order to better know what to anticipate and/
or how to best work with the student. Unfortunately,
home visits can be very time consuming. Teachers
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need the support of the administration if they are
going to try to do more than a couple of home visits.
This may mean, for example, that their schedules
might be adjusted so that they have the necessary
time.

Summary and Discussion
A student’s learning flourishes through mutual

partnership, respect, support, and interdependence
among the home, school, and community. Teacher-
parent relationships can be the most critical compo-
nent affecting the student’s learning. Thus, it is most
important to get to know the family and share the
accomplishment and improvements of the student.
When the major function of a parent conference is
to share negative information about behavior, aca-
demic performance, attendance, or progress without
“solutions,” communication with the home will
break down. It is important to show parents how
they can help their child with schoolwork at home,
to stress the positive, and to focus on possible “solu-
tions” for the student’s problem area(s).
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CLASSROOM DISRUPTIONS AND MISBEHAVIOR

should be minimized if the teacher has
established an effective classroom organiza-

tion; is appropriately using classroom management
strategies, including effective reinforcers; teaches
social skills that help students relate positively to
peers and do well academically; and employs in-
structional strategies tailored to the individual
learner—all of which have been discussed in the
preceding chapters. However, there are situations in
which students may continue to misbehave and do
not respond to general classroom management strat-
egies. In these instances, it is important to identify
the possible causes for the misbehavior and to select
interventions that more specifically address the
causes of the misbehavior. This chapter addresses
that endeavor.

All types of behavior are learned. Most behavior
serves a purpose, a goal, or fulfills a need; the same
could be said for misbehavior. When teachers take
the time to conduct a behavioral assessment to de-
termine that need, they can develop effective inter-
ventions and activities that truly improve the
student’s behavior and subsequently enhance his or
her learning opportunities. These teachers go be-
yond merely punishing students for misbehavior.
They search for probable causes and address them.

Some of the most common behavioral interven-
tions, unfortunately, historically have used punitive

C H A P T E R  8

BEHAVIORAL ASSESSMENT AND RELATED
INTERVENTIONS IN THE CLASSROOM

consequences, although much research indicates
greater success in changing negative behaviors
through positive strategies that specifically address
the causes of the misbehavior.

Punitive Approaches
Punitive approaches to misbehavior were once

considered the most effective means of reducing
students’ misbehavior. However, punitive ap-
proaches, such as reprimands, scolding, time-out,
penalties, and restitution, can foster other negative
behaviors and consequences. Some students re-
spond to punishment with aggression (e.g., vio-
lence, assaults, verbal abuse, or vandalism) or es-
capism, which is evidenced by leaving one’s seat,
tardiness, truancy, or dropping out. Punishment can
also lead to low self-concepts, negative attitudes
toward school, and other behavior problems. These
negative consequences of punishment have increas-
ingly attracted the attention of policymakers and
have resulted in restrictions or bans against physical
punishment across the United States.

In California any intervention with students that
is considered to be corporal punishment is illegal.
Statutes and case law provide specific examples of
activities that are no longer allowed in our schools:

• Corporal punishment that causes physical pain
(Education Code sections 49000–49001)
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• Use of sprays, toxic or otherwise unpleasant
sprays, mists, or substances near a student’s face
(Title 5, Section 3052 [l] [2])

• Denial of adequate physical comfort or access to
bathroom facilities (Title 5, Section 3052 [l] [3])

• Subjecting a student to verbal abuse, ridicule or
humiliation, or excessive emotional trauma
(Title 5, Section 3052 [l] [4])

• Locked seclusion (Title 5, Section 3052 [l] [6])

• Any intervention that deprives the student of one
or more of his or her senses (Title 5, Section
3052 [l][8])

• Requiring a student to remain in class during the
noon lunch intermission (Title 5, Section 3052)

• Requiring a student to remain in class during
any recess, unless there is an adopted governing
board policy that specifies reasonable rules and
regulations to authorize a teacher to restrict stu-
dents’ access to recess for disciplinary purposes
(Education Code Section 44807.5)

Recent research suggests that specific positive
reinforcement approaches are just as effective as the
more traditional punitive approaches, if the rein-
forcement approach addresses the purpose of the
problem behavior. This chapter focuses on how to
determine why a student is misbehaving in the
classroom and offers some hints on selecting appro-
priate interventions that address the causes of the
misbehavior.

Problem Behavior as a Form
of Communication

 When teachers assess external or visible results
that are associated with a student’s behavior, they
can begin to determine the communicative intent of
the behavior; i.e., what is the student requesting or
protesting through the display of the behavior?
Some students learn early that certain problem be-
haviors result in a response that lets them achieve a
goal. For example, a student who wants to avoid
taking a quiz in class that would reveal he or she did
not do homework may begin an annoying behavior
that results in him or her being sent to the office or
to time-out. Or the same student might engage in
the same annoying behavior simply because he or
she has not learned to request help in a satisfactory
manner.

Assessment to Determine
Causes of Misbehavior

Teachers, with the assistance of specially trained
professionals, such as school counselors and school
psychologists, can begin to assess causes of misbe-
havior if they focus on three analytical components:
behaviors, antecedents, and consequences. Examin-
ing these three components can lead teachers
through a comprehensive analysis of a student’s
misbehavior and result in appropriate interventions.
For example, by observing the specific misbehavior
that occurs, the events that lead to the misbehavior
(antecedents), and the results (consequences) that
the behavior produces, the teacher can eliminate
certain approaches and find alternative ways to
reinforce positive behavior. The following questions
are useful in that assessment:

• What factors in the environment influence the
behavior?

• Why is the behavior occurring at this time in this
situation?

• What does the behavior provide to the student?

• What is the goal or function of the behavior?

Behaviors
The teacher must first identify the behavior that

needs to be changed and the positive alternative
behavior that should replace the misbehavior. The
more accurate the description of both behaviors, the
more likely that the student’s behavior can be ad-
dressed. For example, Mike becomes aggressive
during a math lesson and he either hits other stu-
dents or throws objects at others. These behaviors
can be observed and counted, if necessary, to deter-
mine the frequency of the event. The teacher then
identifies a behavior that Mike should be able to do;
e.g., complete the math lesson without hitting his
neighbor and throwing paper across the room. The
positive behavior becomes the behavior goal that
also can be observed or counted. If the problem is
disruption to class discussions, the misbehavior
observed might be a student blurting out answers
without being called on and the desired positive
behavior might be the student raising his or her
hand and waiting for the teacher to call on him or
her for the answer.



67

Antecedents
In the next step of analyzing the misbehavior,

the teacher identifies what events usually lead to the
misbehavior and to the desired behavior. When the
teacher has the answers to the following questions,
he or she can better assist the student to respond to
situations in a more positive manner:

1. Under what circumstances does the student
engage in the misbehavior and in the desired
behavior?

2. Under what circumstances does the identified
misbehavior not occur? In those situations,
does the student behave in a positive or nega-
tive manner?

3. Does the behavior occur at specific times in the
day? If so, are there routine events that precede
the misbehavior?

4. Does the misbehavior occur only in the pres-
ence of certain people?

5. Does the misbehavior occur after certain
events that might occur in another setting (e.g.,
in the home, on the way to school, or during
recess or lunchtime)?

6. Does the misbehavior occur prior to or at the
same time as another behavior (e.g., working
on an assignment)?

7. Is the behavior related to a deficit in communi-
cation, social, or academic skills?

The answer to these questions might provide a
lead to understanding the precipitating antecedent
event(s) and identifying a successful intervention.

Consequences
If the teacher can identify what immediately

follows the misbehavior (i.e., consequences), he or
she can more easily determine what function the
misbehavior satisfies. Psychologists have deter-
mined that misbehavior can accomplish or lead to
specific, often unspoken goals or functions. These
functions include:

1. Escape or avoidance (Does the student want to
escape or avoid a specific activity or person?)

2. Attention (Does the student receive a height-
ened sense of recognition or attention from the
act?)

3. Material rewards (Does the student ultimately
receive items, access to activities, or food after
acting out? Are these material rewards items
the student actively seeks?)

4. Self-reinforcement (Does the student appear to
be comforted when he or she engages in repeti-
tive physical behaviors, such as rocking back
and forth, sucking a thumb, or twisting one’s
hair?)

The process of assessing behaviors can help
teachers identify which function or goal the student
is trying to achieve by engaging in the misbehavior.
After the teacher has determined what goal or func-
tion the student desires, these goals (e.g., attention)
can often be rearranged to be achieved through
more acceptable behavior.

Teachers must understand why a student misbe-
haves before they can develop and implement ap-
propriate interventions. When they are able to as-
sess the goal or function behind the behavior, they
can develop a response strategy that will lead to
new behavior. For example, in a situation in which
Nancy frequently leaves her seat, the teacher must
analyze if she leaves her seat to gain her teacher’s
attention. If that is so, the teacher might consider
ignoring the behavior and rewarding Nancy for
work performed while in her seat. If, however,
Nancy leaves her seat to avoid doing an assignment
that she finds too difficult, or if she leaves her seat
to talk to a friend, the same intervention would be
ineffective. The teacher needs to establish an inter-
vention that addresses the desired goal or function.
The same intervention does not always work on the
same outward behavior. What is important in main-
taining effective classroom management is assess-
ing the goals underlying the behavior. (Refer to
Appendix C for practice exercises in assessing a
student’s behavior.)

Selecting Interventions Based
on the Behavior’s Function(s)

Interventions that address the function behind
the misbehavior are more likely to effectively
change the behavior. The following section exam-
ines the common goals behind behaviors and pro-
vides possible interventions. Teachers, with the help
of their school’s support services team, can then
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identify the best interventions for a specific misbe-
havior.

Escape/Avoidance
Psychologists identify two items that prompt

escape or avoidance: (1) assignments, requests, or
tasks; and (2) social contacts. Students often use
misbehavior to avoid or have adults remove de-
mands, requests, or other situations or activities
they dislike. For example, a student who does not
do well in reading might respond to a reading as-
signment by engaging in aggression or complaining
of a stomachache or headache to avoid doing the
assignment. In other cases students engage in mis-
behavior when they receive attention from another
person. They have associated the attention they
receive from that individual with some form of pun-
ishment and, as a consequence, they misbehave to
get the person to leave them alone.

Possible Interventions. If the teacher deter-
mines that the goal behind a student’s behavior is to
escape or avoid a specific task, he or she might
consider the following possible interventions:

• Giving positive rewards for complying with the
assignment, request, or task.

• Initially removing or reducing the task demands,
followed by gradually increasing the task de-
mands once the student is achieving success.

• Teaching students how to seek help when they
are confronted with difficult tasks.

• Providing positive reinforcement for avoiding
the escape/avoidance behavior.

• Teaching alternative, acceptable ways of escap-
ing (e.g., short work breaks).

If the motive behind the student’s behavior is to
escape or avoid a specific person or group of
people, the teacher needs a different intervention.
For example, the teacher might have success in
changing the avoidance by pairing a strong rein-
forcer (e.g., food or special, fun activities) with the
person or group. This would help the social contact
to become less aversive and more positive for the
student. Teachers also might provide intensive rein-
forcement for social contact.

Cautions. In some instances, teachers uninten-
tionally reinforce the very behavior they consider
inappropriate by selecting an intervention that does
not address the function that the misbehavior serves.

For example, students who seek to escape or avoid
specific tasks, demands, assignments, or people are
reinforced for their misbehavior when they are as-
signed to time-out or the task or assignment is no
longer requested of the student. Jim screams when
requested to do a difficult assignment. The assign-
ment is terminated, or he is placed in time-out. Such
consequences result in his escaping or avoiding
tasks. Thus, if acting out leads to time-out, or re-
moval of the assigned task, a student who desires
escape or avoidance will learn that he or she can
achieve this by acting out.

Attention-Seeking Behavior
Some student misbehavior is motivated by the

need to gain attention in the classroom rather than
the need for escape/avoidance. Therefore, teachers
must assess carefully the goals behind the behavior
before selecting an intervention.

Possible Interventions. Teachers confronted
with students who seek attention might consider the
following interventions:

• Provide more frequent attention to the student
(thereby reducing the student’s need to act out to
get the attention).

• Withhold attention, if possible, at the time of the
inappropriate behavior.

• Teach and attend to alternative and acceptable
behaviors.

Cautions. When the goal or function underlying
the misbehavior is determined to be seeking atten-
tion, avoid using verbal reprimands and interrupting
or redirecting the student’s behavior. These strate-
gies can make the attention-seeking behavior worse,
because they provide desired attention and thereby
reinforce the behavior. Also, teachers should avoid
frequent time-out periods. Time-out should be used
as an intervention for serious misbehavior and as a
last resort, because of its punitive nature.

Material Rewards
Misbehavior also occurs when students want to

obtain access to an item or activity. For example,
young children may have a temper tantrum in the
classroom because they want a toy or other item. If
the teacher gives it to them, the tantrum has served
a purpose. The success in obtaining the item rein-



69

forces the misbehavior and teaches the child how to
obtain other desired items.

Possible Interventions. Teachers confronted
with students who seek material rewards, such as
food or activities, might consider the following
interventions:

• Teach or reinforce alternative behaviors to ob-
tain a desired item.

• Provide more frequent access to desired items
but not when the problem behavior occurs.

• Use penalties, fines, or time-out (isolation) only
in a limited manner.

Cautions. The student must be denied the item,
food, or activity that he or she is demanding. If the
misbehavior results in access to the item or activity,
the misbehavior will continue to occur.

Self-reinforcement Behavior
Some students, especially mainstreamed or

“fully included” special education students who
exhibit repetitive physical behaviors, may engage in
self-reinforcement. For example, these students may
rock back and forth, suck their thumb, wave their
hands in front of their eyes when sitting in front of a
light, rub their nose or ears, or scratch. Although
these behaviors are relatively rare, or more common
among students with special needs, teachers need to
identify appropriate interventions that help redirect
the student’s attention.

Possible Interventions. Teachers can assist stu-
dents who display repetitive behaviors that are self-
reinforcing by considering the following interven-
tions:

• Interrupt the student’s repetitive behavior (e.g.,
ask the student a question or direct the student to
do something).

• Help the student become engaged in an alterna-
tive activity that he or she enjoys.

• Reinforce the student when the problem behav-
ior is not occurring.

Cautions. Avoid withholding attention or plac-
ing the individual in time-out when self-reinforcing
behavior occurs. The individual is likely to continue
the self-reinforcement behavior while he or she is
being ignored in time-out.

Table 8.1, a revision of one developed by Mayer
(1996), presents the four functions and summarizes

some potentially useful and nonuseful interventions
for each function.

When to Assess Behaviors
Teachers cannot be expected to conduct in-depth

behavioral assessments on every student in the
classroom because of the amount of time required to
do a thorough analysis of the behaviors and under-
lying functions. Instead, teachers might reserve this
detailed assessment of misbehavior for students
who have not responded to the usual classroom
management strategies. (Refer to Appendix C for
practice exercises in conducting classroom behav-
ioral assessments.) Sometimes, teachers’ observa-
tions will offer an initial clue as to how to vary
classroom management techniques and help stu-
dents develop responsibility for acceptable class-
room behavior. At other times, teachers will have
the need for a more thorough assessment. Teachers,
of course, should take advantage of every possible
support system when they assess misbehaviors in
the classroom. In collaboration with the school’s
student support services team, teachers and counse-
lors or school psychologists can devise a collection
of behavioral interventions so that all students in the
class can refocus on the instruction expected in the
classroom.

Summary and Discussion
Behavioral interventions, based on the

behavior’s functions or purposes, are becoming
widely recognized, accepted, and in some instances,
mandated by special education laws and regula-
tions. The advantages of doing such assessments is
that they lead to more long-lasting effectiveness in
helping students develop appropriate behaviors.

Behavioral assessments are often time consum-
ing, and as a result, teachers should reserve them for
students who do not respond as anticipated to typi-
cal classroom management strategies. However, as
teachers become skilled in behavioral assessments,
they often will be able to quickly determine the
function or purpose behind the student’s behavior
through informal observations. When teachers en-
counter a difficult, complex case, specialists on the
student support team can provide in-depth help in
assessing the dimensions of the misbehavior.
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Function of behavior Potential interventions

ESCAPE/AVOIDANCE For Task Avoidance
Reinforce for Compliance
Teach How to Seek Help
Teach Acceptable Alternatives to Escape
Reinforce for Absence of Problem
Initially Remove/Reduce Task Demands and

Then Gradually Introduce/Increase Demands

For Social Avoidance
Pair Social Attention with Strong Reinforcers
Reinforce for Compliance
Reinforce for Absence of Problem

Teacher Should Avoid
Removing the Assignment or Requesting

Time-out

ATTENTION SEEKING For Attention Seeking
Increase Attention for Appropriate Behaviors
Withhold Attention for Problem Behavior
Teach Acceptable Alternatives for Obtaining Attention
Use Time-out as Last Resort

Teacher Should Avoid
Verbal Reprimands
Response Interruption/Redirection

ACCESS TO MATERIAL REWARDS For Access to Material Rewards
(Material, Activity, or Food) Deny Access

Teach Acceptable Alternatives to Obtain Access
Provide Frequent, Noncontingent Access
Use Penalties, Fines, or Time-out as Last Resort

Teacher Should Avoid
Access to Material, Activity, or Food Following

Problem Behavior

SELF-REINFORCEMENT For Self-reinforcement
Increase Access to Alternative Sources of

Reinforcement
Interrupt/Redirect Inappropriate Behavior
Reinforce When Behavior Is Appropriate and

When Problem Behavior Is Absent or Reduced

Teacher Should Avoid
Withholding Attention
Time-out

Table 8.1
Matching intervention to behavioral function
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Teachers must remember that in a behavioral
assessment, antecedent conditions prompt the mis-
behavior and antecedents must be considered care-
fully before selecting an intervention. Also, it is
important for teachers to remember that, within
each major function category (i.e., escape/avoid-
ance, attention, material rewards, and self-reinforce-
ment), there can be many variants to be identified
before selecting effective interventions. For ex-
ample, if the goal is social avoidance, the teacher
and the student support team might discover that
self-injury occurs immediately following the atten-
tion from specific adults and not others. Or, if the
goal is to avoid a task, a student might be aggres-
sive if the task is too long and not aggressive if the
same task is presented in small parts. Sometimes, a
change in the antecedent conditions alone can sub-
stantially reduce the occurrence of the problem
behavior. Thus, both antecedents that precede the
behavior and the consequences that follow the be-
havior must be analyzed during the behavioral as-
sessment to clearly define the most effective inter-
vention.

Occasionally, the misbehavior serves many pur-
poses. For example, aggression might be used to
avoid doing math and to obtain access to a basket-
ball in a different setting. The behavior is the same
with two different outcomes. To further complicate
behavioral assessments, what reinforces a behavior
can change over time. For example, a student uses a
problem behavior initially to avoid a difficult task,
and the teacher identifies an intervention that suc-
cessfully reduces the behavior. Later the student
begins to again increasingly use the problem behav-
ior although the teacher has consistently used an
“effective” intervention. Further analysis of the
reemerging behavior may show the problem behav-
ior is now used for another purpose. Thus, when a
relapse in behavior occurs and consistently used
interventions no longer have the same results, teach-
ers, with the help of the student support services
team, need to conduct a new behavioral assessment
to determine if new interventions are needed.

Conducting behavioral assessments are ongoing
activities, not one-time events. Continual assess-
ments not only help to monitor the ongoing effec-
tiveness of the intervention but also identify as early
as possible when the behavior and intervention dis-
connect. There is no one “best” intervention. Many
interventions are possible and, depending on the

antecedents, some interventions might be more
appropriate in various contexts.
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