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Managing Student Behaviors to Support the Common Core 
The focus of the Common Core State ELA and Math Standards is academic, but woven throughout those Standards 
are also very high expectations for student behavior. To cite an example, the initial Grade 6 ELA Standard for 
Comprehension & Collaboration (ELA.SL.6.1.a-b) sets as a goal that students "will engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions...", "come to discussions prepared...", and "follow rules for collegial discussions...".  If we 
analyze the behavioral requirements for success in just this one Standard, it is plain that students must have the skill-
set and willingness to focus on and take part in group discussion, engage in turn-taking, politely acknowledge and 
respond to views other than their own--and be motivated to review in advance the academic material to be 
discussed.  

Yet many students either lack the appropriate behaviors necessary for success on the Standards or are inconsistent 
in displaying those positive behaviors at the 'point of performance' when they are most needed. In their role as 
behavior managers, then, teachers must establish, teach, and reinforce classwide behavioral expectations expected 
for all students to take part in productive academic work. Additionally, however, teachers must be ready to respond 
appropriately to just about any behavior that a particular student might bring through the classroom door.  While 
having a toolkit of specific behavioral strategies is important, one secret of educators who maintain smoothly running 
classrooms with minimal behavioral disruptions is that they are able to view problem student behaviors through the 
lens of these 7 'big ideas' in behavior management: 

1. Check for academic problems. The correlation between classroom misbehavior and deficient academic skills is 
high (Witt, Daly, & Noell, 2000). Teachers should, therefore, routinely assess a student's academic skills as a 
first step when attempting to explain why a particular behavior is occurring. And it logically follows that, when 
poor academics appear to drive problem behaviors, the intervention that the teacher selects should address the 
student's academic deficit. 
 

2. Identify the underlying function of the behavior. Problem behaviors occur for a reason. Such behaviors serve a 
function for the student  (Witt, Daly, & Noell, 2000). The most commonly observed behavioral functions in 
classrooms are escape/avoidance and peer or adult attention (Packenham, Shute, & Reid, 2004). When an 
educator can identify the probable function sustaining a particular set of behaviors, the teacher has confidence 
that interventions selected to match the function will be correctly targeted and therefore likely to be effective.  For 
example, if a teacher decides that a student's call-outs in class are sustained by the function of adult attention, 
that instructor may respond by shifting the flow of that attention-e.g., interacting minimally with the student during 
call-outs but boosting adult attention during times when the student shows appropriate behavior.  
 

3. Eliminate behavioral triggers. Problem behaviors are often set off by events or conditions within the instructional 
setting (Kern, Choutka, & Sokol, 2002). Sitting next to a distracting classmate or being handed an academic task 
that is too difficult to complete are two examples of events that might trigger student misbehavior. When the 
instructor is able to identify and eliminate triggers of negative conduct, such actions tend to work quickly and--by 
preventing class disruptions--result in more time available for instruction (Kern & Clemens, 2007).  
 

4. Redefine the behavioral goal as a replacement behavior. When a student displays challenging behaviors, it can 
be easy to fall into the trap of simply wishing that those misbehaviors would go away. The point of a behavioral 
intervention, however, should be to expand the student's repertoire of pro-social, pro-academic behaviors--rather 
than just extinguishing aberrant behaviors. By selecting a positive behavioral goal that is an appropriate 
replacement for the student’s original problem behavior, the teacher reframes the student concern in a manner 
that allows for more effective intervention planning (Batsche, Castillo, Dixon, & Forde, 2008). For example, an 
instructor who is concerned that a student is talking with peers about non-instructional topics during independent 
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seatwork might select as a replacement behavior that the student will engage in "active, accurate academic 
responding". 
 

5. Rule out the most likely causes for misbehavior first. Teachers can access a wealth of information sources when 
attempting to identify the cause of misbehavior: e.g., student work products, direct observation; interviews (with 
the student, other teachers, parents), etc. However, when trying to understand misbehavior, educators may be 
too quick to choose global explanations that fit preconceptions of the student--but are not supported by the data. 
For example,  a teacher may describe a student who is non-compliant and fails to complete classwork as 
'apathetic', 'unmotivated', or 'lazy'. However, students are rarely so sealed off from the world that their behavioral 
problems are determined solely by their own attitudes or work ethic. It is far more likely that a student displays 
challenging behavior because of significant interactions with elements of his or her environment (e.g., attempting 
to escape work that is too difficult; seeking the attention of peers in the classroom). Instructors should first collect 
and analyze information on the student from several sources and rule out the most common ('low-inference') 
explanations for misbehavior (Christ, 2008) before considering whether students' internal levels of motivation 
could be the primary cause of the problem behavior. 
 

6. Be flexible in responding to misbehavior. Teachers have greater success in managing the full spectrum of 
student misbehaviors when they respond flexibly--evaluating each individual case and applying strategies that 
logically address the likely cause(s) of that student's problem conduct (Marzano, Marzano, & Pickering, 2003). 
An instructor may choose to respond to a non-compliant student with a warning and additional disciplinary 
consequences, for example, if evidence suggests that the misbehavior stems from his seeking peer attention 
and approval. However, that same teacher may respond to non-compliance with a behavioral conference and 
use of defusing strategies if the misbehavior appears to have been triggered by a negative peer comment.  
 

7. Manage behaviors through strong instruction. A powerful method to prevent misbehavior is to keep students 
actively engaged in academic responding (Lewis, Hudson, Richter, & Johnson, 2004). A teacher is most likely to 
'capture' a student's behavior for academic purposes when the instructor ensures that the student has the 
necessary academic skills to do the assigned classwork, is given explicit instruction to master difficult material, 
and receives timely feedback about his or her academic performance (Burns, VanDerHeyden, & Boice, 2008).  
 

Roadmap to This Chapter 

Teachers will find in this chapter several guides to assist them in managing the behaviors of all students in the class 
as well as recommendations to address the problem behaviors of individual students. Those guides include: 

 How To: Identify Critical Elements of Strong Core Classroom Behavior Management. This checklist presents 
6 essential elements that support positive classroom behaviors for all students.  

 How To: Use the Power of Personal Connection to Motivate Students. When students feel that they have a 
significant, positive relationship with the teacher, they are more likely to internalize and follow that teacher's 
behavioral expectations. This document presents 4 simple strategies to promote student-teacher 
relationships. 

 How to: Focus Students With ADHD Through Antecedent Teaching Strategies: Cuing. The inattentive 
student may benefit from easy-to-implement cuing strategies that can increase academic engagement while 
reducing problem behaviors. This document provides several classroom-friendly ideas for cuing the student. 

 How To: Handle Common Classroom Problem Behaviors Using a Behavior Management Menu. Instructors 
who can manage low-level student misbehaviors in the classroom--rather than referring those students to 
the office with a disciplinary referral--have fewer disruptions to instruction and are able to enhance their own 
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authority with their students. This guide provides teachers with 8 categories of classroom 'disciplinary' 
response and provides examples. A teacher can use the guide to assemble her or his own classroom 
Behavior Management Menu to prompt more consistent, flexible, and positive responses when student 
misbehavior occurs. 

 How To: Calm the Agitated Student: Tools for Effective Behavior Management. Students who are highly 
agitated need to be calm before a teacher can help them to decide on the steps necessary to resolve 
whatever problem triggered that emotional upset. This guide provides instructors with common-sense 
recommendations for structuring interactions with agitated students to help to de-escalate these high-stress 
situations.  
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How To: Identify Critical Elements of Strong Core Classroom Behavior 
Management 
Students in classrooms are always engaged in behavior of some sort: listening to the teacher, completing 
independent work, talking to a friend, looking out the window. The constant unfolding of a student's behaviors can be 
thought of metaphorically as a 'behavior stream' (Schoenfeld & Farmer, 1970). The teacher's task  is to channel this 
stream of students' behaviors toward productive academic engagement--resulting in both an improved behavioral 
climate and better school outcomes. In the well-managed classroom, the teacher dedicates as much time as possible 
to instruction, arranges instructional activities to fully engage the student learner, and uses proactive strategies to 
manage behaviors (Simonsen, Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers,  & Sugai, 2008).  

Below is a checklist containing six elements that are critical to strong core classroom behavior management.  
Teachers can use this checklist proactively to ensure that these elements are in place. School administrators and 
consultants will find that the checklist serves as a helpful framework when they provide guidance to instructors on 
how to strengthen classroom behavior management.  

Checklist: Critical Elements of Strong Core Classroom Behavior Management  

Adequately 
Documented? 

Behavior Element Why this element 
matters… 

 YES 

 NO 

Components of Effective Instruction. The teacher’s lesson 
and instructional activities include these components (Burns, 
VanDerHeyden, & Boice, 2008): 

 Instructional match. Students are placed in work that 
provides them with an appropriate level of challenge (not 
too easy and not too difficult). 

 Explicit instruction. The teacher delivers instruction using 
modeling, demonstration, supervised student practice, 
etc.  

 Active student engagement. There are sufficient 
opportunities during the lesson for students to be actively 
engaged and ‘show what they know’.  

 Timely performance feedback. Students receive 
feedback about their performance on independent 
seatwork, as well as whole-group and small-group 
activities. 

If components of effective 
instruction are missing from 
the classroom, it is difficult 
to identify whether a 
student's misbehavior is 
caused by academic or 
other factors. 

 YES 

 NO 

Explicit Teaching of Behavioral Expectations. Students 
have been explicitly taught classroom behavioral 
expectations. Those positive behaviors are acknowledged 
and reinforced on an ongoing basis (Fairbanks, Sugai,  
Guardino,  & Lathrop, 2007). 

Unless classroom 
behavioral expectations 
have been taught, there is 
uncertainty whether a 
particular student's 
misbehaviors occur by 
choice or because of lack of 
knowledge of expected 
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behaviors. 

 YES 

 NO 

Students Trained in Basic Class Routines. The teacher 
has clearly established routines to deal with common 
classroom activities (Fairbanks, Sugai, Guardino, & Lathrop, 
2007; Marzano, Marzano, & Pickering, 2003; Sprick, 
Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). These routines include but are not 
limited to: 

 Engaging students in meaningful academic activities at 
the start of class (e.g., using bell-ringer activities) 

 Assigning and collecting homework and classwork 
 Transitioning students efficiently between activities 
  Independent seatwork and cooperative learning groups 
 Students leaving and reentering the classroom 
 Dismissing students at the end of the period 

Classroom routines prevent 
'dead time' when students 
can get off-task and 
behavioral problems can 
arise. When routines are 
absent, it can be unclear 
whether student 
misbehavior is simply a 
manifestation of a lack of 
classroom order. 

 YES 

 NO 

Positive Classroom Rules Posted. The classroom has a set 
of 3-8 rules or behavioral expectations posted. When 
possible, those rules are stated in positive terms as ‘goal’ 
behaviors (e.g. ‘Students participate in learning activities 
without distracting others from learning’). The rules are 
frequently reviewed (Simonsen, Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers, & 
Sugai, 2008). 

Because classroom rules 
are a clear and positive 
reminder to students of 
behavioral expectations, 
missing rules can be one 
explanation for student 
misbehavior. 

 YES 

 NO 

Effective Teacher Directives. The teacher delivers clear 
directives to students that (1) are delivered calmly, (2) are 
brief, (3) are stated when possible as DO statements rather 
than as DON'T statements, (4) use clear, simple language, 
and (5) are delivered one directive at a time and appropriately 
paced to avoid confusing or overloading students (Kern & 
Clemens, 2007; Walker  & Walker, 1991). These directives 
are positive or neutral in tone, avoiding sarcasm or hostility 
and over-lengthy explanations that can distract or confuse 
students. 

Because teacher directives 
are a prime means of 
managing classrooms, 
poorly delivered teacher 
directives can be an 
explanation for student 
misbehavior.  

 YES 

 NO 

Continuum of In-Class Consequences for Misbehavior. 
The teacher has developed a continuum of classroom-based 
consequences for misbehavior (e.g., redirect the student; 
have a brief private conference with the student; remove 
classroom privileges; send the student to another classroom 
for a brief timeout) that are used before the teacher considers 
administrative removal of the student from the classroom 
(Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). These strategies are used 
flexibly, matched to the behavioral situation and needs of the 
student (Marzano, Marzano, & Pickering, 2003). 

If the teacher lacks a range 
of options for classroom 
discipline or fails to be 
flexible in methods for 
managing misbehavior, this 
lack of teacher capacity can 
translate into more student 
misbehaviors and a greater 
number of office referrals. 
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How To: Use the Power of Personal Connection to Motivate Students: 
4 Strategies 
A positive relationship with the teacher is often a crucial factor in motivating a struggling student. The power of 
positive teacher-student interactions is illustrated in one recent study, which found that--when instructors took just a 
few seconds to greet inattentive students by name at the start of class--the percentage of time those students spent 
academically engaged during the first 10 minutes of instruction soared from 45% to 72% (Allday & Pakurar, 2007). 

Teachers who are 'proactively positive' in their classroom interactions can foster strong student connections with a 
minimum of effort. However, in the push to increase the academic rigor of classrooms to implement the Common 
Core State Standards, teachers can sometimes forget to use simple but effective tools such as praise (Kern & 
Clemens, 2007) that motivate students even as they strengthen teacher-student relationships. In this discussion, we 
review efficient strategies to use in connecting with students, along with pointers for integrating those practices into 
teachers' instructional routines. 

Connecting With Students: 4 Strategies. Here are four recommendations for building student relationships that 
work--but do not require a great deal of time or effort--with fuller explanations of each strategy appearing in the table 
at the end of this document: 

1. Greet students at the start of class. As students arrive at the start of class, the teacher stands at the door and 
briefly greets each student by name (Allday & Pakurar, 2007). This modest effort has been shown to 
substantially increase student attention and focus. Teachers who commit to using student greetings rearrange 
their start-of-class routine to allow them consistently to be standing just outside or inside the classroom door as 
the students arrive. 

2. Promote positive interactions via the 3-positives:1-negative ratio. To keep relationships on a positive footing 
throughout the classroom, the teacher self-monitors encounters with particular students and sets the goal of 
having at least 3 positive interactions for each disciplinary interaction (Sprick, Borgmeier & Nolet, 2002). Positive 
teacher-student interactions can vary in format: for example, greeting, praise, conversation, smile, thumbs-up 
sign. By maintaining at least a 3:1 ratio between relationship-enhancing vs. disciplinary interactions, the teacher 
bends the odds in his or her favor that every student in the class will view the instructor as fair and caring.  

3. Use targeted praise. Teachers can enhance the positive climate of the classroom, motivate learners, and shape 
student performance in the desired direction by using frequent praise-statements (Kern & Clemens, 2007). To 
maximize its impact, praise should describe in specific terms the behavior that is praise-worthy and be delivered 
as soon as possible after the observed student behavior . 
 
A significant challenge for any instructor who wishes to increase use of praise statements is to employ them with 
consistency. After all, it is easy for teachers to forget to praise when faced with competing instructional demands. 
One idea to improve delivery is for the teacher to select as a goal a minimum number of praise statements to be 
given in a class period (e.g., 10). The teacher then keeps a running count of praise statements as they are 
delivered throughout the period to verify that the daily goal is reached. A second idea to self-monitor frequency 
of praise statements is for the teacher to decide on a minimum time-interval for delivering those statements to 
students--for example, every 3 minutes. The instructor can then use an audio tape with tones at 3-minute 
intervals to signal when praise should be given. NOTE: Free self-monitoring audio tapes in MP3 format with a 
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range of fixed intervals playable on smart phones or other devices are available at:  
 
http://www.interventioncentral.org/free-audio-monitoring-tapes 

4. Provide teacher attention for positive behavior: The 'two-by-ten' intervention. If a teacher has a strained (or non-
existent) relationship with a particular student, that teacher may want to jump-start a more positive pattern of 
interaction using the 'two-by-ten' intervention (Mendler, 2000). With this time-efficient strategy, the teacher 
commits to having a positive 2-minute conversation with the student at least once per day across 10 consecutive 
school days. The active ingredient in the intervention is regular and positive teacher attention delivered at times 
when the student is not misbehaving. After the 10-day intervention, teachers often find that their relationships 
with formerly problematic students have improved markedly. 

Teachers know that building relationships with students is not a process that occurs  by magic--but instead requires 
thoughtful planning and effort. However, the four ideas presented here are a good starting point for instructors who 
seek efficient ways to promote interpersonal connections that motivate and inspire students. 
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How to: Focus Students With ADHD Through Antecedent Teaching 
Strategies: Cuing 
Because of inattention, students with Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) often perform below their level 
of ability on academic tasks such as math computation, word problems, or reading comprehension. However, 
teachers can often use simple verbal or visual cuing techniques to substantially improve these students' academic 
performance. Cuing techniques are considered to be positive antecedents that set the student up for greater success  
(Kern, Choutka, & Sokol, 2002). Such techniques are time-efficient, quick-acting, and non-intrusive. 

Here is a sampling of ideas for cuing student attention to improve academic performance: 

 Academic Strategy Examples: Visual & Verbal Attentional Cuing 

❑ VISUAL CUING: MATH COMPUTATION: STUDENT HIGHLIGHTING. 
Students who are inattentive or impulsive can improve their accuracy 
and fluency on math computation problems through student-performed 
highlighting. The student is given highlighters of several colors and a 
math computation sheet. Before completing the worksheet, the student 
is directed to color-code the problems on the sheet in a manner of his 
or her choosing (e.g., by level of difficulty, by math operation). The 
student then completes the highlighted worksheet. 

Kercood, S., & 
Grskovic, J. A. (2009). 
The effects of 
highlighting on the math 
computation 
performance and off-
task behavior of 
students with attention 
problems. Education 
and Treatment of 
Children, 32, 231-241.

❑ VISUAL CUING: MATH WORD PROBLEMS: HIGHLIGHT KEY 
TERMS. Students who have difficulties with inattention or impulsivity 
can increase rates of on-task behavior and accuracy on math word 
problems through highlighting of key terms. The teacher prepares the 
worksheet by using a colored highlighter to highlight a combination of 
8-11 key words and numbers for each math word problem. The 
student then completes the highlighted worksheet. 

Kercood, S., Zentall, S. 
S., Vinh, M., & Tom-
Wright, K. (2012). 
Attentional cuing in 
math word problems for 
girls at-risk for ADHD 
and their peers in 
general education 
settings. Contemporary 
Educational 
Psychology, 37, 106-
112. 

❑ VISUAL CUING: WRITING: USE COLORED PAPER TO INCREASE 
WRITING LEGIBILITY. Students with attention or impulsivity issues 
may improve the legibility of handwriting for spelling and writing tasks 
through use of colored writing paper. In preparation, the student is 
offered a range of colored paper choices ranging from pastels to 
bright, highly saturated (neon) hues. The paper in the color chosen by 
the student is then prepared by adding ruled lines for writing. 
Whenever the student has an important writing task in which legibility 
is important, he or she is encouraged to use writing paper of the 
preferred color. 

Imhof, M. (2004). 
Effects of color 
stimulation on 
handwriting 
performance of children 
with ADHD without and 
with additional learning 
disabilities. European 
Child & Adolescent 
Psychiatry, 13, 191-198.

❑ VERBAL CUING: READING COMPREHENSION: PROMPT WITH 
INCENTIVE. To boost student comprehension of a passage, use a 
verbal prompt before the reading paired with an incentive. Before the 
student begins reading a story or informational-text passage, the 

O'Shea, L. J., Sindelar, 
P. T., & O'Shea, D. J. 
(1985). The effects of 
repeated reading and 
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teacher says: "Read this story/passage out loud. Try to remember as 
much as you can about the story/passage. Then I will have you retell 
the main points of the story/passage. If you remember enough of the 
reading, you will get a sticker [or other prize or incentive]."  If the 
student needs a reminder during the reading, the teacher says: "Work 
on remembering as much of the reading as you can." At the end of the 
reading, the student is told to recount the main points of the passage 
and is awarded the promised incentive at the discretion of the teacher.

attentional cues on 
reading fluency and 
comprehension. Journal 
of Literacy Research, 
17(2), 129-142. 

 
Some of the strategies presented here can also be adapted for use with groups. For example, students could pair off 
to discuss and highlight math computation worksheets. Or the teacher could use an overhead projector to highlight 
key terms in assigned math word problems, while the students highlight the same terms on their own worksheets.  

Reference 

Kern, L., Choutka, C. M., & Sokol, N. G. (2002). Assessment-based antecedent interventions used in natural settings 
to reduce challenging behavior: An analysis of the literature. Education and Treatment of Children, 25(1), 113-130. 
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Behavior Contracts 
The behavior contract is a simple positive-reinforcement intervention that is widely used by 
teachers to change student behavior. The behavior contract spells out in detail the expectations of 
student and teacher (and sometimes parents) in carrying out the intervention plan, making it a 
useful planning document. Also, because the student usually has input into the conditions that are 
established within the contract for earning rewards, the student is more likely to be motivated to 
abide by the terms of the behavior contract than if those terms had been imposed by someone 
else.  

Steps in Implementing This Intervention 
 
The teacher decides which specific behaviors to select for the behavior contract. When possible, 
teachers should define behavior targets for the contract in the form of positive, pro-academic or 
pro-social behaviors. For example, an instructor may be concerned that a student frequently calls 
out answers during lecture periods without first getting permission from the teacher to speak. For 
the contract, the teacher's concern that the student talks out may be restated positively as "The 
student will participate in class lecture and discussion, raising his hand and being recognized by 
the teacher before offering an answer or comment." In many instances, the student can take part in 
selecting positive goals to increase the child's involvement in, and motivation toward, the 
behavioral contract. 
 
The teacher meets with the student to draw up a behavior contract. (If appropriate, other school 
staff members and perhaps the student's parent(s) are invited to participate as well.) The teacher 
next meets with the student to draw up a behavior contract. The contract should include:  
 
 a listing of student behaviors that are to be reduced or increased. As stated above, the 

student's behavioral goals should usually be stated in positive, goal-oriented terms. Also, 
behavioral definitions should be described in sufficient detail to prevent disagreement about 
student compliance. The teacher should also select target behaviors that are easy to observe 
and verify. For instance completion of class assignments is a behavioral goal that can be 
readily evaluated. If the teacher selects the goal that a child "will not steal pens from other 
students", though, this goal will be very difficult to observe and confirm. 

 
 a statement or section that explains the minimum conditions under which the student will earn 

a point, sticker, or other token for showing appropriate behaviors. For example, a contract may 
state that "Johnny will add a point to his Good Behavior Chart each time he arrives at school 
on time and hands in his completed homework assignment to the teacher." 

 
 the conditions under which the student will be able to redeem collected stickers, points, or 

other tokens to redeem for specific rewards. A contract may state, for instance, that "When 
Johnny has earned 5 points on his Good Behavior Chart, he may select a friend, choose a 
game from the play-materials shelf, and spend 10 minutes during free time at the end of the 
day playing the game."  
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 bonus and penalty clauses (optional). Although not required, bonus and penalty clauses can 
provide extra incentives for the student to follow the contract. A bonus clause usually offers the 
student some type of additional 'pay-off' for consistently reaching behavioral targets. A penalty 
clause may prescribe a penalty for serious problem behaviors; e.g., the student disrupts the 
class or endanger the safety of self or of others. 

 
 areas for signature. The behavior contract should include spaces for both teacher and student 

signatures, as a sign that both parties agree to adhere to their responsibilities in the contract. 
Additionally, the instructor may want to include signature blocks for other staff members (e.g., 
a school administrator) and/or the student's parent(s).  

 
Hints for Using Behavior Contracts  
 
Behavior contracts can be useful when the student has behavioral problems in school locations 
other than the classroom (e.g., art room, cafeteria). Once a behavior contract has proven effective 
in the classroom, the instructor can meet with the student to extend the terms of the contract 
across multiple settings. Adults in these other school locations would then be responsible for rating 
the student's behaviors during the time that the student is with them. 
 
For example, a goal may be stated in the contract that a student "will participate in class activities, 
raising his hand, and being recognized by the classroom or specials teacher before offering an 
answer or comment." Art, gym, or library instructors would then rate the student's behaviors in 
these out-of-class settings and share these ratings with the classroom teacher. 
 
    
Troubleshooting: How to Deal With Common Problems in Using Behavior Contracts 
 
Q: What do I do if I find that the behavior contract fails to work? 
 
There may be several possible explanations why a behavior contract is ineffective:  
 
Students may not be invested in abiding by the terms of the contract because they did not have a 
significant role in its creation. If this is the case, students should be consulted and their input 
should be incorporated into a revised contract. 
 
 
The rewards that can be earned through the contract may not sufficiently motivate students to 
cause them to change their behavior. The teacher should review the list of rewards with students, 
note those rewards that students indicate they would find most appealing, and revise the reward 
list to include choices selected by the students. 
 
 
Points and rewards may not be awarded frequently enough to motivate the student. Each person 
reacts in his or her own way to reward systems such as behavior contracts; some must have 
rewards delivered at a frequent rate in order for those rewards to have power sufficient to shape 
these students' behavior. The instructor can try altering the contract to increase the rate at which 
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points and rewards are given to see if these changes increase student motivation to follow the 
behavior contract. (NOTE: Once the behavior contract proves effective, the teacher can gradually 
cut back the rate of rewards to a level that is more easily managed.)  
 
Q: How do I respond if the student starts to argue with me about the terms of the contract? 
 
It is not unusual--especially when a behavior contract is first introduced--for the teacher and 
student to have honest disagreements about the interpretation of its terms. If this occurs, the 
teacher will probably want to have a conference with the student to clarify the contract's language 
and meaning. Occasionally, though, students may continue to argue with the instructor about 
alleged unfairness in how the teacher enforces the contract--even after the teacher has attempted 
to clarify the contract's terms. If the student becomes overly antagonistic, the teacher may simply 
decide to suspend the contract because it is not improving the student's behavior. Or the instructor 
may instead add a behavioral goal or penalty clause to the contract that the student will not argue 
with the teacher about the terms or enforcement of the contract. 
Hints for Using Behavior Contracts   
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Effective Dates: From 10/20/99 to 12/20/99
Mrs. Jones, the teacher, will give Ricky a sticker to put on his 'Classroom Hero' chart each time he does 
one of the following:  

 turns in completed homework assignment on time  
 turns in morning seatwork assignments on time and completed  
 works quietly through the morning seatwork period (from 9:30 to 10:00 a.m.) without needing to 

be approached or redirected by the teacher for being off-task or distracting others  

 
When Ricky has collected 12 stickers from Mrs. Jones, he may choose one of the following rewards:  

 10 minutes of free time at the end of the day in the classroom  
 10 minutes of extra playground time (with Mr. Jenkins' class)  
 choice of a prize from the 'Surprise Prize Box'  

Bonus: If Ricky has a perfect week (5 days, Monday through Friday) by earning all 3 possible 
stickers each day, he will be able to draw one additional prize from the 'Surprise Prize Box'. 
 
Penalty: If Ricky has to be approached by the teacher more than 5 times during a morning period 
because he is showing distracting behavior, he will lose a chance to earn a 'Classroom Hero' 
sticker the following day.

 

The student, Ricky, helped to create this agreement. He understands and agrees to the terms of this 
behavior contract.  

Student Signature: ___________________________________ 
The teacher, Mrs. Jones, agrees to carry out her part of this agreement. Ricky will receive stickers when 
be fulfills his daily behavioral goals of completing homework and classwork, and will also be allowed to 
collect his reward when he has earned enough stickers for it. The teacher will also be sure that Ricky 
gets his bonus prize if he earns it..  

Teacher Signature: ___________________________________ 
The parent(s) of Ricky agree to check over his homework assignments each evening to make sure that 
he completes them. They will also ask Ricky daily about his work completion and behavior at school. The 
parent(s) will provide Ricky with daily encouragement to achieve his behavior contract goals. In addition, 
the parent(s) will sign Ricky's 'Classroom Hero' chart each time that he brings it home with 12 stickers on 
it.  

Parent Signature: ___________________________________  
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How To: Handle Common Classroom Problem Behaviors Using a 
Behavior Management Menu 
Teachers who can draw on a range of responses when dealing with common classroom misbehaviors are more likely 
to keep those students in the classroom, resulting in fewer disruptions to instruction, enhanced teacher authority, and 
better learning outcomes for struggling students (Sprick, Borgmeier,  & Nolet, 2002). A good organizing tool for 
teachers is to create a classroom menu that outlines a range of response options for behavior management and 
discipline. Teachers are able to assert positive classroom control when they apply such a behavior management 
menu consistently and flexibly--choosing disciplinary responses that match each student's presenting concerns 
(Marzano,  Marzano,  & Pickering, 2003). 

This document groups potential teacher responses to classroom behavior incidents into 8 'menu' categories: (1) 
Behavior reminder, (2) academic adjustment, (3) environmental adjustment, (4) warning, (5) time-out, (6) response 
cost, (7) behavior conference, and (8) defusing strategies. Teachers can use these categories as a framework for 
organizing their own effective strategies for managing student problem behaviors.  
 

 

Description: A behavioral reminder is a brief, neutral prompt to help the student to remember and follow classroom 
behavioral expectations (Simonsen,  Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers, & Sugai, 2008). 

When to Use: This strategy is used when the student appears to be distracted or otherwise requires a simple 
reminder of expected behaviors. 

Examples: Here are examples of behavioral reminders: 

 The teacher makes eye contact with the student who is misbehaving and points to a classroom rules chart. 

 The teacher approaches the off-task student to remind him/her of the specific academic task the student should 
be doing. 

 The teacher proactively provides behavioral reminders just when the student needs to use them. 

 

Description: An academic adjustment is a change made to the student's academic task(s) to improve behaviors. 
Such changes could include the amount of work assigned, provision of support to the student during the work, giving 
additional time to complete the work, etc. (Kern, Bambara  & Fogt, 2002). 

When to Use: Academic adjustments can be useful when the teacher judges that the student's problem behaviors 
are triggered or exacerbated by the required academic task(s). 

Examples: Here are examples of academic adjustments: 

 The teacher pre-teaches challenging vocabulary to the student prior to a large-group discussion. 

2. Academic Adjustment  

1. Behavioral Reminder 
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 The teacher adjusts the difficulty of the assigned academic work to match the student's abilities ('instructional 
match').  

 The teacher allows the student additional time to complete an academic task. 

 
Description: An environmental adjustment is a change made to some aspect of the student's environment to 
improve behaviors (Kern & Clemens, 2007). 

When to Use: This strategy is used when the teacher judges that an environmental element (e.g., distracting 
activities, proximity of another student) is contributing to the student's problem behavior. 

Examples: Here are examples of environmental adjustments: 

 The teacher moves the student's seat away from distracting peers. 

 The teacher collects distracting objects from a student (e.g., small toys, paperclips) during a work session. 

 The student is given a schedule of the day to prepare her for upcoming academic activities. 

 

Description: A warning is a teacher statement informing the student that continued misbehavior will be followed by a 
specific disciplinary consequence (Simonsen,  Fairbanks, Briesch, Myers, & Sugai, 2008). 

When to Use: A warning is appropriate when the teacher judges (a) that the student has control over his or her 
behavior and (b) that a pointed reminder of impending behavioral consequences may improve the student's behavior. 
Whenever possible, it is recommended that proactive strategies such as providing behavioral reminders or 
eliminating environmental/academic triggers be tried before using warnings. 

Examples: Here are examples of warnings: 

 The teacher tells the student that if the problem behavior continues, the student will lose the opportunity for free 
time later that day. 

 The student is warned that continued misbehavior will result in the teacher's calling the parent. 

 

Description: Time-out (from reinforcement) is a brief removal of the student from the setting due to problem 
behaviors (Yell, 1994). 

When to Use: Time-out from reinforcement can be effective in situations when the student would prefer to be in the 
classroom setting rather than in the time-out setting. Time-out sessions should typically be brief (e.g., 3-10 minutes). 
Because time-out is a punishment procedure, the teacher should first ensure that appropriate, less intrusive efforts to 

3. Environmental Adjustment 

5. Time-Out  

4. Warning 
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improve student behavior (e.g., behavior reminders, warnings, elimination of behavioral triggers) have been 
attempted before using it. If a teacher finds that a student does not improve behaviors despite several repetitions of 
time-out, other behavior management strategies should be tried instead. 

Preparation: If time-out is to occur within the classroom, the teacher should identify the time-out location in advance 
and ensure that students placed there can be easily observed but are sufficiently removed from the current 
classroom activity. If the time-out location is out of the classroom, the teacher should arrange with other adults in 
advance (e.g., participating teachers whose classrooms may be time-out locations) to work out details for students to 
enter and exit time-out and for supervising students during time-out. 

Examples: Here are examples of time-out from reinforcement: 

 The teacher sends a student to a study carrel  in the corner of the classroom for 5 minutes for misbehavior. 

 The teacher sends a misbehaving student to a neighboring classroom for 10 minutes, where the student is to sit 
alone and complete classwork. 

 

Description: Response cost is the taking away of privileges or other valued elements ('cost') in response to student 
misbehavior (DuPaul & Stoner, 2002) 

When to Use: Response cost can be an effective response to misbehavior, provided that the student actually values 
the privilege or element being taken away. Because response cost is a punishment procedure, the teacher should 
first ensure that appropriate, less intrusive efforts to improve student behavior (e.g., behavior reminders, warnings, 
elimination of behavioral triggers) have been attempted before using it.  

Preparation: Prior to implementing response cost, the teacher may want to create a series of 'privileges' in the 
classroom that students find motivating and do not want to lose (e.g., point systems for good behavior; free time).  

Examples: Here are examples of response-cost: 

 Because of misbehavior, a student loses access to classroom free time at the end of the day. 

 A student is given 5 good-behavior points at the start of class--and then has one deducted for each incident of 
misbehavior. 

 

Description: A behavior conference is a brief meeting between teacher and student to discuss the student's problem 
behavior(s) (Fields, 2004). While the structure and content of a behavior conference will vary based on 
circumstances, it will typically include some or all of the following elements: 

1. Description of the problem behavior. The teacher describes the student's behavior and explains why it is 
presenting a problem in the classroom. 

7. Behavior Conference  

6. Response Cost  
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2. Open-ended questions and student input. The teacher asks open-ended questions to fully understand what 
factors are contributing to the problem behavior.  

3. Problem-solving. Teacher and student discuss solutions to the problem behavior and agree to a plan. 

4. Disciplinary reminder. If appropriate, the teacher concludes the conference by informing the student of the 
disciplinary consequence that will occur if the problem behavior continues. 

When to Use: The behavior conference is a useful tool for the teacher who: 

 wishes to better understand reasons of the student problem behavior before acting.  

 wants to model that it is better for the student to communicate his or her needs to the teacher through discussion 
than by engaging in acting-out behaviors. 

Examples: Here are examples of a behavior conference: 

 A teacher approaches the desk of a student who appears upset to explore what triggered that student's 
current emotional distress and to figure out how best to respond to the situation. 

 A non-compliant student is taken aside by the teacher for a brief in-class conference, in which the teacher 
establishes that the student is in control of her behavior, states the behavioral expectations for the 
classroom, and informs the student that she will be given a disciplinary referral if her behaviors do not 
improve immediately.  

 

Description: Defusing techniques are any teacher actions taken to calm a student or otherwise defuse a situation 
with the potential for confrontation or emotional escalation (Daly & Sterba, 2011). 

When to Use: When the teacher judges that the student's negative emotions are a significant contributor to the 
problem behaviors, defusing techniques are appropriate to stabilize the situation. 

Examples: Here are examples of defusing techniques: 

 The teacher temporarily removes academic work from a student who is reacting negatively to the assignment. 

 The teacher encourages a student to sit in a quiet corner of the room for a few minutes to collect herself before 
conferencing with the teacher. 

 The teacher sends a  student to the guidance counselor to discuss the issue(s) causing him anger. 

8. Defusing Techniques  
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A  teacher, Mrs. Stevenson, decides to develop a behavior management menu to help her to respond more flexibly 
and effectively to common student misbehaviors in her classroom. Once that menu is in place, Mrs. Stevenson is 
able to manage two different student situations with success: 

Episode 1: Francine. A student, Francine is whispering to two of her friends sitting nearby. Mrs. Stevenson can see 
that the whispering is beginning to distract students in proximity to Francine.  

 Behavioral Reminder. The teacher makes eye contact with Francine while teaching and puts a finger to her lips 
to signal that the student should stop talking and attend to instruction.  

 Environmental Adjustment. When Francine continues to talk to peers, the teacher moves her to a seat near the 
front of the room, away from her friends and close to the teacher.  

 Warning. Francine continues to clown at her desk, making faces and whispering comments to no one in 
particular.  The teacher approaches her desk and tells Francine quietly that if she continues to talk and distract 
other students, she will need to stay after class for a teacher conference, which will probably make her late for 
lunch. Francine’s behaviors improve immediately.  

Episode 2: Jay. A student, Jay, walks into class after lunch one day appearing visibly upset. When Mrs. Stevenson 
directs the class to pull out a homework assignment for review, Jay sits in his seat looking flushed and angry. He 
does not take out his work. 

 Behavioral Reminder. The teacher approaches Jay and quietly asks that he pull out his homework. She then 
returns to the front of the room.  

 Behavior Conference. The teacher sees that Jay is still not getting out his homework. She gives the class a 5-
minute assignment to review their homework before submitting and uses that time to meet briefly with Jay in the 
hallway. She asks open-ended questions and discovers that Jay is angry about an incident that occurred at 
lunch.  

 Defusing Techniques. Based on information gathered during the behavior conference, the teacher decides that 
Jay needs to meet with a mental health staff member to talk through and resolve his issue from lunch. She 
issues Jay a pass. Ultimately, he meets for 20 minutes with the school psychologist, calms down, and is able to 
return to class.  
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Classroom Behavior Incident: Teacher Response Plan 

Directions: Complete this form to document strategies used to manage individual students' problem classroom 
behaviors. 

 
Student Name: ____________________________________________ Date: _______________________  

Person Completing Form: ____________________________________ Classroom: __________________ 

 Behavior Management Strategy Details. Include a description of each strategy used.  

 
1 

Behavioral Reminder  

 
2 

Academic Adjustment  

 
3 

Environmental Adjustment  

 
4 

Warning  

 
5 

Time-Out  

 
6 

Response Cost  

 
7 

Behavioral Conference  

 
8 

Defusing Techniques  

 
Narrative of Incident [Optional]: ____________________________________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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How To: Reduce Time-Outs With Active Response Beads 

Students with behavioral disorders or ingrained patterns of non-compliant or defiant behaviors may receive in-class 
or out-of-class time-out as a disciplinary consequence. However, use of time-out (from reinforcement) has the 
serious drawback that students miss instruction while in time-out. Furthermore, because students are often directed 
to time-out when emotionally upset, there is a significant likelihood that they will resist the time-out placement, thus 
creating the potential for teacher-student power-struggles, classwide disruptions, and other negative outcomes.  

Active-Response Beads-Time Out (ARB-TO: Grskovic et al., 2004) is an intervention to replace in-class time-out that 
is easy to use. It promotes students' use of calm-down strategies when upset, enhances behavioral self-management 
skills, and minimizes exclusion from academic activities.  

Preparation. The teacher makes a sufficient number of  sets of Active Response Beads (ARBs) to use in this 
intervention--depending on whether the strategy is to be used with one student, a small group, or the entire class. 

The materials needed to create a single 
Active Response Bead set are: 

 ten 3/4-inch/1.9-cm beads with hole drilled 
through middle 

 A 38-cm/15-inch length of cord 

To make a set of Active Response Beads, the teacher strings the 10 beads on the cord and ties a knot at each end. 

Training. The teacher meets for at least 2 sessions with the student(s) who will be using the Active Response 
Beads-Time Out strategy. The teacher introduces ARB-TO as a way to self-manage emotions and classroom 
behaviors to increase classroom success and reduce number of time-outs. In each training session, the teacher and 
student practice steps of the ARB-TO procedure (outlined below). Training concludes when student(s) demonstrate 
understanding and compliance with the procedure.  

Procedure. The ARB-TO can be used whenever the student displays defiant, non-compliant, acting-out, or 
escalating behaviors (e.g., refuses to engage in classwork, leaves seat without permission, talks out, makes rude or 
inappropriate comments or gestures, or engages in less-serious acts of aggression or property destruction).  NOTE: 
Educators should be aware that the teacher's role in providing prompts, feedback, and praise to the student 
throughout the ARB steps is crucial to the intervention's success.  

Here are the 4 ARB-TO steps: 

 

1 Teacher Initiates  ARB-TO Strategy 

Teacher: The teacher directs the student to "go get an ARB". 

Student: The student walks to the teacher's desk (or other classroom location), picks up a set of Active 
Response Beads and returns to seat. 
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2 Student Uses Active Response Beads 

Teacher: The teacher praises compliance and directs the student to begin the  ARB-TO procedure:  

"Thanks for getting your ARB . You need think-time for [describe problem behavior]. Put your head on the 
desk and use your ARB." 

Student: The student puts head on desk and counts down slowly from 10 to 1. The student starts 
counting in an audible voice. With each number in the count, the student: 

 takes a deep breath and slowly releases; 
 moves a bead along the cord from the left to the right side of the ARB; 
 gradually reduces voice volume--to conclude in a whisper on the last number. 

 
Upon completing the count, the student raises head from desk. 

3 Student Returns ARB to the Teacher 

Teacher: The teacher praises successful use of the  ARB-TO strategy and prompts the student to return 
the ARB to the teacher 

"Good job using the ARB. Please bring it up to me." 

Student: The student gives the teacher the ARB and returns to seat. 

4 Teacher Redirects the Student to Academic Task 

Teacher: The teacher again praises use of  ARB-TO, directs the student to resume the academic task or 
rejoin the academic activity, and offers support as needed. 

"Thanks for using the ARB and for returning it to me. Please continue with your assignment/ rejoin our 
activity. I will be over to check on how you are doing in a moment." 

Student: The student resumes the academic task or rejoins the learning activity. 
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Desk Dots 

Adaptations.  Here are two adaptations of the ARB-TO procedure to increase convenience and extend student 
skills: 

 Replace Beads With 'Desk Dots'. Teachers may want to use the student self-directed calm-down strategy 

represented by ARB-TO but also wish to avoid managing sets of beads or having emotionally upset students 
leave their seats to retrieve bead sets. A low-key adaptation of the ARB-TO is the substitution for the beads of a 
series of 10 dots numbered in descending order printed on a slip of paper and affixed to the student's desk. The 
student is then trained, when directed by the teacher, to apply the ARB-TO count-down/calm-down procedure 
using dots. 
 

 Train Students to Self-Manage Use of ARB-TO. As students become familiar with, and comfortable using, Active 
Response Beads-Time Out, the teacher can give those students their own bead sets. Students would then be 
encouraged to monitor their own emotional states and use the beads (or Desk Dots) when needed as a calming 
device--without teacher prompting.  

Reference 

Grskovic, J. A., Hall, A. M. Montgomery D. J., Vargas, A. U., Zentall, S. S., & Belfiore, P. J. (2004). Reducing time-out 
assignments for students with emotional/behavioral disorders in a self-contained classroom. Journal of Behavioral 
Education, 13(1), 25-36. 
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CAUTION: The guidelines presented 
below are intended for use with a student 
whose agitated behavior is largely verbal, 
shows no signs of escalating beyond that 
point, and does not present as potentially 
physically aggressive or violent. Educators 
who suspect that a student may present a 
safety risk to self or others should 
immediately seek additional assistance. 
Schools should also conduct Functional 
Behavioral Assessments (FBAs), 
assemble appropriate Behavior 
Intervention Plans (BIPs) and--if needed--
create Crisis Response Plans to manage 
the behaviors of students who show 
patterns of escalating, potentially violent 
behaviors.  

How To: Calm the Agitated Student: Tools for Effective Behavior 
Management 
Students can sometimes have emotional outbursts in school settings. This fact will not surprise many teachers, who 
have had repeated experience in responding to serious classroom episodes of student agitation. Such outbursts can 
be attributed in part to the relatively high incidence of mental health issues among children and youth. It is estimated, 
for example, that at least one in five students in American schools will experience a mental health disorder by 
adolescence  (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1999). But even students not identified as having 
behavioral or emotional disorders may occasionally have episodes of agitation triggered by situational factors such 
as peer bullying, frustration over poor academic performance, stressful family relationships, or perceived 
mistreatment by educators.   

Since virtually any professional working in schools might at some 
point find him/herself needing to 'talk down' a student who presents 
as emotionally upset, all educators should know the basics of how 
to de-escalate the agitated student. The advice offered in this 
checklist is adapted for use by schools from research on best 
practices in calming individuals in medical or psychiatric settings 
(Cowin et al., 2003; Fishkind, 2002; Richmond et al., 2012). These 
strategies are intended to be used in a flexible manner to increase 
the odds that an educator can respond efficiently and effectively to 
students who present with a wide range of emotional issues. 

 Create a 'safe' setting. An educator attempting to calm an 
agitated student cannot always select the setting in which that 
interaction plays out. When a student outburst occurs in the 
classroom, however, the educator should attempt to engage 
the student in a semi-private conversation (e.g., off to the side 
of the room) rather than having an exchange in front of 
classmates. As part of the protocol for conducting a de-
escalation conference, adults should also ensure that they are 
never left alone with agitated students.  
 

 Limit the number of adults involved. Having too many educators (e.g., teacher and a teaching assistant) 
participating in a de-escalation conference can be counter-productive because of possible confusion and 
communication of mixed messages to the agitated student. If more than one adult is available in the instructional 
setting, select the one with the most experience with de-escalation techniques to engage the student one-to-one, 
while the additional educator(s) continue to support the instruction or behavior management of other students. 
 

 Provide adequate personal space. Stand at least 2 arm's length of distance away from the agitated student. If 
the student tells you to 'back off' or 'get away', provide the student with additional space. 
 

 Do not block escape routes. When individuals are agitated, they are more likely to experience a 'fight-or-flight' 
response that can express itself in the need to have escape routes available. When engaging a student in a de-
escalation conference, do not position yourself between the student and the door. If the student says, "Get out of 
my way", step back to give that student additional personal space and reposition yourself out of his or her 
potential escape path. 
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 Show open, accepting body language. Convey through stance and body language that you are calm and 
accepting of the student--and will treat that student respectfully and maintain his or her safety. Stand at an angle 
rather than facing the student directly in a 'confrontational' pose. Keep hands open and visible to the student. 
Stand comfortably, with knees slightly bent. Avoid 'clenched' body language such as crossing arms or balling 
hands into fists. 
 

 Keep verbal interactions respectful. It is natural for educators to experience feelings of defensiveness, 
embarrassment, anxiety, or irritation when attempting to talk down a student from an emotional outburst. 
However, you should strive to appear calm and to treat the student respectfully at all times. Avoid use of teasing, 
reprimands, or other negative comments and abstain as well from sarcasm or an angry tone of voice.  
 

 Communicate using simple, direct language. When people are emotionally upset, they may not process 
language quickly or with complete accuracy. In talking with the student, keep your vocabulary simple and your 
sentences brief. Be sure to allow sufficient time for the student to think about and respond to each statement 
before continuing. In particular, if the student does not respond to a statement, avoid falling into the trap of 
assuming too quickly that the student is simply 'ignoring you". Instead, calmly repeat yourself--several times if 
necessary. So long as the student's behavior is not escalating,  give him or her the benefit of the doubt and use 
gentle repetition to help the student to focus on and respond to you. 
 

 Coach the student to take responsibility for moderating behavior. At the point in an encounter with an agitated 
student when you feel that you have established rapport, you can use a positive, assertive tone to prompt the 
student to take responsibility for controlling his or her own behavior (e.g., "John, it is hard for me to follow what 
you are saying when you raise your voice and pace around the room. If you sit down and calmly explain what the 
problem is, I think that I can help."). 
 

 Reassure the student and frame an outcome goal. You can often help to defuse the student's agitation by 
reassuring the student (e.g., "You're not in trouble. This is your chance to give me your side of the story")  and 
stating an outcome goal ("Let's figure out how to take care of this situation in a positive way" ; "I want to 
understand why you are upset so that I can know how to respond"). Also, if you do not know the agitated student 
whom you are approaching, introduce yourself and state both your name and position. 
 

 Identify the student's wants and feelings. Use communication tools such as active listening (e.g., "Let me repeat 
back to you what I thought I heard you say ...."), open-ended questions (e.g., "What do you need right now to be 
able to calm yourself?"),  and labeling of emotions ("Rick, you look angry. Tell me what is bothering you") to 
better understand how the student feels and what may be driving the current emotional outburst. 
 

 Identify points of agreement. A powerful strategy to build rapport with an agitated student is to find points on 
which you can agree. At the same time, of course, you must preserve your professional integrity as an educator 
and therefore cannot falsely express agreement on issues that you in fact disagree with. Here are suggestions 
for finding authentic common ground with the student in response to different situations. (1) Agreement with 
student's account: If you essentially agree with the student's account of (and/or emotional reaction to) the 
situation,  you can say so (e.g., "I can understand why you were upset when you lost your book on the field trip. I 
would be upset too."); (2) Agreement with a principle expressed or implied by the student: If you are unsure of 
the objectivity of the student's account, you might still discern within it a principle that you can support (e.g., If the 
student claims to have been disrespected by a hall monitor, you can say, "I think everybody has the right to feel 
respected."); (3) Agreement with the typicality of the student response: If you decide that the student's emotional 
response would likely be shared by a substantial number of peers, you can state that observation (e.g., "So I 
gather that you were pretty frustrated when you learned that you are no longer sports-eligible because of your 
report card grades. I am sure that there are other students here who feel the same way.";(4) Agreement to 
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disagree: If you cannot find a point on which you can agree with the student or validate an aspect of his or her 
viewpoint, you should simply state that you and the student agree to disagree. 
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Good Behavior Game: A Tier 1 (Classroom) Whole-Group 
Method for Enhancing Student Attending & Work Completion 
 
The Good Behavior Game is an approach to the management of classrooms behaviors that 
rewards children for displaying appropriate on-task behaviors during instructional times.  
 
The class is divided into two teams and a point is given to a team for any inappropriate behavior 
displayed by one of its members. The team with the fewest number of points at the Game's 
conclusion each day wins a group reward. If both teams keep their points below a preset level, 
then both teams share in the reward.  
 
The program was first tested in 1969; several research articles have confirmed that the Game is an 
effective means of increasing the rate of on-task behaviors while reducing disruptions in the 
classroom (Barrish, Saunders, & Wolf, 1969; Harris & Sherman, 1973; Medland & Stachnik, 1972). 
 
The process of introducing the Good Behavior Game into a classroom is a relatively simple 
procedure. There are five steps involved in putting the Game into practice. 
 
Steps in Implementing This Intervention: 
 

1. Decide when to schedule the Game. The teacher first decides during what period(s) of the 
school day the Game will be played. As a rule of thumb, instructors should pick those 
times when the entire class is expected to show appropriate academic behaviors. Blocks 
of time devoted to reading, math, content instruction, and independent seatwork would be 
most appropriate for putting the Game into effect.  
 

2. Clearly define the negative behaviors that will be scored during the Game. Teachers who 
have used the Good behavior Game typically define three types of negative behavior that 
will be scored whenever they appear during the Game. Those behaviors are:  

• leaving one's seat,  
• talking out, and  
• engaging in disruptive behavior.  

 
Out-of-seat behavior is defined as any incident in which a student leaves his or her seat 
without first getting permission from the teacher. Related behaviors, such as "scootching" 
one's seat toward another desk are usually scored as out-of-seat. Instructors often build in 
certain exceptions to this rule. For example, in some classrooms, children can take a pass 
to the bathroom, approach the teacher's desk for additional help, or move from one work 
site to another in the room without permission as long as these movements are conducted 
quietly and are a part of the accepted classroom routine. Children who leave their seats 
intending to complete an allowed activity but find that they cannot (e.g., walking toward the 
teacher's desk and then noticing that another student is already there) are not scored as 
being out of their seat if they quickly and quietly return to their desk. 
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Talking-out behavior is defined as any incident of talking out loud without the permission of 
the instructor. Permission is gained by raising one's hand and first being recognized by the 
teacher before speaking. Any type of unauthorized vocalization within the hearing of the 
instructor is scored as talking out, including shouts, nonsense noises (e.g., growling, 
howling, whistling), whispers, and talking while one's hand is raised. 
 
Disruptive behavior consists of any movement or act that is judged by the teacher to be 
disruptive of classroom instruction. For example, knocking on a table, looking around the 
room, tearing up paper, passing notes, or playing with toys at one's desk would all be 
scored as disruptive behaviors. A good rule of thumb would be to regard as disruptive 
behavior any action that does not fall under another category but is perceived by the 
teacher as annoying or distracting. 
 

3. Decide upon suitable daily and (perhaps) weekly rewards for teams winning the Game. 
Teachers will need to choose rewards that they feel will effectively motivate students to 
take part in the Game. Most often, instructors use free time as a daily reward, since 
children often find it motivating. To cite a single example, one teacher's reward system 
included giving her daily 4th-grade Game winners the privilege of wearing a "victory tag," 
putting a star next to their names on a "Winner's Chart," lining up first for lunch, and getting 
30 minutes of time at the end of the day to work on fun, educationally related topics. When 
choosing rewards, instructors are advised to consider using reinforcers that fit naturally 
into the context and mission of a classroom. For example, allowing winners to play quietly 
together at the end of the school day may help to promote social skills, but dispensing 
material rewards (e.g., comic books) to winners would probably be less likely to contribute 
directly to educational and social goals. Of course, if both teams win on a given day or a 
given week, the members of those teams all receive the same rewards. 
 

4. Introduce the Game to the class. Once behaviors have been selected and clearly defined 
by the teacher, the next step is to introduce the Game to the class. Ideally, time should be 
set aside for an initial group discussion. The teacher mentions that the class will be playing 
a game and presents a schedule clearly setting forth the instructional times during which 
the game will be in effect. The teacher next divides the classroom into two teams. For ease 
of recording, it is usually recommended that the instructor divide the class down the center 
of the room into roughly equal halves. Some teachers have used three teams successfully 
as well. To build a sense of team spirit, students may be encouraged to name their groups. 
The children are informed that certain types of behavior (i.e., leaving one's seat or talking 
without permission, and engaging in disruptive behaviors) will earn points for the team to 
which they belong. Students are also told that both teams can win if they earn no more 
than a certain number of points (e.g., 4 points maximum per day). If both teams happen to 
exceed 4 points, then the team with the lowest total at the end of the day is the winner. In 
case of a tie, both teams earn the reward. The instructor is the final judge of whether a 
behavior is to be scored. (As an option, students can also be told that the team with the 
fewest number of points at the end of the week will win an additional reward.)It is a good 
idea when introducing the Game to students to clearly review examples of acceptable and 
unacceptable behaviors. After all, it is important that all children know the rules before the 
Game begins. To more effectively illustrate those rules, children may be recruited to 
demonstrate acceptable and unacceptable behaviors, or the teacher may describe a 
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number of behaviors and ask the class to decide with a show of hands whether such 
behaviors are to be scored or not. 
 

5. Put the Game into effect. The instructor is now ready to start the Game. During those 
times that the game is in effect in the classroom, the teacher continues to carry out his or 
her usual instructional practices. The only alteration in the routine is that the instructor is 
also noting and publicly recording any negative points incurred by either team. Instructors 
might want to post scores on the blackboard or on a large piece of paper visible to 
everyone in the room. If working with children in a small group, the instructor can record 
negative behaviors on a small note pad and later transfer them to the blackboard. 
Teachers can also choose to publicly announce when another point has been earned as a 
reminder to the class about acceptable behavior. It is helpful to keep a weekly tally of 
points for each team, especially if teams are competing for weekly as well as daily 
rewards. Care should be taken to be as consistent as possible in scoring negative 
behaviors. Winning teams should be praised as well as rewarded for their efforts, with that 
praise tied when possible to specifically observed behaviors. Instructors may want to alter 
the Game somewhat as necessary (e.g., changing rewards or more carefully defining 
acceptable and unacceptable behaviors with students). Obviously, any alteration of the 
Game, no matter how small, should be shared with the classroom before being put into 
effect. 

 
Troubleshooting: How to Deal With Common Problems in Using the 'Good Behavior Game' 
 
Q: What should I do if a small number of students try to sabotage the game for other children by 
deliberately acting out and earning penalty points for their team? 
 
If a small number of students are earning a large number of points during the Game, consider 
forming them into a separate team. While not the norm, occasionally a single student or small 
group of children may be tempted to undermine the Game by deliberately incurring a large number 
of penalty points for their teams. (Such children may find the resulting negative social attention of 
other members of their team to be its own reward!) A simple remedy for this problem is to modify 
the Game by making those disruptive students into a separate team. The Game will continue 
unchanged, except that your room will now have three teams rather than two competing for 
rewards. 
 
Q: I have used the Good Behavior Game for a while and have found it to be effective. But lately it 
doesn't seem to have the same impact on my students. What do you recommend? 
 
If the Good Behavior Game appears to be losing effectiveness over time, be sure that you are 
consistently noting and assigning team points for inappropriate behaviors and that you are avoiding 
verbal arguments with students. It is very important that points be assigned consistently when you 
witness inappropriate behavior; otherwise, the Game may not bring about the expected behavioral 
improvement among your students. Teachers using the Game sometimes find it helpful to have 
another adult familiar with the Good Behavior Game observe them and offer feedback about their 
consistency in assigning points and success in avoiding negative verbal exchanges with students.  
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How To: Improve Classroom Management Through Flexible Rules: The 
Color Wheel 
 

The posting of classwide rules can help teachers to teach behavioral expectations and prevent problem behaviors 
(Simonsen et al., 2008). However, a single set of rules lacks flexibility. As students move from large group instruction 
to cooperative learning groups to less-structured free time (often during the same day and in the same classroom), 
behavioral expectations shift as well. The teacher who attempts to apply an unchanging set of behavioral rules 
across so varied a range of activities will be forced to suspend, amend, or ignore certain rules at certain times, 
creating potential uncertainty and confusion among students (Kirk et al., 2010). For example, the simple rule "To 
speak, raise hand for teacher permission" is useful in large-group instruction but does not transfer well to discussions 
in student-led groups.  
 
The Color Wheel is one solution that enforces uniform group expectations for conduct while also responding flexibly 
to the differing behavioral demands of diverse learning activities. This classwide intervention divides all activities into 
3 categories and links each category to a color: green for free time/ low-structure activities; yellow for large- or small-
group instruction/independent work; and red for brief transitions between activities. The student learns a short list of 
behavioral rules for each category and, when given a color cue, can switch quickly from one set of rules to another. 
 
Color Wheel: Steps. Here are the 5 steps to implementing the Color 
Wheel in the classroom (Fudge et al., 2008; Kirk et al., 2010): 
 
1. Define behavioral expectations for each color. The teacher develops 

a short list of rules summarizing the behavioral expectations for 
each of the color levels in the Color Wheel: green (free time/ low-
structure activities); yellow (large- or small-group 
instruction/independent work); and red (transitioning between 
activities). The table on the right provides a starter-set of appropriate 
behaviors by color condition that the teacher can edit to match the 
developmental level of a particular classroom.  
 

2. Create Color rules posters. The teacher next creates posters to be 
publicly posted for this intervention. The instructor copies the rules 
for each color level in large, legible script onto posterboard of a 
matching color (e.g., green color level rules are copied onto green 
posterboard, etc.).  (See Figure 1 below for an example of Color 
Wheel posters.) 
 

3. Create the Color Wheel. The teacher assembles the Color Wheel, a 
simple device for alerting students to the current color condition in 
effect in the classroom. The simplest way to create a Color Wheel is 
to cut a large disk (12 inches or greater) from white posterboard. 
The disk is partitioned into thirds with heavy black lines--like a pie divided into 3 large slices. Each of the 3 pie-
slices is then colored in with one of the green/yellow/red colors. The teacher then affixes a large posterboard 
arrow in the center of the circle -- using a brad (paper fastener) to allow the arrow to rotate. (See Figure 1 below 
for an example of a Color Wheel.) 
 

4. Train students in the Color Wheel procedures. The teacher posts the Color Wheel and colored behavior posters 
in a location visible to all students. The instructor explains the color levels and describes the activities associated 
with each. Next, the teacher uses the colored posters to review the behavioral expectations associated with each 
color level. The teacher gives specific descriptions of acceptable behaviors and their boundaries (e.g., "At the 

Color Wheel Behaviors: 
Sample List 
Green Condition: Free Time/Low-
Structure Activities 
 Talk in a quiet voice 
 Keep hands and feet to self 
 Comply with directions 
Yellow Condition:  Large- or Small-
Group Instruction/Independent Work 
 To speak, raise hand for teacher 

permission 
 To leave seat, raise hand for 

teacher permission 
 Look at the speaker or your work 
 Comply with directions 
Red Condition:  Transitions Between 
Activities 
 Return to your seat 
 Clear your desk 
 Look at the teacher 
 Do not talk 
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red level, when you clear your desks, your materials go into desks, backpacks, and cubbies--you should not 
stack any materials on the floor."). The teacher next demonstrates the Color Wheel, showing how the arrow 
indicator will always point to the color condition currently in effect as a guide to which colored rules poster the 
students will follow. 
 

5. Begin the Color Wheel intervention. The teacher then starts the Color Wheel intervention.  To prepare students 
to adjust quickly to new color conditions, the instructor always gives a 30-second warning when the Color Wheel 
is about the change. (If students have difficulty with this single reminder, the instructor may want to give both a 
2-minute and 30-second warning.) The teacher also regularly praises students for following posted behaviors. 
For maximum effectiveness, classwide praise should be intermixed with praise to small groups and individuals. 
Praise should also be 'labeled', clearly describing the behaviors that are praise-worthy (e.g., "This reading group 
transitioned quickly and quietly to the math lesson. Nice work!").  

 
 

Color Wheel: Additional Considerations. Although the Color Wheel system is fairly easy to implement, teachers 
should be mindful of these recommendations (Fudge, et al., 2008) 
 
1. Keep the Color Wheel 'red' periods short. The red condition of the Color Wheel covers transitions between 

activities--which should always be brief in duration. Teachers should therefore keep students on the red phase 
only long enough complete the transition to a new green or yellow activity. Once students are trained to make 
efficient transitions, 3-5 minutes should be sufficient to move into and out of a red phase. 
 

2. Do not use the 'red' Color Wheel setting as punishment. The behavioral expectations for the red (transitions) 
Color Wheel condition are the most restrictive, as students need to be seated, quiet, and focused on the teacher 
to learn the details of the upcoming activity. However, teachers should never set the classroom color condition to 
red simply to punish students for misbehavior. Linking the red condition with punishment raises the possibility 
that students will fail to comply with the red behavioral rules because they are seen as punitive rather than 
necessary to support an effective learning environment. 

 
References 
Fudge, D. L., Skinner, C. H., Williams, J. L., Cowden, D., Clark, J., & Bliss, S. L. (2008). Increasing on-task behavior 
in every student in a second-grade classroom during transitions: Validating the color wheel system. Journal of School 
Psychology, 46, 575-592. 
 
Kirk, E. R., Becker, J. A., Skinner, C. H., Fearrington, J. Y., McCane-Bowling, S. J., Amburn, C., Luna, E., & Greear, 
C. (2010). Decreasing inappropriate vocalizations using classwide group contingencies and color wheel procedures: 
A component analysis. Psychology in the Schools, 47, 931-943. 
 

Figure 1: Sample Posters and Color Wheel 
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How To: Manage Classroom Behavior Through Group Self-Monitoring  
 

Teachers are eager to find techniques for classwide behavior management that are feasible to implement, build 
lasting behavioral skills, and promote student responsibility. One positive behavioral intervention that can attain all of 
these goals is a classwide program for behavioral self-monitoring (Hoff & Ervin, 2012).  Students are trained to rate 
their own behaviors as well as those of the entire class--and receive incentives for both accurate ratings and positive 
behaviors.  
 
The group self-monitoring program involves 3 phases: (1) preparation, (2) an initial teacher-led demonstration that 
links behavioral ratings to class incentives, and (3) a final phase in which students monitor their own behaviors (Hoff 
& Ervin, 2012).  The remainder of this document describes how to implement classwide self-monitoring. 
 
Phase 1: Preparation: Teacher Selects Classroom Rules, Monitoring Period, and Initial Rewards. To prepare 
for the self-monitoring program, the teacher: 
 
1. defines target classroom behaviors. The instructor defines up to 3 classroom behavioral rules that will be the 

focus of the student self-monitoring program. When possible, the teacher expresses those rules in positive terms 
(that is, as behavioral targets for students to emulate). Examples of teacher-selected behavior targets are: Raise 
your hand to share ideas; sit appropriately in your seat; talk quietly, and keep hands to self.  

 
2. decides when to schedule the intervention. The teacher next decides when during the school day to schedule 

the self-monitoring program (e.g., during a math, reading, or writing lesson). A period in the range of 45 minutes 
is a suitable amount of time to conduct this intervention each day. 

 
3. becomes familiar with the rating scale. The teacher becomes familiar with the 5-point rating scale to be used in 

this intervention. The scale ranges from 1 ('Totally Unacceptable') to 5 ('Excellent') and is used to rate classwide 
compliance with the target behaviors. See Table 1, Behavior-Rating Criteria for Student Self-Monitoring, for 
definitions of each of the levels of the rating scale. 
 

Table 1: Behavior-Rating Criteria for Student Self-Monitoring Program (Adapted from Hoff & Ervin, 2012; 
Rhode et al., 1983) 
Points 
Awarded 

Behavioral Definition 

5 Excellent. The student/class followed all of the rules with no violations. 
4 Very Good. The student/class followed most of the rules throughout the period, with only 1-2 

minor rule violations that required little or no teacher intervention. 
3 Average. The student/class showed appropriate behavior during at least 80% of the period, 

with several minor rule violations that required only minimal teacher intervention (e.g., 
reminder, redirection). 

2 Below Average. The student/class broke 1 or more rules that resulted in interruption of 
learning. The student's problem behavior(s) required direct teacher intervention (e.g., warning, 
conference). 

1 Totally Unacceptable. The student/class broke 2 or more rules that resulted in interruption of 
learning. The student's problem behavior(s) required direct teacher intervention (e.g., warning, 
class conference, loss of privileges). 

 
4. selects suitable class rewards. The teacher selects several rewards that can be given to the whole class each 

day if they attain an acceptable teacher rating of 4 ('Very Good') or 5 ('Excellent') on all items on the classwide 
behavior scale. Examples of classwide rewards are free time and popcorn or another inexpensive, healthy 
snack. 
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Phase 2: Roll-Out: Behavior Rules and Monitoring are Introduced to the Class. The instructor next introduces 
the self-monitoring program to the class. In preparation, students re given copies of the Classroom Behavior/Student 
Self-Rating Form (which appears later in this document). The teacher then: 
 
1. introduces the list of classroom rules. The teacher presents the 2-3 classroom rules that are the focus of the 

program. When introducing each rule (e.g., raise your hand to share ideas), the teacher clearly defines that rule 
and gives examples of students correctly following the rule. The teacher then has students copy the class 
behavior rules onto their copies of the Classroom Behavior/Student Self-Rating Form. 

 
2. describes the 5-point rating system. The teacher presents the 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 ('Totally 

Unacceptable') to 5 ('Excellent') that will be used to rate classwide compliance with the target behaviors.  The 
instructor also shares behavior-rating criteria and offers illustrative behavioral examples for each point on the 
scale.  

 
3. reviews key elements of the teacher-rating process. The teacher tells students that she or he will monitor the 

behavior of the entire class during a specific period each day over the next 3-5 days. Students are also informed 
that, after every monitoring period, the teacher will assign the class a rating between 1 and 5 for each of the 
target behaviors, depending on student behaviors observed. The teacher shares a list of available rewards and 
tells students that, on any day when the class scores at least a 4 on all three of the behavioral targets, the whole 
group will earn a reward to be chosen from the list. 

 
4. begins the teacher-led rating program.  The teacher observes classwide behaviors daily during the period 

selected for the program. At the end of the period, the instructor rates the class on each behavioral rule and 
shares the ratings with the group-- giving specifics about why that rating was assigned. If the class earns a 
reward (that is, attains ratings of at least 4 on all behaviors), the teacher ensures that the reward is given at the 
end of the period or before the close of the school day. The teacher also keeps a cumulative graph, on which the 
combined behavior-points earned by the class are plotted each day. 

 
Phase 3: Student Self-Monitoring Begins. After 3-5 days in which the teacher rates classwide behaviors, provides 
the group with feedback about the teacher ratings, and dispenses any earned rewards, the classroom is ready to 
transition to student self-monitoring. During this phase, the teacher: 
 
1. prompts students to self-monitor behaviors. During the self-monitoring phase, students receive copies each day 

of the Classroom Behavior/Student Self-Rating Form. At the end of each daily observation period, students are 
instructed to use the form to first rate their own behavior and then to rate the behavior of the entire class. While 
students are informed that ratings of their own behavior are important as personal feedback, they also are told 
that only their classwide ratings will count toward the group reward. 

 
2. determines the daily classwide behavior rating.  During each rating period, the instructor completes her or his 

own rating of classwide behaviors along with the students. Each day, the teacher randomly selects one of the 3 
target behaviors and surveys the group, through a show of hands, to find out the numeric rating that the majority 
of the class assigned to that behavior. This majority rating represents the classwide rating ('student rating'). 

 
3. calculates daily points earned by the class. The teacher compares the classwide student rating to her or his own 

rating for the randomly selected behavioral rule. If student and teacher ratings match, the class earns the 
number of points represented by the rating itself (e.g.,3 points;  4 points) plus 1 bonus point. If student and 
teacher ratings diverge by 1 point, the class earns the number of points in the student ratings. If student and 
teacher ratings diverge by 2 or more points, the class earns no points that day. 
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4. plots cumulative points and dispenses rewards. The teacher plots any class points earned each day onto a 
cumulative graph or chart. When the class reaches a cumulative point-level goal selected by the teacher, those 
points are redeemed for a prize selected by the class (e.g., special snack; showing of a movie; etc.).  
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Classroom Behavior/Student Self-Rating Form 
 
Student: _____________________________ Classroom/Grade: __________________ Date: _______________ 
 
Directions: When directed by your teacher, rate your own behavior and the behavior of the entire class for the 3 
classroom rules listed below. Then share your ratings with the teacher. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 
Totally 

Unacceptable 

2 
Below 

Average 

3 
Average 

4 
Very Good 

5 
Excellent 

1 
Totally 

Unacceptable 

2 
Below 

Average 

3 
Average 

4 
Very Good 

5 
Excellent 

Behavior Rule 1: ________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 

How well did I follow this rule? How well did the class follow this rule? 

1 
Totally 

Unacceptable 

2 
Below 

Average 

3 
Average 

4 
Very Good 

5 
Excellent 

1 
Totally 

Unacceptable 

2 
Below 

Average 

3 
Average 

4 
Very Good 

5 
Excellent 

Behavior Rule 2: ________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 

How well did I follow this rule? How well did the class follow this rule? 

1 
Totally 

Unacceptable 

2 
Below 

Average 

3 
Average 

4 
Very Good 

5 
Excellent 

1 
Totally 

Unacceptable 

2 
Below 

Average 

3 
Average 

4 
Very Good 

5 
Excellent 

Behavior Rule 3: ________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________ 

How well did I follow this rule? How well did the class follow this rule? 
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How To: Write Behavior Statements to Identify Causes of Student 
Misbehavior 

When a teacher is confronted with a misbehaving or non-compliant student, the challenging behavior presents a 
puzzle to be solved. Instructors skilled in resolving behavior problems know that effective behavior management is 
built upon 3 assumptions (Packenham, Shute, & Reid, 2004). First, students engage in specific behaviors for a 
purpose (e.g., to seek peer attention; to avoid academic work). Second, events in the school environment play a 
central role in shaping student conduct, whether as behavioral triggers or reinforcers. Third, the teacher who can 
accurately identify both the purpose (function) of a student's problem behavior and events in the environment that 
sustain that behavior will be able to select appropriate intervention strategies to replace or eliminate it. 

A classroom teacher has access to a great deal of information that could potentially be helpful in analyzing a 
student's behavior: direct observation, interviews with the student, interviews with past teachers and parents; work 
products, school records, and more. In fact, as Hosp (2008) notes, a problem that teachers frequently face is not that 
they lack sufficient data to understand a student, but rather that they are saturated with too much global information 
to easily analyze.  

Behavioral statement: Template for analysis. What is needed is a simple template that helps teachers to narrow 
their problem-solving focus, productively tap into their reservoir of knowledge about a student, and --hopefully-- solve 
the behavioral puzzle. Such a template exists in the form of the  'behavioral statement' (Moreno & Bullock, 2011). 
The behavioral statement--also known as the 'ABC' (Antecedent-Behavior-Consequence) statement-- describes (a) 
antecedents: events that precede and trigger the problem behavior; (b) behavior: the problem behavior itself; and (c) 
consequences: events occurring as a result of the behavior that reinforce it in the future.  

Sample Behavioral (ABC) Statements 
Antecedent Behavior Consequence 

During large-group lectures in social 
studies 

Brian talks with peers about non-
instructional topics 

and receives positive peer attention.  
 

During independent seatwork 
assignments involving writing tasks 

Angela verbally refuses to comply 
with teacher requests to start work 

and is sent to the office with a 
disciplinary referral. 

 
The behavioral statement neatly encapsulates the behavior and its context and places the student's behavior on a 
timeline (trigger, behavior, outcome). The statement's format allows the teacher to examine what antecedent events 
or conditions may precipitate a problem behavior and think about how to reengineer aspects of the learning activity to 
prevent the problem behavior. In the same manner, the statement prompts the instructor to look at the current 
consequences that accompany the problem behavior, consider whether they are actually supporting misbehavior, 
and perhaps seek to replace them with alternative consequences to extinguish undesired behaviors. 

Classroom Behavioral Statement Organizer. While teachers can certainly draw upon their knowledge of students 
to write their own behavior statements, the process does require time and reflection. Yet time is a scarce commodity 
in busy classrooms. Teachers need access to streamlined tools to speed their understanding of mild problem 
behaviors and make behavior analysis feasible in general-education classrooms (Packenham, Shute, & Reid, 2004).  

The Classroom Behavioral Statement Organizer, which appears later in this document, is just such a tool, created to 
help instructors in a classroom setting to quickly draft behavior statements in ABC format and use those statements 
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to link student behaviors to their underlying purpose or function.  The chart is a table divided into four columns: (1) 
Antecedent/Activity; (2) Student Behavior; (3) Consequence/ Outcome; and (4) Behavior Function. The teacher 
browses the elements in the first 3 columns to assemble a behavior/ABC statement that describes a student's 
problem behavior and its context. Based on this statement and the teacher's comprehensive knowledge of the 
student, the instructor then selects the underlying behavioral 'function' or purpose, a hypothesis that best explains 
why the problem behavioral is occurring.  

A brief explanation of the sections of the Classroom Behavioral Statement Organizer follows: 

 Antecedent/Activity. The chart lists a range of classroom activities (e.g., student work-pairs; reading activities; 
independent seat work) typically taking place when the student problem behavior occurs. If a teacher finds that a 
student behavior is displayed across multiple classroom settings/activities, it is recommended that the instructor 
make the analysis more manageable by choosing only the one or two most important settings/activities where 
the student's behavior is most problematic. Also, while this antecedent/activity list covers the majority of common 
classroom activities, the teacher is encouraged to write out his or her own description of any antecedents or 
activities not listed here. 
 

 Student Behavior. A listing of the more common types of student misbehavior (e.g., talks to other students about 
non-instructional topics; fails to comply with routine teacher requests) appear in this section of the chart. The 
instructor identifies those problem behaviors that the student most often displays during the 'antecedent/activity' 
previously selected. It is recommended that teachers select no more than 2-3 behaviors to keep the behavior 
statement (and classroom intervention) manageable. If the teacher does not see a particular behavior listed, the 
instructor can use the examples from the chart as models to craft his or her own behavior definition.  
 

 Consequence/Outcome. The teacher chooses outcomes/consequences that typically follow the problem 
behavior (e.g., student fails to complete work; student is sent from the classroom to the office or to in-school 
suspension). The instructor should try to limit the number of consequences/outcomes selected to 3. If, in the 
teacher's opinion, several consequences (e.g., positive peer attention; student fails to finish work) occur with the 
same frequency, each selected consequence can simply be indicated with a check mark. However, if several 
consequences are linked to the behavior but one consequence (e.g., student fails to complete work) clearly 
occurs more often than another (e.g., student is sent to the office with a disciplinary referral), the teacher should 
number the relevant consequences in descending (i.e., 1, 2, 3)  order of frequency. The value of rank-ordering 
when consequences happen with differing frequencies is that such ranking can provide insight into what 'pay-off' 
is actually sustaining the problem student behavior. For example, the instructor may note that the number-one 
consequence for a misbehaving student is that she reliably gets positive attention from her classmates but that a 
more sporadic disciplinary consequence such as teacher reprimand or office referral ranks a distant third. From 
this differential rate of consequences, the teacher may conclude that the more frequent peer attention is driving 
the behavior and that the sparser disciplinary consequence is not sufficient to change that pattern. 
 

 Behavior Function. Having reviewed the behavior statement, the teacher chooses a behavior function that 
appears to be the most likely driver or cause of the student problem behavior(s). Seven possible functions are 
listed in this column. The most commonly observed behavioral functions in classrooms are escape/avoidance 
and peer or adult attention (Packenham, Shute, & Reid, 2004), but other functions can appear as well.  If the 
teacher is unsure of the function sustaining the behavior but has 2-3 candidates (e.g., peer attention; escape or 
avoidance of a situation or activity), that instructor should continue to observe the target student's behaviors and 
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note accompanying antecedents and consequences in an effort to rule out all but one of the competing 
hypotheses. 

References 

Hosp, J. L. (2008). Best practices in aligning academic assessment with instruction. In A. Thomas & J. Grimes (Eds.), 
Best practices in school psychology V (pp.363-376). Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists.  

Moreno, G., & Bullock, L. M. (2011). Principles of positive behaviour supports: Using the FBA as a problem-solving 
approach to address challenging behaviours beyond special populations. Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties, 
16(2), 117-127. 

Packenham, M., Shute, R., & Reid, R. (2004). A truncated functional behavioral assessment procedure for children 
with disruptive classroom behaviors. Education and Treatment of Children, 27(1), 9-25. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

42

Jim Wright, Presenter www.interventioncentral.org 42



Classroom Behavioral Statement Organizer 
Antecedent/Activity Student Behavior Consequence/ Outcome Behavior Function 
 Start of class/bell-ringer 

activities 
 

 Large-group lecture 
 Large group teacher-led 

discussion 
 Large-group: when called 

on by the teacher 
 

 Student work-pairs 
 Student groups: 

cooperative learning 
 

 Reading activities 
 Writing activities 
 Math activities 

 
 Independent seat work 
 Independent computer 

work 
 

 Transitions between 
academic activities 
 

 Homework collection 
 In-class homework review 

 
 Tests and/or quizzes 

 
 Class dismissal 

 
 Other: 

______________________ 
 

 Sits inactive 
 Puts head on desk 
 Is inattentive (e.g., staring into space, looking out 

the window) 
 Leaves seat without permission 
 Requests bathroom or water breaks 
 Uses cell phone, music player, or other digital 

device against class rules 
 

 Whispers/talks/mutters to self 
 Makes loud or distracting noises 
 Calls out with non-instructional comments 
 Calls out with instructionally relevant comments 

 
 Plays with/taps objects 
 Throws objects 
 Destroys work materials or instructional 

materials (e.g., ripping up a worksheet, breaking 
a pencil) 
 

 Whispers/talks to other students about non-
instructional topics 

 Whispers/talks to other students about 
instructional/academic topics: e.g., seeking 
answers or help with directions 

 Makes verbal threats toward peers 
 Uses inappropriate language (e.g., obscenities) 

with peers 
 Taunts/teases/makes fun of peers 
 Makes comments to encourage or 'egg on' other 

students to misbehave 
 

 Fails to begin in-class assignments (verbal 
refusal) 

— Student fails to complete work. 
 
— Teacher ignores the behavior 

('planned ignoring'). 
— Teacher redirects the student. 
— Teacher reprimands the student. 
— Teacher conferences w/ the student. 
 
— Student receives positive peer 

attention 
— Student receives negative peer 

attention. 
 
— Student is briefly timed-out within 

the classroom. 
— Student  is briefly timed-out outside 

of the classroom. 
— Student is sent from the classroom 

to the office or to in-school 
suspension (disciplinary referral). 

— Student receives a disciplinary 
consequence outside of class time 
(e.g., afterschool detention). 

 
— Student receives a 'respite' break 

away from peers to calm down 
before rejoining class. 

— Student is sent from the classroom 
to talk with a counselor/ 
psychologist/social worker. 

— Student receives a snack, nap, or 
other support. 
 

— Other: _______________________ 

 Peer attention 
 Acceptance/ affiliation 

with individuals or 
peer group(s) 

 Power/control in 
interactions with 
peer(s) 
 

 Adult attention 
 Power/control in 

interactions with 
adult(s) 
 

 Escape or avoidance 
of a situation or 
activity (e.g., because 
the student lacks the 
skills to do the 
academic work) 
 

 Fulfillment of physical 
needs: e.g., sleep 
 

 Other: 
_________________ 
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Behavioral (ABC) Statement: Use the organizer below to write a behavioral statement, based on your selections from the Classroom Behavior Chart. 
Antecedent Behavior Consequence 

 
 
 

  
 

 Fails to begin in-class assignments (silent 
refusal) 

 Fails to comply with routine teacher requests 
(verbal refusal) 

 Fails to comply with routine teacher requests 
(silent refusal) 
 

 Makes verbal threats toward adult 
 Uses inappropriate language (e.g., obscenities) 

with adult 
 Taunts/teases/makes fun of adult 
 Seeks academic help from adult when not 

needed 
 

 Perseverates with previous academic activity 
after the class/group has transitioned to a new 
activity 
 

 Other: 
____________________________________ 

 

Sample Behavioral (ABC) Statements 
Antecedent Behavior Consequence 

During large-group lectures in social studies Brian talks with peers about non-instructional topics and receives positive peer attention.  
 

During independent seatwork assignments 
involving writing tasks 

Angela verbally refuses to comply with teacher requests to 
start work 

and is sent to the office with a disciplinary referral. 
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