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Effective Teacher Effective Teacher   
Commands…Commands… 
• Are brief 
• Are delivered one at a time 
• Use specific language so that 

the student clearly understands 
the request 

• Avoid an authoritative, “Do it my 
way or else!” tone of voice 

• Avoid strong negative emotion 
or sarcasm 

• Are stated as directives rather 
than as questions 

• Avoid long explanations or 
justifications (and present any 
explanation before the 
command rather than after it). 

• Allow the student a short but 
reasonable amount of time to 
comply without additional 
teacher comments or directives 

Effective Teacher Commands:  Establishing 
Classroom Control  
 
As classroom managers, teachers regularly use commands to direct 
students to start and stop activities.  Instructors find commands to be a 
crucial tool for classroom management, serving as instructional signals 
that help students to conform to the teacher’s expectations for 
appropriate behaviors.   

 
Teachers frequently dilute the power of their 
classroom commands, however, by: 

 
• presenting commands as 

questions or polite requests.  
Commands have less impact when 
stated as questions or requests, 
because the student may believe 

that he or she has the option to decline.  The 
teacher who attempts, for example, to quiet a 
talkative student by saying, “Tanya, could you 
mind keeping your voice down so that other 
students can study?” should not be surprised if the 
student replies, “No, thank you.  I would prefer to 
talk!” 

 
• stating commands in vague terms.  A student 

may ignore a command such as “Get your work 
done!” because it does not state specifically what 
behaviors the teacher expects of the student.   

 
• following up commands with excessive justifications or explanations.   Because 

teachers want to be viewed as fair, they may offer long, drawn-out explanations for 
why they are requiring the class or an individual student to undertake or to stop a 
behavior.  Unfortunately, students can quickly lose the thread the explanation and 
even forget the command that preceded it! 

  
Using Effective Commands 
Teachers can reduce problems with student compliance and make their commands more 
forceful by following research-based guidelines (Walker & Walker, 1992): 
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Effective commands: 
 
• are brief.   Students can process only so much information.  Students tend to comply 

best with brief commands because they are easy to understand and hard to 
misinterpret. 

• are delivered one task or objective at a time.  When a command contains multi-
step directions, students can mishear, misinterpret, or forget key steps.  A student who 
appears to be noncompliant may simply be confused about which step in a multi-step 
directive to do first! 

• are delivered in a matter-of-fact, businesslike tone.  Students may feel coerced 
when given a command in an authoritarian, sarcastic, or angry tone of voice.  For that 
reason alone, they may resist the teacher’s directive.  Teachers will often see greater 
student compliance simply by giving commands in a neutral or positive manner. 

• are stated as directives rather than questions.  Perhaps to be polite, teachers may 
phrase commands as questions (e.g., “Could we all take out our math books now?”).  
A danger in using ‘question-commands’ is that the student may believe that he or she 
has the option to decline!  Teachers should state commands as directives, saving 
questions for those situations in which the student exercises true choice. 

• avoid long explanations or justifications.  When teachers deliver commands and 
then tack lengthy explanations onto them, they diminish the force of the directive.  If 
the instructor believes that students should know why they are being told to do 
something, the teacher should deliver a brief explanation prior to the command. 

• give the student a reasonable amount of time to comply.  Once the teacher has 
given a command, he or she should give the student a reasonable timespan (e.g., 5-15 
seconds) to comply.  During that waiting period, the instructor should resist the 
temptation to nag the student, elaborate on the request, or other wise distract the 
student.   

 
 
References:   
Walker, H.M. & Walker, J.E.  (1991).  Coping with noncompliance in the classroom: A 
positive approach for teachers.  Austin, TX:: Pro-Ed, Inc. 
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Effective Teacher Commands…Effective Teacher Commands…  
 
• Are brief 
• Are delivered one at a time 
• Use specific language so that 

the student clearly understands 
the request 

• Avoid an authoritative, “Do it my 
way or else!” tone of voice 

• Avoid strong negative emotion 
or sarcasm 

• Are stated as directives rather 
than as questions 

• Avoid long explanations or 
justifications (and present any 
explanation before the 
command rather than after it). 

• Allow the student a short but 
reasonable amount of time to 
comply without additional 
teacher comments or directives 

 

Effective Teacher Commands:  Establishing Classroom Effective Teacher Commands:  Establishing Classroom 
Control  Control  Workshop ActivityWorkshop Activity  
 
 

Directions:  A series of 6 teacher commands and requests appears below.  
For each example, note any flaws in the teacher response.  (Use the table 
on the right to review the elements of effective teacher commands.)  
Then rewrite the teacher verbal response (or describe an alternative way 
the teacher could have acted to head off or handle the situation more 
effectively).   

 
1. Thaddeus, I know that you finished the quiz early, 

but it is important that you not distract the other 
students while they are trying to work.  You 
wouldn’t want them to do poorly on the quiz, 
would you? 

 
2. Maria, how many times do I have to tell you to 

stop being so disruptive!  Every time that I have to 
talk to you, you take my attention away from the 
other students!  Please try to be more considerate! 

 
3. OK, class.  Pull out the writing assignment that 

you had for homework last night.  Pair off with a 
neighbor. Each one of you should read the others’ 
assignment.  Then you should edit your partner’s 
work, using our peer-editing worksheet.  Finally, 
review your editing comments with your partner.  
You have 20 minutes.  Begin! 

 
4. Jason, could you please put away that comic book 

and get started on your homework assignment?   
 
5. Anna, I want you to be sure to go straight home from school today!  Yesterday 

afternoon after school dismissal, I was in my car and noticed that you and your 
friends were utilizing the snowbanks along Henry Street, where there is a lot of 
traffic.  I want you to go straight home today and not dawdle! 

 
6. Carl, why don’t you speak up so that you can distract the entire class with your 

talking? 
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Strategies for Working With 
Emotionally Unpredictable Students 
 
Stage 1: Frustration 
Warning Signs: The student may… 
• bite nails or lips 
• grimace 
• mutter or grumble 
• appear flushed or tense 
• seem ‘stuck’ on a topic or issue 
Strategies to prevent or reduce the intensity of student frustration: 
• Antiseptic bounce: Send the student from the room on an errand or task. 
• Permit student to go to quiet spot within or outside of classroom on ‘respite break’ (brief cool-

down period). 
• Teach the student appropriate ways to seek help when stuck on academic assignment. 
• Spend 5 minutes talking through issue with student (or send student to another caring adult) 
• Give student an ‘IOU’ to meet with adult to talk over issue at more convenient time. 
• Teach student to recognize signs of emotional upset and to use ‘self-calming’ strategies. 
• Teach the student how to negotiate with instructors about assignments or work expectations. 
• Use motivation strategies to make learning more inviting (see Finding the Spark handout) 
 
Stage 2: Defensiveness 
Warning Signs: The student may… 
• lash out verbally at others. 
• withdraw (emotionally or physically). 
• challenge the authority of the instructor or other adult. 
• refuse to comply with adult requests or to follow classroom routines. 
• project blame onto others. 
Strategies to prevent or reduce the intensity of student defensiveness: 
• Avoid discussions of “who is right” or “who is in control”. 
• Approach the student privately, make eye contact, address the student in a quiet voice about 

his or her behavior. 
• Use humor to ‘defuse’ conflict situation. 
• Consider an apology if you have inadvertently wronged or offended the student. 
• Impose appropriate consequences on peers if they are provoking the student through teasing, 

taunts, verbal challenges, or physical horseplay. 
• Help the student to identify appropriate range of responses for the situation and to select one. 
• Permit student some ‘leeway’ on assignment or classroom expectations (as an 

acknowledgement of the life- or situational stress that they might be experiencing). 
• Teach the student non-stigmatizing ways to get academic help, support in the classroom. 
• Direct the student to write down the main points of his or her concerns.  Promise that you will 

read through the student’s account and meet individually to discuss the problem. 
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• Use effective ‘teacher commands’ to direct the student: (1) keep each command brief, (2) state 
command directly rather than in “Could you please…” format, (3) use businesslike tone, 
avoiding anger and sarcasm, (4) avoid lengthy explanations for why you are making the 
request, (4) repeat command once if student fails to comply, then follow up with pre-
determined consequences. 

• Use planned ignoring (NOTE: This strategy works best when the student lacks an audience). 
 
Stage 3: Aggression 
Warning Signs: The student may… 
• make verbal threats 
• use abusive language 
• assume threatening posture (e.g., with fists raised) 
• physically strike out at peers or adults 

 
Strategies to react to, prepare for or respond to student verbal or physical aggression: 
• Remove other students or adults from the immediate vicinity of student (to protect their safety, 

eliminate an audience) 
• Adopt a ‘supportive stance’:  step slightly to the side of the student and orient your body so that 

you face the student obliquely at a 45- to 90-degree angle.    
• Respect the student’s ‘personal space.’  Most people interpret the distance extending outward 

from their body to a distance of 2-1/2 to 3 feet as a bubble of ‘personal space.’  To both ensure 
your physical safety and reduce the student’s sense of threat, always stand at least a leg’s 
length away from the student. 

• Use supportive ‘paraverbal’ and non-verbal communication.  Children are adept at ‘reading’ our 
moods and feelings through non-verbal signals such as facial expressions, and body language.  
Maintain a calm tone of voice and body posture to project acceptance and support for the 
student. 

• Do not block the door.  Unless you have a compelling reason to do so (e.g., with very young 
children), try not to block the upset child’s access to the door as you approach the student.  
The student may interpret a blocked exit as a threat and attempt to go around or even through 
you to escape.   

• Deliver a clear statement of choices.  Here is a 3-step approach for making requests to upset 
students: 
 

1. Give the student two clear choices with clear consequences.  Order the choices so 
that the student hears the teacher-preferred choice last e.g., ”John, you can refuse to 
participate in the math assignment and be written up for detention or you can start the 
math assignment now and not be written up.”  Make sure above all that you can 
enforce any consequences that you present to the student.   
 

2. If the student fails to comply in a reasonable amount of time to Step 1, state clearly 
and firmly what you want the student to do.  Include a time limit for student compliance 
and specify a location if necessary.  For example, a teacher may tell the student, 
“John, I want you to return to your desk [location] now [time-frame] and begin your 
math assignment [requested behavior].”   
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3. If the student still fails to comply with your request, enforce alternative consequences 

that you have selected in advance. 
 

• Put together a classroom crisis plan.  Instructors who plan their responses to possible crisis 
situations are much more able to respond quickly and appropriately if and when such events 
occur.  You can take charge of crisis planning by becoming familiar with your school’s crisis 
plan, talking with staff whose rooms are near yours about how you can mutually help one 
another out in the event of a crisis, and teaching your students how they should respond (e.g., 
by evacuating the classroom in an orderly fashion) if a crisis situation occurs. 

 
 
 
References 
Long, N.J., Morse, W.C., Newman, R.G.  (1980).  Conflict in the classroom.  Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing 
Company. 
 
Myles, B.S., & Simpson, R.L.  (1994).  Prevention and management considerations for aggressive and violent children 
and youth.  Education & Treatment of Children, 17, 370-384. 
 
Steiger, L.K.  (1987). Nonviolent Crisis Intervention: A program focusing on management of disruptive, assaultive, or 
out-of-control behavior.  Brookfield, WI: National Crisis Prevention Institute. 
 
Walker, H.M., & Walker, J.E.  (1991).  Coping with non-compliance in the classroom: A positive approach for teachers.  
Austin, TX: Pro-Ed, Inc. 
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Working With Defiant Kids: 
Communication Tools for Teachers 
 
Teachers cite conflicts with defiant and noncompliant students as being a 
primary cause of classroom disruption.  In many schools, staff believe that 
student misbehavior is so pervasive that it seriously interferes with effective instruction.  This article 
outlines important communication tools that teachers can use to defuse (or even prevent!) 
confrontations with students. 
 
Why do classroom conflicts between teachers and students seem to occur so frequently?  
Conflicts are social power struggles and must always involve at least two parties.  As conflicts 
between students and teachers appear to be so widespread, it might help to examine what factors 
tend to push each party into these power struggles. 
 

 Students who are prone to conflict often do poorly in school.  They may act out in part to 
mask their embarrassment about their limited academic skills.  These students may also 
lack basic prosocial strategies that would help them to work through everyday school 
difficulties.  For example, students may become confrontational because they do not know 
how to ask for help on a difficult assignment, lack the ability to sit down with a peer and 
calmly talk through a problem, or are unable to negotiate politely with a teacher to get an 
extension on an assignment.   
 
Students can also sometimes adopt defiance toward teachers as a deliberate strategy--
because, in the past, this confrontational behavior seems to have ‘paid off’ for them in the 
form of reduced expectations for schoolwork or improved social standing with peers.  The 
longer that a student has engaged in habitual confrontational behavior, the more time and 
energy a teacher will probably need to invest in specific strategies to turn that behavior 
around. 
 

 Teachers who get pulled into power struggles with students may not realize that they are 
often simply reacting to student provocation.  For each step that the student escalates the 
conflict (e.g., raising his or her voice, assuming a threatening posture), the teacher 
matches the step (e.g., speaking more loudly, moving into the student’s personal space).  
In other words, a teacher allows the student to control the interaction.  
 
Furthermore, if an instructor has already decided that a student is generally defiant, the 
teacher may be overly quick to jump to conclusions, interpreting any ambiguous behavior 
on the part of the student (e.g., muttering in frustration during a test) as intended to be 
deliberately confrontational (Fisher et al., 1991).  The instructor may then reprimand or 
criticize the student, triggering a confrontation. 

 
What is the most important point to keep in mind when working with a defiant or 
noncompliant student?  The cardinal rule to keep in mind in managing conflicts with students is 
to stay outwardly calm and to maintain a professional perspective.  For example, it is certainly OK 
to experience anger when a student deliberately attempts to insult or confront you in front of the 
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entire classroom.  If you react with an angry outburst, though, the student will control the 
interaction, perhaps escalating the conflict until the student engineers his or her desired outcome. If 
you instead approach the student in a business-like, neutral manner, and impose consistent, fair 
consequences for misbehavior, you will model the important lesson that you cannot be pulled into a 
power struggle at the whim of a student.   
 
Instructors who successfully stay calm in the face of student provocation often see two additional 
benefits: 
1. Over time, students may become less defiant, because they no longer experience the ‘reward’ 

of watching you react in anger;  
2. Because you now deal with student misbehavior impartially, efficiently and quickly, you will 

have more instructional time available that used to be consumed in epic power struggles. 
 
How do I deliver a teacher command in a way that will minimize the chance of a power 
struggle?  You can increase the odds that a student will follow a teacher command by: 
 

 approaching the student privately and using a quiet voice 
 establishing eye contact and calling the student by name before giving the command 
 stating the command as a positive (do) statement, rather than a negative (don’t) statement.   
 phrasing the command in clear and descriptive terms (using simple language that is easily 

understood) so the student knows exactly what he or she is expected to do (Walker & 
Walker, 1991). 

 
There are several ways that you might use to deliver a teacher command.  The table below 
presents two sequences for teacher commands, one brief and one extended (Thompson, 1993; 
Walker & Walker, 1991).  Your choice of which to use will depend on your own personal preference 
and your judgment about how a particular student will respond to each: 
 
Teacher Command Sequence (Brief) Teacher Command Sequence (Extended) 
1. Make the request.  Use simple, clear 
language that the student understands.  If 
possible, phrase the request as a positive (do) 
statement, rather than a negative (don’t) 
statement.  (E.g., “John, please start your math 
assignment now.”)  Wait a reasonable time for 
the student to comply (e.g., 5-20 seconds) 

1. Make the request.  Use simple, clear 
language that the student understands.  If 
possible, phrase the request as a positive (do) 
statement, rather than a negative (don’t) 
statement.  (E.g., “John, please start your math 
assignment now.”)  Wait a reasonable time for 
the student to comply (e.g., 5-20 seconds) 

2. [If the student fails to comply] Repeat the 
request.  Say to the student, “You need to…” 
and restate the request.  (E.g., “John, you need 
to start your math assignment now.”)   
 
 Take no other action. Wait a reasonable time 
for the student to comply (e.g., 5-20 seconds)  

2. [If the student fails to comply] Repeat the 
request as a 2-part  choice.  Give the student 
two clear choices with clear consequences.   
 
Order the choices so that the student hears a 
pre-selected negative consequence as the first 
choice and the teacher request as the second 
choice.  (E.g., “John, you can refuse to 
participate in the math assignment and receive 
a referral to the principal’s office, or you can 
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start the math assignment now and not be 
written up.  It’s your choice.”)  
 
Take no other action. Wait a reasonable time for 
the student to comply (e.g., 5-20 seconds) 
3. [Optional-If the student fails to comply] Offer 
a face-saving out.  Say to the student, “Is there 
anything that I can say or do at this time to earn 
your cooperation?” (Thompson, 1993).   

3. [If the student fails to comply] Impose a pre-
selected negative consequence.  As you 
impose the consequence, ignore student 
questions or complaints that appear intended to 
entangle you in a power struggle. 4. [If the student fails to comply] Impose the 

pre-selected negative consequence.  As you 
impose the consequence, ignore student 
questions or complaints that appear intended to 
entangle you in a power struggle. 

 
Are there other effective communication strategies that I can use with defiant students? 
There are a number of supportive techniques that teachers can use to establish rapport and 
convey their behavioral expectations clearly to students, including: 
 

 Active listening.  Active listening, or paraphrasing, is the act of summarizing another person’s 
ideas, opinions, or point of view in your own words.  Students who are chronically hostile and 
confrontational often believe that nobody truly listens to them.  When upset, they frequently 
interrupt the teacher because they believe that the instructor does not understand their point of 
view.   
 
Active listening is powerful because it demonstrates beyond a doubt that you have not only heard 
the student’s comments but that you have grasped his or her opinions so clearly that you can 
repeat them back to the satisfaction of the speaker.  Note, though, that active listening does not 
imply that you necessarily agree with the student’s point of view.  Rather, it shows that you fully 
comprehend that viewpoint.  Students tend to view teachers who practice active listening as being 
empathic, respectful, and caring individuals.   
 
Here are some statements you can use when paraphrasing student comments:  
 
• “Let me be sure that I understand you correctly…” 
• “I want to summarize the points that you made, so that I know that I heard you right…” 
• “So from your point of view, the situation looks like this…” 
 
Once you have finished summarizing the student’s point of view, give that student the opportunity 
to let you know how accurately he or she thinks you paraphrased those views:  “Does what I just 
said sound like your point of view?”  And don’t be surprised if the student clarifies his or her 
position at this point.  (“Well, teacher, I don’t think that you really meant to pick on me when I 
walked into class late, but when you called me by name and drew attention to me, I got really 
embarrassed!”) Though a simple communication technique, active listening can transform a 
potential classroom conflict into a productive student/teacher conversation. 
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One final tip about active listening: when a student is quite upset and talking very quickly, you can 
safely interrupt him or her, take control of the conversation, and still seem supportive by using an 
active listening phrase (Thompson, 1993).  For example, you might interrupt a student by saying, 
“Whoa, just a minute! You’ve covered a lot of ground.  Let me just try to sum up what you said so 
that I know that I am understanding you!” 
 

 I-centered statements.  When we tell oppositional students that they are engaging in inappropriate 
behaviors, we run the risk of having them challenge the truth of our statements or of taking offense 
at being criticized for their conduct.  An instructor’s use of I-centered statements can reduce the 
potential that teacher criticism will lead to student confrontation.   Because I-centered statements 
reflect only the instructor’s opinions and viewpoints, they are less incendiary and open to challenge 
than more global statements that pin blame for misbehavior on the student.   
 
For example, rather than telling a student, “You are always disrupting class with your jokes and 
fooling around!,” you may say, “Zeke, I find it difficult to keep everybody’s attention when there are 
other conversations going on in the classroom.  That’s why I need you to open your book and focus 
on today’s lesson.” 
 

 Pairing of criticism with praise (Thompson, 1993).  Sometimes you have no choice but to let a 
student know directly and bluntly that his or her classroom behaviors are not acceptable.  Many 
oppositional students, though, have experienced a painful history of rejection in personal 
relationships and lack close ties with adults.   
 
No matter how supportively you present behavioral criticism to these students, they may assume 
that you are in fact rejecting them as individuals and react strongly to this perceived rejection.  One 
strategy to reassure the student that you continue to value him or her as a person is to (a) describe 
the problem behavior that you would like to see changed,  (b) clearly outline appropriate behavioral 
alternatives (b) praise the student about some other aspect of his or her behavior or 
accomplishments, and finally (c) state that you value having the student as a part of the classroom 
community.   
 
Here is a demonstration of this communication strategy: 
 
1. Description of problem behavior: “Trina, you said disrespectful things about other students 

during our class meeting this morning.  You continued to do so even after I asked you to stop.” 
2. Appropriate behavioral alternative(s): “It’s OK to disagree with another person’s ideas.  But you 

need to make sure that your comments do not insult or hurt the feelings of others.” 
3. Specific praise:  “I am talking to you about this behavior because know that you can do better.  

In fact, I have really come to value your classroom comments.  You have great ideas and 
express yourself very well.” 

4. Affirmation statement: “You are an important member of this class!” 
  

What are some conflict ‘pitfalls’ that I should watch out for?  Communication is never easy, 
especially when you work with students who can be defiant.  You can maximize your chances for 
successful communication, though, if you: 
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 Avoid a mismatch between your words and nonverbal signals. Students are quick to sense 
when a speaker’s body language and tone of voice convey a different message than his or 
her words.  If the student reads your nonverbal signals as being disrespectful or 
confrontational, conflict may result.  If a teacher speaks politely to a student, for example, 
but has his fists clenched and uses a sarcastic tone, that student is likely to discount the 
instructor’s words and focus instead on his nonverbal signals.  Be sure that you convey 
sincerity by matching your verbal message with your nonverbal cues. 
 

 Take time to plan your response before reacting to provocative student behavior or 
remarks.  It is easy to react without thinking when a student makes comments or engages 
in behavior that offends or upsets you.  If you let anger take over, however, and blurt out 
the first thing that comes to mind, you may end up making “the greatest speech that you’ll 
ever live to regret” (Thompson, 1993, p. 32).  A teacher’s angry response can escalate 
student misbehavior, resulting in a power struggle that spirals out of control.  When 
provoked, take several seconds to collect your thoughts and to think through an 
appropriate, professional response before you take action. 
 

 Do not become entangled in a discussion or argument with a confrontational student 
(Walker & Walker, 1991). Some students are very skilled at dragging teachers into 
discussions or arguments that turn into power struggles.  When you must deliver a 
command to, confront, or discipline a student who is defiant or confrontational, be careful 
not to get ‘hooked’ into a discussion or argument with that student.  If you find yourself 
being drawn into an exchange with the student (e.g., raising your voice, reprimanding the 
student), immediately use strategies to disengage yourself (e.g., by moving away from the 
student, repeating your request in a business-like tone of voice, imposing a pre-determined 
consequence for noncompliance). 
 

 Do not try to coerce or force the student to comply.  It is a mistake to use social pressure 
(e.g., reprimands, attempting to stare down students, standing watch over them) or 
physical force to make a confrontational student comply with a request (Walker & Walker, 
1991).  The student will usually resist and a power struggle will result.  In particular, adults 
should not lay hands on a student to force compliance--as the student will almost certainly 
view this act as a serious physical threat and respond in kind.    

 
What are proactive steps that I can take to head off or minimize conflict with students?   
The best way to handle a student conflict is to prevent it from occurring altogether:  Some ideas to 
accomplish this are to: 
 

 Offer the student face-saving exit strategies.   According to Fisher, et al. (1993), “face-
saving reflects a person’s need to reconcile the stand he takes in a negotiation or 
agreement with his principles and with his past words and deeds” (p. 29).  When a 
potential confrontation looms, you can give a student a face-saving way out by phrasing 
your request in a way that lets the student preserve his or her self-image even as the 
student complies.   
 
A teacher, for example, who says to a student, “Rashid, take out your book now and pay 
attention--or I will send you to the office!” backs the student into a corner.  The student 
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cannot comply without appearing to have done so merely to avoid the threatened 
disciplinary consequence (that is, prompt compliance would probably result in Rashid’s 
losing face with his peers).  The teacher might instead use this face-saving alternative: 
“Rashid, please take out your book now and pay attention.  We need to make sure that 
you do well on the upcoming test so that you continue to be eligible to play on the lacrosse 
team.  They need your talent!” 
 

 Act in positive ways that are inconsistent with the student’s expectations (Fisher, et al., 
1991).  Because they have experienced so many disappointments in school, 
confrontational students may believe that teachers do not take a personal interest in them 
or value their classroom contributions.  You can surprise these students and begin to forge 
more positive relationships by showing through your actions that you do indeed value 
them.  You might, for example, occasionally bring in articles from popular magazines on 
topics that you know will interest the student, set aside time for weekly individual 
conferences to be sure that the student understands and is making progress on all 
assignments, or take a couple of minutes each day to engage the student in social 
conversation.  Each ach small ‘random act of kindness’ will probably not instantly change a 
teacher-student relationship.  Over time, however, such acts will demonstrate your 
empathy and caring--and are likely to have a cumulative, powerful, and positive impact on 
the student. 

 
 Select fair behavioral consequences in advance (Walker & Walker, 1991).  When you are 

face-to-face with a confrontational student, it can be a challenge to remain impartial and 
fair in choosing appropriate consequences for misbehavior.  Instead, take time in advance 
to set up a classwide menu of positive consequences for good behaviors and negative 
consequences for misbehavior.  Be sure that all students understand what those 
consequences are. Then be consistent in applying those consequences to individual cases 
of student misbehavior. 
 

 Avoid making task demands of students when they are upset.  Students will be much more 
likely to become confrontational if you approach them with a task demand at a time when 
they are already frustrated or upset.  When possible, give agitated students a little 
breathing room to collect themselves and calm down before giving them commands 
(Walker & Walker, 1993). 
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School-Wide Strategies for Managing... 
OFF-TASK / INATTENTION  
A service of www.interventioncentral.org 

Students who have chronic difficulties paying attention in class face the risk of poor grades and 
even school failure. Inattention may be a symptom of an underlying condition such as Attention 
Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. However, teachers should not overlook other possible explanations 
for student off-task behavior. It may be, for example, that a student who does not seem to be 
paying attention is actually mismatched to instruction (the work is too hard or too easy) or 
preoccupied by anxious thoughts. Or the student may be off-task because the teacher's lesson 
was poorly planned or presented in a disorganized manner. It is also important to remember that 
even children with ADHD are influenced by factors in their classroom setting and that these 
students' level of attention is at least partly determined by the learning environment. Teachers 
who focus on making their instruction orderly, predictable, and highly motivating find that they can 
generally hold the attention of most of their students most of the time. Here are some ideas to 
consider to boost rates of student attending and on-task behavior: 

Capture Students' Attention Before Giving Directions (Ford, Olmi, Edwards, & Tingstrom, 2001; Martens & 
Kelly, 1993). Gain the student's attention before giving directions and use other strategies to ensure 
the student's full understanding of them. When giving directions to an individual student, call the 
student by name and establish eye contact before providing the directions. When giving 
directions to the whole class, use group alerting cues such as 'Eyes and ears on me!' to gain the 
class's attention. Wait until all students are looking at you and ready to listen before giving 
directions. When you have finished giving directions to the entire class, privately approach any 
students who appear to need assistance. Quietly restate the directions to them and have them 
repeat the directions back to you as a check for understanding. 

Class Participation: Keep Students Guessing (Heward, 1994). Students attend better during 
large-group presentations if they cannot predict when they will be required to actively participate. 
Randomly call on students, occasionally selecting the same student twice in a row or within a 
short time span. Or pose a question to the class, give students 'wait time' to formulate an answer, 
and then randomly call on a student. 

Employ Proximity Control (Ford, Olmi, Edwards, & Tingstrom, 2001; Gettinger & Seibert, 2002; U.S. Department of 
Education, 2004). Students typically increase their attention to task and show improved compliance 
when the teacher is in close physical proximity. During whole-group activities, circulate around 
the room to keep students focused. To hold an individual student's attention, stand or sit near the 
student before giving directions or engaging in discussion. 

Give Clear Directions (Gettinger & Seibert, 2002; Gettinger, 1988). Students will better understand 
directions when those directions are delivered in a clear manner, expressed in language the 
student understands, given at a pace that does not overwhelm the student, and posted for later 
review. When giving multi-step directions orally, write those directions on the board or give to 
students as a handout to consult as needed. State multi-step directions one direction at a time 
and confirm that the student is able to comply with each step before giving the next direction. 

Give Opportunities for Choice (Martens & Kelly, 1993; Powell & Nelson, 1997). Allowing students to 
exercise some degree of choice in their instructional activities can boost attention span and 
increase academic engagement. Make a list of 'choice' options that you are comfortable offering 
students during typical learning activities. During independent seatwork, for example, you might 
routinely let students choose where they sit, allow them to work alone or in small groups, or give 
them 2 or 3 different choices of assignment selected to be roughly equivalent in difficulty and 
learning objectives. 
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Instruct at a Brisk Pace (Carnine, 1976; Gettinger & Seibert, 2002). When students are appropriately 
matched to instruction, they are likely to show improved on-task behavior when they are taught at 
a brisk pace rather than a slow one. To achieve a brisk pace of instruction, make sure that you 
are fully prepared prior to the lesson and that you minimize the time spent on housekeeping items 
such as collecting homework or on transitions from one learning activity to another. 

Make the Activity Stimulating (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Students require less conscious 
effort to remain on-task when they are engaged in high-interest activities. Make instruction more 
interesting by choosing a specific lesson topic that you know will appeal to students (e.g., sports, 
fashion). Or help students to see a valuable 'real-word' pay-off for learning the material being 
taught. Another tactic is to make your method of instruction more stimulating. Students who don't 
learn well in traditional lecture format may show higher rates of engagement when interacting with 
peers (cooperative learning) or when allowed the autonomy and self-pacing of computer-
delivered instruction. 

Pay Attention to the On-Task Student (DuPaul & Ervin, 1996; Martens & Meller, 1990). Teachers who 
selectively give students praise and attention only when those students are on-task are likely to 
find that these students show improved attention in class as a result. When you have a student 
who is often off-task, make an effort to identify those infrequent times when the student is 
appropriately focused on the lesson and immediately give the student positive attention. 
Examples of teacher attention that students will probably find positive include verbal praise and 
encouragement, approaching the student to check on how he or she is doing on the assignment, 
and friendly eye contact. 

Provide a Quiet Work Area (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Distractible students benefit from a 
quiet place in the classroom where they can go when they have more difficult assignments to 
complete. A desk or study carrel in the corner of the room can serve as an appropriate 
workspace. When introducing these workspaces to students, stress that the quiet locations are 
intended to help students to concentrate. Never use areas designated for quiet work as punitive 
'time-out' spaces, as students will then tend to avoid them. 

Provide Attention Breaks (DuPaul & Ervin, 1996; Martens & Meller, 1990). If students find it challenging to 
stay focused on independent work for long periods, allow them brief 'attention breaks'. Contract 
with students to give them short breaks to engage in a preferred activity each time that they have 
finished a certain amount of work. For example, a student may be allowed to look at a favorite 
comic book for 2 minutes each time that he has completed five problems on a math worksheet 
and checked his answers. Attention breaks can refresh the student –and also make the learning 
task more reinforcing. 

Reduce Length of Assignments (DuPaul & Ervin, 1996; U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Students' 
attention may drift when completing overly long assignments. For new material, trim assignments 
to the minimum length that you judge will ensure student understanding. When having students 
practice skills or review previously taught material, break that review into a series of short 
assignments rather than one long assignment to help to sustain interest and engagement. 

Schedule Challenging Tasks for Peak Attention Times (Brock, 1998). Many students with limited 
attention can focus better in the morning, when they are fresh. Schedule those subjects or tasks 
that the student finds most difficult early in the day. Save easier subjects or tasks for later in the 
day, when the student's attention may start to wane. 

Select Activities That Require Active Student Responding (Gettinger & Seibert, 2002; Heward, 1994). 
When students are actively engaged in an activity, they are more likely to be on-task. Avoid long 
stretches of instructional time in which students sit passively listening to a speaker. Instead, 
program your instructional activities so that students must frequently 'show what they know' 
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through some kind of active [visible] response. For example, you might first demonstrate a 
learning strategy to students and then divide the class into pairs and have students demonstrate 
the strategy to each other while you observe and evaluate. 

Transition Quickly (Gettinger & Seibert, 2002; Gettinger, 1988). When students transition quickly between 
educational activities and avoid instructional 'dead time', their attention is less likely to wander. 
Train students to transition appropriately by demonstrating how they should prepare for common 
academic activities, such as group lecture and independent seatwork. Have them practice these 
transitions, praising the group for timely and correct performance. Provide additional 'coaching' to 
individual students as needed. During daily instruction, verbally alert students several minutes 
before a transition to another activity is to occur. 

Use Advance Organizers (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). One strategy to improve on-task 
behavior is to give students a quick overview of the activities planned for the instructional period 
or day. This 'advance organizer' provides students with a mental schedule of the learning 
activities, how those activities interrelate, important materials needed for specific activities, and 
the amount of time set aside for each activity. All students benefit when the teacher uses advance 
organizers. However inattentive students especially benefit from this overview of learning 
activities, as the advance organizer can prompt, mentally prepare, and focus these students on 
learning right when they most need it. 

Use Preferential Seating (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Seating the student near the teacher is 
one tried-and-true method to increase on-task behavior. Preferential seating simply means that 
you seat the student in a location where he or she is most likely to stay focused on what you are 
teaching. Remember that all teachers have an 'action zone', a part of the room where they tend to 
focus most of their instruction. Once you have analyzed your 'action zone' as a teacher, place the 
student's seat somewhere within that zone. Of course, the ideal seating location for any particular 
student will vary, depending on the unique qualities of the target student and of your classroom. 
When selecting preferential seating, consider whether the student might be self-conscious about 
sitting right next to the teacher. Also, try to select a seat location that avoids other distractions. 
For example, you may want to avoid seating the student by a window or next to a talkative 
classmate. 
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School-Wide Strategies for Managing... 
HYPERACTIVITY  
A service of www.interventioncentral.org 

Hyperactive students tend to have a very high energy level, act impulsively and can be 
behaviorally distracting. They may fidget, play with objects, tap pencils so loudly against their 
desk that kids from across the room look over at them, or blurt out answers to teacher questions 
before the instructor is even finished asking them. When working with students who are 
hyperactive or impulsive, teachers should keep in mind that these students are very often 
completely unaware that others view their behavior as distracting or annoying. Teachers working 
with such children can greatly increase their own effectiveness by clearly communicating 
behavioral expectations to students, by encouraging and rewarding students who behave 
appropriately, and by being consistent and fair when responding to problem student behaviors. 
Here are teacher ideas for managing impulsive or hyperactive students who display problem 
motor or verbal behaviors: 

Adopt a 'Silent Signal' (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). You can redirect overactive students in a 
low-key manner by using a silent signal. Meet privately with the student and identify for the 
student those motor or verbal behaviors that appear to be most distracting. With the student's 
help, select a silent signal that you can use to alert the student that his or her behavior has 
crossed the threshold and now is distracting others. Role-play several scenarios with the student 
in which you use the silent signal and the student then controls the problem behavior. When you 
are able to successfully use the 'silent signal' during instruction, be sure to praise the student 
privately for responding appropriately and promptly to your signal. 

Allow Discretionary Motor Breaks (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). When given brief 'movement' 
breaks, highly active students often show improvements in their behaviors. Permit the student to 
leave his or her seat and quietly walk around the classroom whenever the student feels 
particularly fidgety. Or, if you judge that motor breaks within the classroom would be too 
distracting, consider giving the student a discretionary pass that allows him or her to leave the 
classroom briefly to get a drink of water or walk up and down the hall. 

Encourage Acceptable Outlets for Motor Behavior (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). If the student 
distracts other students by playing with objects, substitute an alternative motor behavior that will 
not distract others. Give the student a soft 'stress ball' and encourage the student to squeeze it 
whenever he or she feels the need for motor movement. Or if the setting is appropriate, allow the 
student to chew gum as a replacement motor behavior. 

Have the Student Monitor Motor Behaviors and Call-Outs (DuPaul & Stoner, 2002). Students can 
often change problem behaviors when they pay attention to those behaviors. Have the student 
monitor his or her motor behaviors or call-outs. First, choose a class period or part of the day 
when you want the student to monitor distracting behaviors. Next, meet privately with the student 
to discuss which of that student's behaviors are distracting. Then, together with the student, 
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design a simple distractible behavior-rating form with no more than 3 items (For a student who 
calls out frequently, for example, a useful rating item might be "How well did I observe the rule 
today of raising my hand and being called on before giving an answer? Poor – Fair – Good".) 
Have the student rate his or her behaviors at the end of each class period. Make an effort to 
praise the student (a) for being accurate in rating behaviors, and (b) for any improvements that 
you see in the student's behaviors over time. 

Ignore Low-Level Motor Behaviors (Sprick, Borgmeier & Nolet, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2004). 
Selective ignoring can be an effective teacher response to minor fidgeting or other motor 
behaviors. If the student's 'fidgety' behaviors are relatively minor and do not seriously derail 
classroom instruction, the teacher should simply not pay attention to them. 

Remove Unnecessary Items From the Student's Work Area (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). 
Students who tend to distract themselves and others by playing with objects behave better when 
their work area is uncluttered. Take away (or direct the student to put away) any items that the 
student does not need for the work assignment but might be tempted to play with (e.g., extra 
pens, paper clips). 

Schedule Group 'Stretch Breaks' (Brock, 1998). You can increase the focus of your entire class 
and appropriately channel the motor behaviors of fidgety students by scheduling brief 'stretch 
breaks.' At their simplest, stretch breaks consist of having students stand next to their desks, 
stretch their arms, take a deep breath, and exhale slowly before resuming their seats. Or you can 
be creative, having students take part in different movements during each break (e.g., "OK class. 
It's time for a stretch break. Stand by your desk, arms over your head. Then take 3 steps back 
and 3 steps forward…"). NOTE: When using stretch breaks, be sure that you select movements 
that all of your students are physically able to accomplish without difficulty. 

Seat the Student Next to Distraction-Resistant Peers (Kerr & Nelson, 1998). One useful strategy for 
managing low-level motor behaviors is to seat the student next to peers who can generally ignore 
those behaviors. Rearrange seating in the classroom so that the student is sitting near peers who 
are good behavior models and are not readily distracted by that student's minor fidgety 
movements or playing with objects. 

Select a 'Supportive Peer' (DuPaul & Stoner, 2002). Handpick a classmate who has a good 
relationship with the student but is not easily drawn off-task and appoint that student as a 'helper 
peer'. Meet privately with the student and the helper peer. Tell the peer that whenever he or she 
notices that the student's verbal or motor behavior has risen to the level of distracting others, the 
peer should give the student a brief, quiet, non-judgmental signal (e.g., a light tap on the 
shoulder) to control the behavior. Role-play several scenarios so that the peer knows when he or 
she can ignore the student's low-level motor behaviors and when the peer should use a signal to 
alert the student to more distracting behaviors. 

Structure Instructional Activities to Allow Interaction and Movement (DuPaul & Stoner, 2002; 
Sprick, Borgmeier & Nolet, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 2004). Students with high energy levels may be 
more likely to engage in distracting behavior when they are forced to sit through long periods of 
lecture or independent seatwork. Instead, offer students frequent opportunities for more 
movement by designing instruction to actively engage them as learners (e.g., cooperative 
learning). An additional advantage of less formal, more spontaneous learning activities is that 
when the overactive child does happen to display motor behaviors in this relaxed setting, those 
behaviors are less likely to distract peers. 

Use 'Response Cost' (DuPaul & Stoner, 2002; Martens & Meller, 1990). A strategy to reduce distracting 
verbal or motor behaviors is to use 'response cost': first awarding points or tokens and then 
deducting those points or tokens whenever the behavior distracts other students. Here is a simple 
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version that you can use in your classroom: Award the student a certain number of 'behavior 
points' (e.g., 5) at the start of each class period and write a series of tally marks on the 
blackboard that corresponds to this number. Privately inform the student that each Hierarce that 
he or she engages in verbal or motor behaviors that obviously distract other students (e.g., cause 
them to comment on the behavior), you will silently go to the board and erase one point from the 
student's total. At the end of each class period, the student is allowed to keep any 'behavior 
points' that remain. Let the student know that he or she can collect points across multiple days 
and eventually redeem a certain number of collected 'behavior points' for prizes or privileges 
(e.g., extra free time). 

Use Brief Reminders About Appropriate Behavior and Conduct (DuPaul & Stoner, 2002; Sprick, 
Borgmeier & Nolet, 2002). Provide students with brief reminders of expected behaviors at the 'point of 
performance', when they will most benefit from it. Consider using structured prompts such as the 
following for students who tend to blurt out answers: "When I ask this question, I will give the 
class 10 seconds to think of your best answer. Then I will call on one student." Or you can remind 
students who have difficulty moving through hallways as part of a group, "Remember to keep 
hands to self and to walk quietly on the right as we walk to art class." 

References 

Brock, S.E.(1998, February). Helping the student with ADHD in the classroom Strategies for teachers. Communiqué, 26 (5), 18-
20. 

DuPaul & Stoner, 2002 DuPaul, G.J., & Stoner, G. (2002). Interventions for attention problems. In M. Shinn, H.M. Walker, & G. 
Stoner (Eds.) Interventions for academic and behavioral problems II: Preventive and remedial approaches (pp. 913-938). 
Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. 

DuPaul, G.J., & Stoner, G. (2002). Interventions for attention problems. In M. Shinn, H.M. Walker, & G. Stoner (Eds.) Interventions 
for academic and behavioral problems II: Preventive and remedial approaches (pp. 913-938). Bethesda, MD: National Association 
of School Psychologists. 

Kerr, M. M., & Nelson, C. M. (1998). Strategies for managing behavior problems in the classroom. Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall. 

Martens, B.K., & Meller, P.J. (1990). The application of behavioral principles to educational settings. In T.B. Gutkin & 
C.R.Reynolds (Eds.), The handbook of school psychology (2nd ed.) (pp. 612-634). New York: John Wiley & Sons. 

Sprick, R. S., Borgmeier, C., & Nolet, V. (2002). Prevention and management of behavior problems in secondary schools. In M. R. 
Shinn, H. M. Walker, & G. Stoner (Eds.). Interventions for academic and behavior problems II: Preventive and remedial 
approaches (pp. 373-401). Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists. 

U.S. Department of Education (2004). Teaching children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: Instructional strategies and 
practices. Retrieved August 20, 2005, from http://www.ed.gov/teachers/needs/speced/adhd/adhd-resource-pt2.doc 

Copyright ©2006 Jim Wright 

School-Wide Strategies for Managing... 
DEFIANCE / NON-COMPLIANCE  
A service of www.interventioncentral.org 

Students who are defiant or non-compliant can be among the most challenging to teach. They 
can frequently interrupt instruction, often do poorly academically, and may show little motivation 
to learn. There are no magic strategies for managing the behaviors of defiant students. However, 
research shows that certain techniques tend to work best with these children and youth: (1) Give 
the student positive teacher recognition. Even actions as simple as greeting the student daily at 
the classroom door or stopping by the student’s desk to ask ‘How are you doing?’ can over time 
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turn strained relationships into positive ones. (2) Monitor the classroom frequently and intervene 
proactively to redirect off-task students before their mild misbehaviors escalate into more serious 
problems. (3) Avoid saying or doing things that are likely to anger or set off a student. Speak 
calmly and respectfully, for example, rather than raising your voice or using sarcasm. (4) When 
you must intervene with a misbehaving student, convey the message to the student that you will 
not tolerate the problem behavior—but that you continue to value and accept the student. (5) 
Remember that the ultimate goal of any disciplinary measure is to teach the student more positive 
ways of behaving. Punishment generally does not improve student behaviors over the long term 
and can have significant and lasting negative effects on school performance and motivation. (6) 
Develop a classroom ‘crisis response plan’ to be implemented in the event that one or more 
students display aggressive behaviors that threaten their own safety or the safety of others. Be 
sure that your administrator approves this classroom crisis plan and that everyone who has a part 
in the plan knows his or her role. One final thought: While you can never predict what behaviors 
your students might bring into your classroom, you will usually achieve the best outcomes by 
remaining calm, following pre-planned intervention strategies for misbehavior, and acting with 
consistency and fairness when intervening with or disciplining students. Here are other ideas for 
managing defiant or non-compliant students: 

Allow the Student a 'Cool-Down' Break (Long, Morse, & Newman, 1980). Select a corner of the room 
(or area outside the classroom with adult supervision) where the target student can take a brief 
'respite break' whenever he or she feels angry or upset. Be sure to make cool-down breaks 
available to all students in the classroom, to avoid singling out only those children with anger-
control issues. Whenever a student becomes upset and defiant, offer to talk the situation over 
with that student once he or she has calmed down and then direct the student to the cool-down 
corner. (E.g., "Thomas, I want to talk with you about what is upsetting you, but first you need to 
calm down. Take five minutes in the cool-down corner and then come over to my desk so we can 
talk.") 

Ask Open-Ended Questions (Lanceley, 2001). If a teacher who is faced with a confrontational 
student does not know what triggered that student’s defiant response, the instructor can ask 
neutral, open-ended questions to collect more information before responding. You can pose 
‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘when’, and ‘how’ questions to more fully understand the problem situation 
and identify possible solutions. Some sample questions are "What do you think made you angry 
when you were talking with Billy?" and "Where were you when you realized that you had 
misplaced your science book?" One caution: Avoid asking ‘why"’questions (e.g., "Why did you get 
into that fight with Jerry?") because they can imply that you are blaming the student. 

Assign a Reflective ‘Processing’ Essay After Misbehavior (Boynton & Boynton, 2005; Mayer & Ybarra, 
2004; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). The student who gets into a conflict must write and submit to the 
teacher a brief ‘process’ plan outlining how they will improve their behavior. At minimum, the plan 
would state: (1) the role the student played in the conflict, (2) the part that other participants may 
have taken in the incident, (3) the student’s suggestions for finding the best resolution to the 
problem, and (4) how the student can act in the future to prevent the conflict from recurring. 
NOTE: Some teachers use a pre-printed structured questionnaire containing these 4 items for the 
student to complete. 

Do Not Get Entangled in Arguments (Walker & Walker, 1991). The careful teacher avoids being 
dragged into arguments or unnecessary discussion when disciplining students. When you must 
deliver a command to, confront, or discipline a student who is defiant or confrontational, be 
careful not to get 'hooked' into a discussion or argument with that student. If you find yourself 
being drawn into an exchange with the student (e.g., raising your voice, reprimanding the 
student), immediately use strategies to disengage yourself (e.g., by moving away from the 
student, repeating your request in a business-like tone of voice, imposing a pre-determined 
consequence for noncompliance). 
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Emphasize the Positive in Teacher Requests (Braithwaite, 2001). When an instructor's request has 
a positive 'spin', that teacher is less likely to trigger a power struggle and more likely to gain 
student compliance. Whenever possible, avoid using negative phrasing (e.g., "If you don't return 
to your seat, I can’t help you with your assignment"). Instead, restate requests in positive terms 
(e.g., "I will be over to help you on the assignment just as soon as you return to your seat"). 

Expand the Range of Classroom Behavior Interventions (Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). The 
teacher who has developed an array of in-class consequences for minor misbehaviors can 
prevent students from being sent to the principal’s office or to in-school detention. First, list those 
common misbehaviors that you believe should typically be handled in the classroom (e.g. being 
late to class, talking out). When finished, categorize your list of misbehaviors into 3 groups: ‘Level 
1’ (mild) misbehaviors, ‘Level 2’ (medium) misbehaviors, and ‘Level 3’ (more serious) 
misbehaviors. Then, list next to each level of problem behaviors a range of in-class 
consequences that you feel appropriately match those types of misbehavior. For example, you 
may decide that a ‘soft’ reprimand would be a choice to address Level 1 misbehaviors, while a 
phone call to the parent would be a choice for Level 3 misbehaviors. NOTE: In-class 
consequences are intended for minor misbehaviors. You should notify an administrator whenever 
students display behaviors that seriously disrupt learning or pose a risk to the safety of that 
student or to others. 

Give Praise That is Specific and Does Not Embarrass the Student (Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). 
Defiant students can respond well to adult praise but only when it is sincere and specific, and is 
not embarrassing. Ideally, the teacher should deliver praise as soon as possible after the positive 
behavior. Praise should be specific and descriptive—because vague, general praise can sound 
fake and does not give the student any useful information about how their behavior meets or 
exceeds the teacher’s expectations. For older students who tend to dislike being praised in a 
highly public manner, the teacher can use a more indirect or low-key approach (e.g., writing a 
note of praise on the student’s graded assignment, praising the student in a private conversation, 
calling the student’s parent to praise the student). 

Give Problem Students Frequent Positive Attention (Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). Teachers 
should make an effort to give positive attention or praise to problem students at least three times 
more frequently than they reprimand them. The teacher gives the student the attention or praise 
during moments when that student is acting appropriately--and keeps track of how frequently they 
give positive attention and reprimands to the student. This heavy dosing of positive attention and 
praise can greatly improve the teacher’s relationship with problem students. 

Have the Student Participate in Creating a Behavior Plan (Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). Students 
can feel a greater sense of ownership when they are invited to contribute to their behavior 
management plan. Students also tend to know better than anyone else what triggers will set off 
their problem behaviors and what strategies they find most effective in calming themselves and 
avoiding conflicts or other behavioral problems. 

Increase 'Reinforcement' Quality of the Classroom (Dunlap & Kern, 1996; Mayer & Ybarra, 2004). If a 
student appears to be defiant or non-compliant in an effort to escape the classroom, the logical 
solution is to make the classroom environment and activities more attractive and reinforcing for 
that student. Unfortunately, the student who fails repeatedly at academics can quickly come to 
view school as punishment. Some ideas to increase motivation to remain in the classroom are to 
structure lessons or assignments around topics of high interest to the target student, to increase 
opportunities for cooperative learning (which many students find reinforcing), and to adjust the 
target student’s instruction so that he or she experiences a high rate of success on classwork and 
homework. 

Keep Responses Calm, Brief, and Businesslike (Mayer, 2000; Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). Because 
teacher sarcasm or lengthy negative reprimands can trigger defiant student behavior, instructors 
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should respond to the student in a 'neutral', business-like, calm voice. Also, keep responses brief 
when addressing the non-compliant student. Short teacher responses give the defiant student 
less control over the interaction and can also prevent instructors from inadvertently 'rewarding' 
misbehaving students with lots of negative adult attention. 

Listen Actively (Lanceley, 1999; Long, Morse, & Newman, 1980). The teacher demonstrates a sincere 
desire to understand a student’s concerns when he or she actively listens to and then 
summarizes those concerns. Many students lack effective negotiation skills in dealing with adults. 
As a result, these students may become angry and defensive when they try to express a 
complaint to the teacher-even when that complaint is well founded. The instructor can show that 
he or she wants to understand the student's concern by summing up the crucial points of that 
concern (paraphrasing) in his or her own words. Examples of paraphrase comments include 'Let 
me be sure that I understand you correctly…', 'Are you telling me that…?', 'It sounds to me like 
these are your concerns:…' When teachers engage in 'active listening' by using paraphrasing, 
they demonstrate a respect for the student's point of view and can also improve their own 
understanding of the student's problem. 

Offer the Student a Face-Saving Out (Thompson & Jenkins, 1993). Students sometimes blunder into 
potential confrontations with their teachers; when this happens, the teacher helps the student to 
avoid a full-blown conflict in a manner that allows the student to save face. Try this face-saving 
de-escalation tactic: Ask the defiant student, "Is there anything that we can work out together so 
that you can stay in the classroom and be successful?" Such a statement treats the student with 
dignity, models negotiation as a positive means for resolving conflict, and demonstrates that the 
instructor wants to keep the student in the classroom. It also provides the student with a final 
chance to resolve the conflict with the teacher and avoid other, more serious disciplinary 
consequences. Be prepared for the possibility that the student will initially give a sarcastic or 
unrealistic response (e.g., "Yeah, you can leave me alone and stop trying to get me to do 
classwork!"). Ignore such attempts to hook you into a power struggle and simply ask again 
whether there is any reasonable way to engage the student's cooperation. When asked a second 
time, students will often come up with workable ideas for resolving the problem. If the student 
continues to be non-compliant, however, simply impose the appropriate consequences for that 
misbehavior. 

Proactively Interrupt the Student’s Anger Early in the Escalation Cycle (Long, Morse, & Newman, 
1980; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). The teacher may be able to ‘interrupt’ a student’s escalating 
behaviors by redirecting that student's attention or temporarily removing the student from the 
setting. If the student is showing only low-level defiant or non-compliant behavior, you might try 
engaging the student in a high-interest activity such as playing play an educational computer 
game or acting as a classroom helper. Or you may want to briefly remove the student from the 
room ('antiseptic bounce') to prevent the student's behavior from escalating into a full-fledged 
confrontation. For example, you might send the student to the main office on an errand, with the 
expectation that-by the time the child returns to the classroom-he or she will have calmed down. 

Project Calmness When Approaching an Escalating Student (Long, Morse, & Newman, 1980; Mayer, 
2000; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). A teacher’s chances of defusing a potential confrontation with an 
angry or defiant student increase greatly if the instructor carefully controls his or her behavior 
when first approaching the student. Here are important tips: Move toward the student at a slow, 
deliberate pace, and respect the student’s private space by maintaining a reasonable distance. If 
possible, speak privately to the student, using a calm and respectful voice. Avoid body language 
that might provoke the student, such as staring, hands on hips, or finger pointing. Keep your 
comments brief. If the student’s negative behaviors escalate despite your best efforts, move away 
from the student and seek additional adult assistance or initiate a crisis-response plan. 

Relax Before Responding (Braithwaite, 2001). Educators can maintain self-control during a tense 
classroom situation by using a brief, simple stress-reduction technique before responding to a 
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student’s provocative remark or behavior. When provoked, for example, take a deeper-than-
normal breath and release it slowly, or mentally count to 10. As an added benefit, this strategy of 
conscious relaxation allows the educator an additional moment to think through an appropriate 
response--rather than simply reacting to the student's behavior. 

Reward Alternative (Positive) Behaviors (Mayer & Ybarra, 2004; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). The 
instructor can shape positive behaviors by selectively calling on the student or providing other 
positive attention or incentives only when the student is showing appropriate social and academic 
behaviors. The teacher withholds positive attention or incentives when the student misbehaves or 
does not engage in academics. 

State Teacher Directives as Two-Part Choice Statements (Walker, 1997). When a student's 
confrontational behavior seems driven by a need for control, the teacher can structure verbal 
requests to both acknowledge the student’s freedom to choose whether to comply and present 
the logical consequences for non-compliance (e.g., poor grades, office disciplinary referral, etc.). 
Frame requests to uncooperative students as a two-part statement. First, present the negative, or 
non-compliant, choice and its consequences (e.g., if a seatwork assignment is not completed in 
class, the student must stay after school). Then state the positive behavioral choice that you 
would like the student to select (e.g., the student can complete the seatwork assignment within 
the allotted work time and not stay after school). Here is a sample 2-part choice statement, ‘John, 
you can stay after school to finish the class assignment or you can finish the assignment now and 
not have to stay after class. It is your choice.’ 

Use a ‘Buddy Teacher’ for Brief Student Breaks (Boynton & Boynton, 2005). Sending a mildly non-
compliant student on a short visit to a neighboring classroom can give both the teacher and 
student a needed break. Arrange with an instructor in a nearby room for either of you to send a 
student to the other’s room whenever you need a short respite from the student. Set aside a 
seating area in each classroom for student visitors. NOTE: These timeouts should be used only 
sparingly and should NOT be used if the student appears to find the breaks rewarding or to seek 
them as a way to avoid work. 

Use Non-Verbal and Para-Verbal Behaviors to Defuse Potential Confrontations (Braithwaite, 
2001; Long, Morse, & Newman, 1980; Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). When interacting with defiant or 
confrontational students, teachers can use non-verbal and para-verbal techniques such as non-
threatening body language, soft tone of voice, or strategic pauses during speech, to reduce 
tensions. For example, if a student is visibly agitated, you may decide to sit down next to the 
student at eye level (a less threatening posture) rather than standing over that student. Or you 
might insert a very brief 'wait time' before each response to the student, as these micro-pauses 
tend to signal calmness, slow a conversation down and help to prevent it from escalating into an 
argument. 

Use ‘Soft’ Reprimands (Sprick, Borgmeier, & Nolet, 2002). The teacher gives a brief, gentle signal to 
direct back to task any students who is just beginning to show signs of misbehavior or non-
compliance. These ‘soft’ reprimands can be verbal (a quiet word to the student) or non-verbal (a 
significant look). If a soft reprimand is not sufficient to curb the student’s behaviors, the teacher 
may pull the student aside for a private problem-solving conversation or implement appropriate 
disciplinary consequences. 

Validate the Student’s Emotion by Acknowledging It (Lanceley, 1999). When the teacher 
observes that a student seems angry or upset, the instructor labels the emotion that seems to be 
driving that student’s behavior. 'Emotion labeling' can be a helpful tactic in deescalating 
classroom confrontations because it prompts the student to acknowledge his or her current 
feeling-state directly rather than continuing to communicate it indirectly through acting-out 
behavior. A teacher, for example, who observes a student slamming her books down on her desk 
and muttering to herself after returning from gym class might say to the student, "You seem 
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angry. Could you tell me what is wrong?" Once a powerful emotion such as anger is labeled, the 
teacher and student can then talk about it, figure out what may have triggered it, and jointly find 
solutions that will mitigate it. Emotion labeling should generally be done in a tentative manner 
("John, you sound nervous…", "Alice, you appear frustrated…"), since one can never know with 
complete certainty what feelings another person is experiencing. 
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