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Chapter 5 
 

Toward a Proactive Classroom 
 

 
Much of what is written and practiced in the classroom regarding the educational 

approach to children with Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD) involves addressing 

emotional and behavioral problems that have a long history and may require direct interventions 

to modify.  However, another important step toward addressing problems is to prevent their 

occurrence in the first place.  In general, preventing problems rather than responding to them 

after they have emerged is much more effective.  There are two principles of preventive behavior 

management:  promoting positive, desired behaviors and minimizing behaviors that are 

disruptive to the instructional process.  The classroom that is prevention-focused will use 

procedures and techniques that focus on both components. 

The Classroom Environment 

 Children affected by prenatal alcohol exposure require structure and consistency.  

Deficits in self-regulation, adaptive functioning, and executive functioning lead to the child’s 

feeling as if he is “living on the 

edge,” exerting so much effort 

trying to manage his behaviors that 

he frequently finds himself lost in 

sensory overload.  

There are a number of 

circumstances in the classroom that 

can contribute to the dysregulated 

Classroom circumstances that can escalate 
children’s behavioral difficulties 
• Absent, ambiguous, or inconsistently enforced 

classroom rules 
• Inadvertent reinforcement of undesirable behavior 
• Failure to recognize or reinforce desirable 

behavior when it occurs 
• Using punitive approaches too often and/or 

without accompanying positive approaches 
• Behavior or practices/policies that serve to 

embarrass, denigrate, humiliate, or intimidate a 
child, especially in the presence of peers, e.g.,  
forms of corporal punishment 

• Lack of a recognizable, comprehensive, and 
effective plan for helping children learn how to 
manage their behavior 
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child falling apart right in front of you; group arrangement, internal and external disruptions, 

sudden change in activities, and inadequate monitoring of student behavior can lead to the 

child’s escalating loss of control.  

While every teacher has many children to monitor, the kinds of classroom interventions 

described in this chapter will meet the needs of both those children who respond to traditional 

classroom management techniques, as well as those who do not.  The critical first step is to 

watch your students carefully, note when they seem to have the most difficulty—transitions, 

after a loudspeaker announcement, during group activities or during independent work.  You will 

have to tune in to the cues your students provide and remember to interpret the meaning and 

function of the behaviors rather than simply trying to extinguish them.  Once you have engaged 

in this process, you are in a position to think in new ways about your classroom: its organization, 

the structure of the day, and  intervention and management efforts that address the messages 

children are communicating through their behavior. 

Many teachers are concerned that they have to spend too much time dealing with a few 

“special” children in their class, resulting in their neglect of the other students.  However, the 

best way to conserve time and energy for all your students is to be proactive in preventing the 

behaviors in the first place.  This will increase your availability to the class as a whole, as well as 

provide you more time to teach.  Waiting for the inevitable problem to arise, and then reacting to 

it, diverts your attention, leading to classroom disruption and ceasing of learning.  

Communicating Desired Behaviors 

How often have you heard someone, or yourself, say to a child, “You know better than 

that!”  As adults, we tend to assume that children have been taught what is acceptable and what 

is not acceptable behavior, but this often is not the case.  Children who come from a family in 
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which there is abuse of alcohol or use of illicit drugs do not get much helpful feedback on their 

behavior.  When we work with children, we must not only tell them what we do not want them to 

do, but also be very specific about why the behavior is unacceptable and what would be 

acceptable in that circumstance.  Use clearly stated rules and expectations so your students know 

what you want, i.e., the behaviors that will earn them positive results and those that will not.  

Although telling students what you want is a logical method, there are a number of other ways to 

communicate with them. 

Communicating Desired Behaviors 

To communicate desired behaviors, 
• Post a chart of classroom rules. 
• Remind the class of rules when an individual child breaks a rule. 
• Write encouraging notes to students when they follow the rules. 
• Write positive notes to parents when children are meeting your expectations. 
• Provide frequent feedback to students about their behavior. 
• Through nonverbal looks, gazes, expressions and gestures, reinforce a child’s positive behaviors. 

 

Establishing Classroom Rules 

Establishing and enforcing classroom rules and behavioral expectations are important 

preventative measures.  They provide clarity and consistency for what the child can expect from 

the teacher and what he is expected to do. Children especially respect rules that they help make, 

and they learn more from rules that are positive.  Although negatively stated rules tend to be 

easier to formulate than positive rules, negative rules imply an expectation of misbehavior.  

Thus, negatively stated rules should be avoided, used only for fairly innocuous and routine 

situations, such as, “Don’t bring toys to school.”  Positively stated rules can encourage reason 

and thinking and provoke active discussion.  
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When rules are broken, teachers should be careful to apply an appropriate measure of 

discipline.  If the teacher’s response is too harsh, the child may experience such a sense of shame 

and guilt that his initiative and sense of autonomy are affected.  On the other hand, overly weak 

responses could result in the child not understanding how to control himself.  For older children, 

starting in second and third grade, rules should be developed to support the well-being of the 

social community.  Issues of fairness, ethics, and consideration of others form the basis of the 

social construct.  Children by this age are able to appreciate rules that serve the needs of the 

group and understand why such rules are reasonable and necessary. 

Fair and consistent rules are helpful in establishing a sense of order and control in the 

classroom. Children, especially those living with parents who drink excessively or use drugs, 

frequently come from environments in which the out-of-control parent creates a world that is 

unpredictable and uncertain.  The establishment of classroom rules allows these children to 

develop a sense of control over their lives. 

Establishing Classroom Rules 

Classroom rules should be 
• Made and discussed with the children.  Focus on why rules are needed. 
• Made to serve a purpose. 
• Stated in very clear, specific, and concrete behavioral terms.  Children should know when they are following 

a rule and when they are breaking a rule. 
• Limited to no more than six (the fewer the better): they should be posted and easy to read. 
• Stated in positive terms because they communicate positive expectations: Say what we do, not what we do 

not do. 
• Discussed to see the relation to daily routines and activities. 
• Reviewed on a regular basis, e.g., every two weeks, and whenever a rule is violated by several members of 

the class. 
• Introduced with each activity to remind students of expectations. 

 

Be consistent as to what is expected and how rules are enforced.  If you have a rule that 

requires a child to raise his hand before speaking, but then the rule is not enforced when he 
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speaks without permission, inconsistency results and the power of the rule is undermined.  If a 

child violates a rule, a discussion should take place to assure she understands both the rule and 

the violation.  Individual reminders or corrective statements should be done privately, so as not 

to humiliate the child.  Reminding the group of a high level of group infractions is appropriate, 

but individual children should not be identified.  Offering a special activity or reward to reinforce 

individuals and groups for exceptional compliance with the rules is important. 

Establishing a Reward System 

As you begin establishing a reward system, you may want to keep in mind that 

interruptions in expected rewards 

can cause uncertainty and 

confusion for some children, 

especially those with FASD.  If 

giving rewards after positive 

behavior becomes difficult, then 

your procedures should be 

reviewed and revised. 

Although it may seem difficult to imagine that anyone would reward undesired behavior, 

this occurs frequently.  Remembering that what is rewarding for one child is not rewarding for 

another is important. For example, if a child misbehaves, the attention received from an adult 

may be rewarding for the attention-hungry child, increasing the chances for repeating the 

behavior. 

When responding to an undesired behavior, observe the reaction of the child to determine 

if the behavior increases.  If so, review your approach and consider how to respond to that child 

Establishing a reward system 
• At first, reinforcement should be given each time a desired 

behavior occurs.  Plan to gradually decrease the amount of 
reinforcement expected. 

• The child should be reminded why she is receiving the 
reward. 

• Even if a tangible reward is not given each time, social 
rewards such as praise can be given. 

• For younger children or children who exhibit negative 
behaviors often, frequency of reward for appropriate 
behavior is important. 

• Minimize rewards for inappropriate or undesired behavior. 
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if the situation recurs.  Ignore mild occurrences of disruptive or negative behavior, if possible, 

which will help to reduce problems by removing rewarding attention.  You will not be able to 

ignore extremely disruptive or dangerous behavior, however, and this should be immediately 

addressed. 

In setting up a reward system, first identify rewards that the children can try to earn.  

Remember, what may be rewarding for an adult or older child may not be so for the young child.  

Develop a list of rewards that your students like by asking them directly and by observing their 

behavior. 

Establishing Rewards 

Rewards should be 
• Logical and natural for the classroom environment. 
• Varied, with higher requirements for rewards that are more valued; e.g., free time. 
• Very specific, familiar, and perceived to be attainable by the students. 
• Social as well as tangible (smiles, praise, privilege, recognition, etc.). 
• Given consistently for positive behavior. 
• Given each time a desired behavior occurs.  Plan to gradually decrease the amount of reinforcement 

expected. 
• Minimized for inappropriate or undesired behavior. 

 

Creating a Consistent and Predictable Classroom Environment 

Establishing daily routines and habits can have a preventive effect in the classroom.  A 

predictable routine and schedule assists children in understanding and trusting their environment.  

Having clear expectations that are actualized will reduce children’s anxiety with ordering and 

organizing their own world—whether at school or at home. 

School-age children affected by prenatal exposure to alcohol often have problems 

regulating their actions, behavior, and mood.  While  they can self-regulate, they need an 

environment that helps them stay below their threshold of stimulation and aids in developing 

self-regulation strategies. 
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A number of environmental situations and stimuli can trigger loss of behavioral control 

or withdrawal in alcohol-exposed children. In fact, anything that increases the inconsistency and 

decreases the predictability of the child’s environment will exacerbate the self-regulatory 

problems.  Transitions and life changes are especially difficult, and while the children may 

display adequate regulatory abilities in familiar environments, they often lose this ability when 

presented with a new circumstance or situation.  The first step toward helping children learn to 

regulate is to provide them with a consistent and predictable environment.  With stable routines, 

rules, discipline, and nurturance they know what to expect from those around them.  This 

confidence in their environment frees them to concentrate on controlling internal states of 

arousal and impulses.  When the children are exposed to new environments or new tasks, it is 

helpful to anticipate their problems and help them maintain control by providing one-on-one 

attention, guidance, and structure. 

Daily schedule 

Even the schedule or structure of a normal school day can be over-stimulating for the 

child with a low stimulation threshold..  Changes to the schedule, such as for fire drills, 

assemblies and programs, switching teachers or classrooms, or attending special classes or events 

can produce increasing anxiety and distrust in these children.  Administrators should carefully 

assess the intended and actual value of a schedule change for children who have difficulty in 

adjusting to new situations. 

Establishing a Daily Schedule 

• Alternate between quiet and active types of activities every 20 to 30 minutes. 
• Allow for activities that will burn up energy. 
• Post a daily and weekly calendar, using a combination of words and pictures.  

Review the daily schedule. 
• Have children keep their own schedule and cross off activities when finished. 
• Start each day with an opening activity that presents the day’s structure and plan. 
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• Bring closure to the end of each day.  Discuss the next day’s schedule to prepare for 
what will happen. 

• Be predictable; try to maintain the same schedule every day. 

 

Stable routines 

Routines and habits are particularly important for transitions between activities.  

Managing transitions can be extremely difficult for some children, and those at risk because of 

prenatal or environmental drug exposure are especially vulnerable.  Children who are substance-

exposed need to know what to expect and what is expected of them.  Not only does this give 

them a sense of control over their lives, but also allows them to use their energy to manage 

themselves internally if their external environment is consistent and predictable, 

Transitions  

Transitions are times when change is required, and alcohol-exposed children do not react 

well to change.  Transitions often are unstructured, can be disorganized, and rarely follow a set 

routine.  Children who need a great deal of structure or have difficulty regulating their behavior 

in a chaotic or unorganized situation will become lost as they move from one activity or setting 

to another.  Routines, which are associated with enhanced achievement, help keep children 

occupied and engaged. 

Teachers report that the primary time challenging, inappropriate behaviors occur is 

during transition.  They have also found that these behaviors decrease greatly, or are even 

prevented, if simple strategies to organize transitions are applied. 
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Establishing Routines for Transition  

• Introduce the structure of transition time to the children (i.e., just like any other activity, it has a beginning, 
middle, and end) 

• Alternate the daily schedule in a developmentally appropriate way with active and quiet, large and small 
group time, and individual activity time. 

• Provide clear cues for warnings to signal when transition will soon begin, actually begin, and end (music, 
color codes, times). 

• Preview the transition, laying out the routine of transition before it begins. 
• Show each step of the transition process (through instruction, peer support, role modeling, etc.) for children 

who require a great deal of structured guidance. 
• Use visual cues, such as footprints taped to the floor or other creative images, to show where children should 

line up or sit. 
 

Preparing children for transitions should include any change that will affect the child’s 

schedule and routine.  If possible, plan for substitute teachers, forewarning children of an 

upcoming teacher absence whenever possible.  Children should be prepared for schedule 

changes; give students the opportunity to practice unique situations, such as fire drills, room 

changes, and assemblies.  

There remains a tendency in some classrooms to try to get the child to fit the typical 

routine, rather than fit the routine to the child.  This is not to say that routines and practices that 

are set up for the group are inappropriate for children affected by prenatal alcohol exposure, but  

modifications in these procedures may be necessary to meet their unique needs.  Often a small 

gesture as simple as placing a hand on the shoulder will be sufficient. 

Physical arrangement of the classroom 

The classroom is the environment in which you interact with your students and where 

most learning occurs.  You can make several choices about its appearance and physical 

arrangement as well as how you set the tone for activities.  Research has shown that strategic 

arrangement of the classroom can promote appropriate behavior and prevent behavior problems. 
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You can organize the physical space of the classroom in a way that reduces distractions and 

confusion. This creates a classroom that is orderly and reassuring.  

Classroom organization   

Alcohol-exposed children who have difficulty organizing themselves within their 

environment often require the teacher to provide an organizational framework. Learning centers, 

bulletin boards, posters, and other materials can be distracting for such children unless they have 

some context:   

Organizing the Classroom  

When arranging your classroom environment, 
• Label classroom materials and spaces and post an outline of their locations. 
• Make neat, purposeful learning centers that are not over-stimulating and are easily accessible.  Use minimal 

decorations that can be easily removed in case they become distracting. 
• Introduce and clearly define the purpose of visual stimuli, e.g., bulletin boards, learning centers, decorations.   
• Clearly define workspaces and mark their boundaries.  Masking tape on a table or on the floor is a great way 

to provide a dysregulated child a visual reminder of her boundaries. 
• Provide private areas with rocking chairs, bean bag seating, and headphones and soft elements such as 

pillows and rugs. 
• Provide individual space for each student’s belongings. 
• Clearly identify and mark materials.  Keep clutter to a minimum. 
• Limit distractions – ensure adequate light and ventilation. 
• Provide a “cool down” or “alone” space where children can go to regain their organization, balance, and self-

control. 

 

Classroom Seating   

Often availability of resources, arrangement of furniture, and physical access to activities 

and materials limit your control over classroom density.  Crowding tends to contribute to 

decreased attention, social withdrawal, aggressiveness, dissatisfaction, and nervousness.  

However, you can reduce the negative effects of density and crowding by changing the size of 

groups in the classroom (social density) and by placing same-size groups in different-size spaces 

(spatial density). 
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In cooperative learning situations, group seating arrangements may lead to better 

performance than row seating.  Students who sit in circles or clusters tend to have better on-task 

behavior, and students who sit in circles demonstrate more on-task commitment.  Circular 

seating arrangements produce fewer disruptions than row seating.  While row seating is the best 

method for lecture and material presentation, it is not appropriate for most other activities. 

 

Alternate Seating Arrangements 

Front of room 

 

Group Approaches to Classroom Management 

Although much of what is written about classroom management tends to focus on 

addressing individual behavioral problems by using reinforcement or punishment approaches, we 

believe that management techniques should start with a group approach.  Group approaches 
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involve assessing current classroom environment, circumstances, and management practices to 

determine if problems exist that can be corrected by modifying the classroom environment or 

situation. Individual interventions, which involve procedures that are more systematic and the 

use of a problem-solving process that addresses the child’s behavior on an individual level, will 

be developed and discussed in the next section of this manual. 

Scanning 

Scanning refers to the teacher maintaining frequent visual monitoring of classroom 

activities, particularly those during which students work independently.  Failing to scan usually 

results in teachers responding only to misbehavior, leading to difficulty communicating 

behavioral expectations.  Scanning relates to what is termed “withitness,” the ability to know 

what is happening in the classroom, which leads to prevention of behavior problems.  

Maintaining eye contact with students, often without verbal comments, is an effective way to 

prevent misbehavior.  Children with prenatal alcohol exposure often have difficulty reading 

nonverbal cues, but an agreed-upon overt signal from the teacher, such as pulling her ear, can 

help the child refocus on the task. 

Group management 

Group management approaches can help with the behaviors of individual children as well 

as with the larger group.  A classroom in which the teacher regularly employs group 

management approaches is likely to have fewer behavioral problems.  Although you will 

probably develop many behavioral interventions for individual children, group management 

approaches may be effective in preventing or reducing misbehavior or academic problems.  

However, if implemented correctly, group strategies can be more effective than some individual 
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interventions, for the positive effectiveness of group over individual interventions rests on the 

power of peer pressure.   

Contingencies  

The use of contingencies is a central concept to effective classroom management, 

although its meaning may be unclear.  The best synonym for the term is “dependence” and refers 

to the relationship of one event to another.  If there is a contingent relationship between two 

events, then one is a result of (i.e., dependent upon) the occurrence of the other.  For example, 

you receiving a paycheck is contingent (dependent) upon you working.  A child receives an “A” 

grade contingent upon doing the necessary work that reflects a certain standard of quality.  A 

child receives a reward contingent upon whether he or she completes a task for which a reward 

has been promised. 

Many teachers (and parents) are uncomfortable with the idea of using rewards to help 

children manage their behavior, equating the use of such a contingency to that of a bribe.  

However, using such incentives or consequences is a very powerful intervention that 

communicates the message, “You (the student) are in charge of what happens; I am not 

controlling you—it’s up to you.”  Thus, the teacher, rather than being the punitive provider of 

punishments, becomes the coach who can empower the child to see that he can exert control and 

manage himself.   

Incentives are also a way to acknowledge that you are asking a child to do something that 

is difficult for her.  These kinds of incentives and bonuses are no different from those provided to 

adults in the workplace when employers want more productivity; e.g., the promise of a 

promotion or raise.  When you offer an incentive for successful execution of something that you 
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understand requires much effort, you are providing an empathic intervention that lets a child 

know you understand her and do not blame her. 

Using these types of interventions also allows the teacher to be creative and involved 

with his students.  What motivates the children in one’s classroom?  How can contingencies be 

structured?  How can the children work together to meet extra goals?  But, remember, the chosen 

contingency must be meaningful to the child—that is, it must be something she wants, so it will 

provide the motivation and incentive she needs to reach the targeted goal. 

There are many examples of establishing contingencies or relationships in managing 

behavior.  In fact, most of everyday behavior is a product of the contingencies established among 

events or objects.  We all receive rewards or positive consequences as a function of our behavior; 

e.g., a “thank you” for helping someone with a problem.  We can also receive negative 

consequences for inappropriate behavior; think of the last time you received a traffic ticket for 

speeding.  Obviously, not all contingencies are positive.  A child can get attention for 

misbehavior.  For example, a child who acts aggressively may get attention from a subset of his 

peers.  Thus, getting the attention is contingent upon being aggressive.  A contingency by itself is 

neither positive nor negative; the nature of the relationship between the action and the 

contingency is most important. 

As noted previously, children affected by prenatal alcohol exposure have difficulty 

relating actions with consequences.  This is especially true if the consequences are negative.  

However, positive incentives, when consistent, immediate, and repetitive, are an especially 

useful tool with this population of children.  Although negative contingencies help, children who 

tend to be impulsive by helping them think before they act, this may not be true for alcohol-

exposed children.  The wish to act (i.e., hit another child) and the action itself are essentially 
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simultaneous; thus, the child is not in a position to make a different choice (i.e., walk away).  

Positive contingencies help a child pause between the wish to act and the action (i.e., “If I walk 

away, the teacher will be happy for me”), and thus help build her capacity for self-control by 

having successful experiences. 

Contingencies also can be viewed as logical consequences when teaching children to take 

responsibility for their own behavior.  Using logical consequences is most effective with alcohol-

exposed children because it reinforces the idea of self-regulation and puts children in charge of 

themselves by encouraging them to examine their own behaviors and think about their choices..  

As a result, they are able to regain their self-control and their self-respect.  As noted by Charney, 

all logical consequences need to be implemented with both empathy and structure.  Empathy 

preserves the dignity of the child; structure preserves the dignity of the classroom. 

Guidelines for Logical Consequences* 

• Logical consequences are respectful of the student and classroom.  Students give input for possible 
consequences including choices about the specifics of consequences.  Logical consequences are not intended 
to humiliate or hurt. 

• Logical consequences need to respond to choices and actions, not character.  The message is that 
misbehavior results from poor judgment or bad planning, not from poor character. 

• Logical consequences need to be put into practice with both empathy and structure.  Empathy shows our 
knowledge of children and our willingness to hear what they have to say; structure establishes and provides 
appropriate directions.  The teacher needs to be firm and kind.  Kindness shows our respect for the child; 
firmness shows respect for oneself. 

• Logical consequences should be used to describe the demands of the situation, not the demands of the 
authority.  This helps avoid power struggles. 

• Logical consequences should be used only after the teacher has assessed the situation.  Misbehaviors may 
result from expectations that are not appropriate to the developmental needs of the children, or from 
expectations incompatible with an individual’s particular needs.  The best alternative may be to restructure 
the environment and readjust the expectations.  When confronted with misbehavior, there are two questions 
to ask: 

a) Are my expectations appropriate to the age needs of the group? 
b) Are my expectations appropriate to the individual needs and abilities of the student? 

• Stop and think before imposing logical consequences.  Teachers often need time to think, not just to react. 
• Logical consequences help to restore self-control and self-respect because self-respect demands not just 

words, but actions. 

 *Adapted from Charney 
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 A good example of the use and misuse of logical consequences can be considered in the 

case of Ronnie, a first-grader who has difficulty, due to visual-motor difficulties and attention 

deficits, completing all the assigned seatwork; copying the ten sentences from the board is 

challenging. When the rest of the class has completed the assignment, Ronnie is still on sentence 

five.  Despite suggestions by the special education teacher and an outside psychologist, Ronnie’s 

teacher refused to modify the number of sentences Ronnie had to copy in order to receive credit 

for completion.  Ronnie was frustrated and displayed considerable disruptive behavior in this 

situation. 

Ronnie’s teacher had a clearly defined policy: no child was from the expected work in 

her classroom, as this would undermine her structure and authority.  However, what did the 

teacher and Ronnie gain from this rule, and what logical consequences were applied? ?  Ronnie 

still did not complete his assignment, undermining his sense of competence and making him 

angrier and more frustrated, leading to disruptive behaviors that required the teacher’s attention 

and energy.  If, on the other hand, the teacher had considered the logical repercussions of 

reducing Ronnie’s assignment, Ronnie would have been successful both in completing the 

assignment and in managing himself.  The teacher would have been able to give him positive 

feedback and not have to engage in more intrusive behavior management techniques.  Thus, 

despite the wish to use rules equally for all students, the logical consequences of those rules can 

have results that clearly undermine the success of both the child and the classroom. 

Logical expectations with logical consequences will always work better than arbitrary 

rules that do not take the differing needs of children into consideration..  While teachers may 

initially believe that adapting assignments for individual children will make more work for them, 
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these preventive efforts usually save time and energy later, and provide everyone a sense of 

competence and success. 

Implementation of logical consequences 

There are a number of different 

methods for implementing logical 

consequences for an entire classroom, 

and each method has its advantages 

and disadvantages.  Carefully 

considering the desired goals and outcomes for each strategy is critical 

before implementing any one of them.  

Independent group contingencies   

In this approach, the behavior of some children determines whether the entire class 

receives a reward.  Access to rewards is contingent upon the behavior of a single child or 

subgroup, rather than upon the entire group.  For example, if a specific child is behaving 

appropriately, the entire class is given a reward (positive reinforcement).  If the same child is 

behaving inappropriately, the class is not given a reward (non-reinforcement) or may lose 

rewards (response cost). Therefore, the children may exact social pressure on one another to 

accomplish the goal as a group. This technique can be particularly effective if the children 

participate in establishing a meaningful reward.  The independent group contingencies method is 

effective in cooperative learning activities, in which the group works for a common goal and 

shares reinforcers.   

 

 

Implementing Logical Consequences* 
• Stop and think. 
• Evaluate the options. 
• Consequence should be workable, realistic, and specific 
• Provide a time limit. 
• Emphasize the language of “choice” and “privilege.” 
• Use empathy and structure. 

*Adapted from Charney 
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Dependent group contingencies   

While this traditional method of contingencies is often used for behavior modification, it 

needs to be used very cautiously.  Recall that children with prenatal alcohol exposure, as 

described in Chapter III, often suffer damage to the corpus colusum, the midline structure of the 

brain responsible for communication between the right and left sides of the brain.  That damage 

is one of the factors that impedes the children’s ability to learn from experience; thus, behavior 

modification frequently is not effective for this population of children.  If you do attempt to use 

dependent group contingencies, it is imperative that the identified behaviors are those the child 

has clearly mastered: there should be no skill deficit, and you need to establish that the child can 

perform the behavior in the situation. If this mastery has not been established, then you may be 

setting up the child for failure, as well as increasing the likelihood that his peers will be angry 

and disappointed with his him for his inability to support the group. The behaviors of children 

with prenatal alcohol exposure are most often inadvertent; thus, using techniques such as 

dependent group contingencies can easily have a very negative effect on the child, whose 

behavior is not willful but a result of neurological injury. 

Social reinforcers   

Children should be taught how to prompt others and to provide praise and other social 

reinforcers as part of group methods.  Social reinforcers are events or actions between two or 

more people that serve to reinforce desired behaviors.  You may wonder if a child can be taught 

to provide praise and other social reinforcers to a peer.  The answer is yes.  Children can be 

taught social reinforcement techniques, such as making positive comments, writing 

congratulatory notes, giving “high fives,” or dispensing stickers to each other as rewards.  Even 

children with attention problems can be taught to be dispensers of reinforcement to others. 
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Although you may not have realized it, you use social reinforcers frequently in your 

classroom, such as saying, “Great job,” “I like your effort,” etc.  Social reinforcers are generally 

effective, but you can make them even more useful for a child by providing detailed and specific 

feedback.  Instead of saying, “Great job” you can say, “You did a great job of paying attention 

and staying with the group in reading class today”; or instead of, “Great effort,” say, “I could see 

it was hard for you to do that math assignment, but you made a great effort to get it finished.”  In 

this way, social reinforcers are used in response to specific behaviors that the child has exhibited, 

rather than using global comments in response to generalities about the child.  For example, it is 

better to say, “Great job,” in response to a child doing an assignment well than to say, “You are 

such a good girl.”  Young children often do not know specifically what it means to be a “good 

girl,” but they can recognize that they have done a task well.   

One should also avoid verbal comments that, on the surface, may seem reinforcing, but, 

in reality, have negative connotations.   For example, saying something like, “You’re a good 

student, but I’m disappointed in you because of this low math grade,” implies that you are 

disappointed in the child as a person.  A better way to respond to a child who did not perform as 

expected in this situation would be something like, “You have done well in math, but this 

assignment seemed to give you some trouble.  Let’s see what I can do to help you with these 

kinds of problems.”  This approach lets the child know that you value his performance in math, 

but that this one area gave him difficulty.  There is no suggestion the child is being criticized 

personally, but that this particular situation was troublesome and that you can work together to 

improve performance.  You are giving a social reinforcer (praise for having done well in math) 

but noting there is one area that needs attention. 
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Thus, you can see that, even in situations where some correction or help is needed, there 

are opportunities to give social reinforcement for some positive behaviors exhibited by the child. 

Of course, the use of sarcasm is to be avoided at all times.  No child should ever be embarrassed 

or humiliated, but for a child that has been affected by prenatal alcohol exposure and therefore 

may be both neurologically and emotionally fragile, insensitive comments can be especially 

devastating.  The most important point about using social reinforcers is that they should focus on 

clearly observable behavior and be given immediately and often.  Both classroom experience and 

the research literature clearly indicate this approach can have dramatic effects on increasing 

desired behavior and reducing misbehavior.  From a teacher or parent perspective, social 

reinforcers are convenient because they can be given quickly, require minimal effort, and can be 

used with groups or individual children. 

Encouraging Prosocial Behavior 

Prosocial behavior refers to the social and self-control skills a child needs to meet the 

demands encountered in school, home, and community.  This is especially important for children 

who have deficits in self-regulation due to prenatal alcohol exposure and in fact, these very 

children may not have had an opportunity to learn social skills within their home environment.  

Families disrupted by alcohol and drug abuse often do not offer feedback on behavior, or the 

feedback does not include what appropriate behavior could replace the admonished behavior.  

Rules and consequences often are unclear and inconsistently administered; children do not know 

what is socially appropriate and often do not know how to interact in a positive social manner.  

Thus, the children lack the kinds of social problem-solving skills needed to guide them in 

making good choices about behavior.  
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Prosocial programs help the dysregulated child find a comfortable place in the classroom 

and sets a tone of expectations that help the child manage himself.  The teacher must generate 

and model clear class rules and guidelines for expected ethical behaviors, allowing all children in 

the classroom to think of rules that can make the classroom a respectful and friendly place. 

Positive teacher/child interactions that demonstrate the teacher’s expectations can be reinforced 

when the teacher deliberately notices and comments on what children do “right” while 

redirecting undesirable behavior in a firm, kind manner.  

One significant effect of prenatal alcohol exposure is the difficulty the child has in 

understanding consequences of behavior.  Thus, consistency is paramount, and consequences for 

misbehavior must be logical and make sense to the child.  In this vein, the teacher can model 

social situations and practice interpersonal problem-solving skills that can provide positive ways 

for children to assert their needs, resolve conflicts, and make friends.  Additionally, considering 

goals and consequences and developing options teachers and students can work together to 

improve outcomes 

• “If someone calls you a name, what can you do?”  “If you do that, what is 

likely to happen?” 

• “If you need something and someone is using it for a long time and won’t let 

you use it, what can you do?”  “If you do that, what is likely to happen? 

• “If someone pushes you in line…” 

• “If you want someone to play with and you are afraid to ask…” 

• “If someone makes you very angry (very happy)…” 
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Proactive approaches 

When attempts to manage behavior are not complemented with teaching desired 

behavior, long-term benefit will be minimal.  In fact, if control of behavior is achieved through 

punitive or negative approaches only, behavioral problems will quite possibly escalate as the 

child retaliates.  This is especially true for children with FASD.  The following chapter will 

address approaches to behavior management as a one-on-one basis. However, before you move 

to individualized strategies when a child does not behave as expected, consider that the reason 

for the misbehavior may fall into one of two categories: skill deficits or performance deficits.  

This is especially essential for children affected by prenatal alcohol exposure. 

Skill deficits   

Skill deficits refer to the child not having the skills needed to perform the desired tasks.  

Reasons for skill deficits include faulty teaching and modeling at home, reinforcement for 

inappropriate instead of appropriate behaviors, or lack of opportunity to learn the desired skills.  

Some alcohol-exposed children may enter school without encountering simple background 

experiences such as hearing stories or rhymes, learning colors and numbers, or naming the 

objects in their environment.  Some vulnerable or high-risk children, including those prenatally 

exposed to alcohol, may have more difficulty learning certain types of skills needed for prosocial 

behavior due to impulsivity, low frustration tolerance, and a tendency toward disorganized 

behavior. 

For skill deficits, your challenge is to determine what the specific deficits are and to find 

ways to teach and develop them.  You should also remember that what you assume to be a 

performance deficit, in fact, might be a skill deficit.  Perhaps the child is not intentionally 
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misbehaving; he may not know how to do what is appropriate.  The behavior he exhibits is what 

he knows, and it may have negative consequences. 

For some children, skill deficits may be rather small and need little remediation, while 

others may need much more effort.  For example, the prenatally exposed boy who has difficulty 

lining up to go to lunch may need to be physically walked through the process several times until 

it becomes an automatic part of his repertoire.  The girl who cannot keep herself organized to 

complete work unless she has someone working with her needs extra help to organize her work 

initially, and then regular check-ins from the teacher to ensure that she has kept herself on track.  

Identification and remediation of skill deficits often will correct and eliminate many problem 

behaviors because the child will now know what to do and what is expected, especially when 

given well-placed reminders and a lot of positive reinforcement and praise.  

Performance deficits   

Performance deficits refer to those skills that a child has and knows how to perform, but, 

for a variety of reasons, does not.  These reasons may include emotional problems, boredom, or 

that the undesired behaviors receive more reinforcement from peers or teachers. For you to 

address performance deficits, you must understand why the child is not performing as desired, 

respond empathetically to this problem, and help the child understand that negative behaviors are 

inappropriate and more benefit will come from appropriate, or “prosocial,” behaviors. 

Performance deficits may be evidenced by highly variable behavior, such as when a child 

does well in one situation but not in another.  It may be that the child has a performance deficit in 

a situation that lacks structure, consistency, or personal interest, but is fine in another setting 

because those components are present.  However, variability in performance may also be hiding 

a skill deficit because the level of skill required for success in one setting is not adequate for 
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another setting.  For example, the child may demonstrate skills when someone is working with 

him directly in a one-on-one situation, but when left to complete the same material on his own he 

is unable to do so because of organizational deficits.  Therefore, the distinction between 

performance and skill deficits can sometimes be quite difficult to assess.  However, making this 

distinction is important because your teaching approach will be different for skill deficits as 

compared with performance deficits.   

In general, the proactive approach to addressing a performance deficit is to identify an 

alternative, desired behavior and try to strengthen it through teaching and positive reinforcement, 

which helps the child feel good about her appropriate behavior.  At the same time, you should 

de-emphasize or ignore the undesired behavior.  We realize that ignoring some behaviors is not 

always possible in the classroom.  In those cases, you may have to use techniques to suppress the 

behavior while you continue to emphasize a proactive/prosocial approach. 

Proactive management techniques are important for the teacher because there is evidence 

that addressing environmental and instructional variables in the classroom may prevent up to 

75% of students’ disruptive behaviors. It should be remembered, however, that even in the best-

managed classrooms, where sound prevention practices are evident, problem behaviors will 

nevertheless occur.  This is when we must turn to individualized behavior management 

strategies. 
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