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Chapter 6 

TOWARD ONE-ON-ONE:  INDIVIDUAL BEHAVIOR INTERVENTIONS 

 

The previous chapters of this book covered fundamental information about how prenatal 

exposure to drugs and alcohol can affect the child and provided strategies you can use to improve 

your students’ behavior through deliberate structuring of your classroom.  In this chapter, we will 

evaluate behavior and examine some criteria for applying more individualized intervention 

strategies.  We will then present a structured problem-solving process and demonstrate the 

process through a complete case analysis.  Finally, we will describe specific strategies for one-

on-one intervention and show how these strategies can impact the behaviors you may see in 

children affected by prenatal substance exposure. 

Examining Teaching Styles and Preferences 

When thinking about individual and classroom interventions as a teacher, you must start 

by examining your own style and preferences.  Are you quiet and soft-spoken or dramatic and 

loud?  Do you need organization and planning, or do you enjoy the flexibility and spontaneity of 

“going with the flow”?  Are you a director or a facilitator?  Do you like to joke and play around 

with the children, or do you feel more comfortable in a formal, businesslike atmosphere?  

Teachers who prefer to work primarily with classroom instruction and are not interested in 

participating in student socialization are probably not well suited for working with children, 

especially with at-risk populations. 

On the other hand, teachers who enjoy working with children and are willing to invest 

significantly in socialization, as well as instruction, will be especially effective with the alcohol 

or drug-exposed child in the primary grades.  Teachers who are committed to addressing the 



Guided Growth: Toward One-On-One: Individual Behavior Interventions – Chapter 6  
 

 
 

© 2018, NTI Upstream | www.ntiupstream.com | info@ntiupstream.com 
 

Document may not be copied, shared, posted, or distributed without written consent from NTI Upstream. Contact us for licensing 
information about chapter-sharing and distribution rights. 

 

2 

special needs of these children will have the opportunity to cultivate relationships that go beyond 

those necessary for purely instructional purposes.  If, as a teacher, you are willing to make this 

investment, you can have a great effect on students.  You are in a position to see a child every 

day under a variety of conditions and thus can develop an understanding of the whole child 

within his ecology.  You are in a position to take direct action to help a child develop internal 

self-regulation strategies.  You can develop contingencies and logical consequences for targeted 

behaviors and thus help the child move toward the development of prosocial behavior.  Finally, 

you as the teacher, in your daily interaction with the child, can restore confidence and self-

respect to the child who has experience failure and neglect. 

A second important consideration is examining your own attitude and personal beliefs.  

Are you a teacher who is angered by the problem students in your classroom and who frequently 

gets into power struggles with them?  Do you see classroom management as discipline or 

looking ahead to manage possible problems proactively?  Do you tend to overreact to 

provocative behavior and to become threatened when your authority is challenged or try to talk 

through difficulties with students?  Are you irritated by noise in your classroom?  Is your typical 

approach, “If you don’t bother me, I won’t bother you”?  Alternatively, do you view yourself 

primarily as a friend and facilitator for your students yet find they still do not act responsibly?  

Do you sometimes feel your students are taking advantage of you?  Do you struggle to put out 

fires and find yourself ignoring or not noticing problems because you feel too overwhelmed to 

deal with them?  Do you emphasize control and punishment rather than management and 

teaching? 

As you think about intervention strategies for the classroom and for the individual child, 

you should begin by reflecting on your personal style and preferences.  How does the philosophy 
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presented in this book correspond to your own perspective and beliefs?  Understanding who you 

are as a teacher and what types of strategies you are comfortable with will optimize the potential 

for an effective and successful learning environment.  Remember, research tells us that what a 

teacher does day to day has the greatest effect on what at-risk children learn.  You, the teacher, 

can make the difference between those children who are able to beat the odds and those who are 

overwhelmed by them. 

Understanding Behavioral Concepts 

Two traditional tools, for learning and behavior change, widely used and researched by 

behavioral psychologists are reinforcement and punishment.  You probably are at least somewhat 

familiar with these ideas and use variations of them daily.  As we discuss our approach to 

behavior management, you will recognize variations on the strategies that we have found to be 

the most successful in working with the drug-exposed child.  We know you have your own 

teaching style and each child in your classroom has his or her own learning style.  You will need 

to evaluate the unique circumstances of your classroom and make determinations about the most 

effective use of the strategies we present. 

What is Reinforcement? 

Reinforcement and punishment can be 

thought of as two ends of the same continuum.  On 

one end is reinforcement, which seeks to affect behavior and learning by increasing a desired 

behavior or behavioral response so occurrence is more likely.  Much like reinforcing wood or 

concrete makes it more durable and resistant to change, behavioral reinforcement strengthens the 

targeted behavior.  Reinforcement takes place when an object the child likes (such as a novelty 

sticker or verbal praise) increases the frequency of an appropriate behavior (such as completing 

Reinforcement always implies that we are 
trying to increase an appropriate behavior. 
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an assigned task).  When the appropriate behavior occurs, the reinforcer (sticker, praise) must 

follow it.  If the behavior (completing the task) increases in frequency or duration after the 

reinforcer is given, then reinforcement has occurred.  Reinforcers include everything from 

material items to privileges, attention, praise, power, and choices. 

What is Punishment? 

In contrast to reinforcement, and on the other 

end of the continuum, is punishment, which seeks to 

decrease the occurrence of an inappropriate or 

undesirable behavior.  For example, if a child is making distracting noises, the teacher may 

reprimand her in an attempt to stop or decrease the behavior.  If the child stops making noises 

after the reprimand (or makes the noise less frequently), then the reprimand is an effective 

punishment.  Time outs, verbal reprimands, and extra homework are examples of punishment. 

However, punishment often does not provide an effective intervention with the 

substance-exposed child, which is likely due to the high anxiety levels often present in these 

children and the fact that punishment increases tension and anxiety, often escalating the 

undesired behavior.  For example, John was making tapping noises with his pencil in class and 

ignored the teacher’s requests that he stop.  He was sent to timeout, where his behavior actually 

worsened because he became increasingly agitated and disruptive, struggling to manage the 

increased tension. 

Timeout can be an effective intervention for reducing unwanted behavior by helping 

children calm down and helping to avoid giving attention for undesired behavior.  For substance-

exposed children, however, timeout often elevates the arousal level, making it more difficult for 

the child to calm down and reorganize his behavior.  For example, Felix was having difficulty 

Punishment always means we are trying to 
decrease an undesirable behavior; however, 
punishment can actually increase such 
behaviors in the substance-exposed child. 
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with an assignment and was using his pencil to count.  He became completely frustrated and was 

unable to respond to his teacher’s repeated verbal requests to stop tapping his pencil.  Placing 

him in timeout escalated his anxiety and frustration, resulting in loss of control. 

Positive and Negative Reinforcement/Punishment 

There are two broad classes of interventions utilizing the reinforcement/punishment 

model:  positive reinforcement/positive punishment, and negative reinforcement/negative 

punishment.  In this model, positive means the act of providing something in response to a 

behavior, either a reinforcer (sticker) or a punishment (extra homework), while negative means 

removing something. 

Positive reinforcement 

Positive reinforcement occurs when a child is given an event or object the child likes (the 

reinforcer) following an appropriate behavior; providing the reinforcer should cause an increase 

in frequency. 

Jamal and his teacher are at odds.  Jamal complains that his teacher is always 

picking on him, and the teacher complains that Jamal is constantly out of his seat, 

disturbing others, and rarely completing his assignments without continual 

prompting.  Jamal is interested in his baseball card collection.  The teacher and 

Jamal’s mother work out a system in which Jamal earns points for every assignment 

he turns in on time.  The points are turned in to his mother, who exchanges them 

for money he can use to purchase baseball cards.  Jamal completes his papers on 

time. 

Positive reinforcement has occurred because the frequency of the appropriate behavior 

has increased in response to the presence of the reinforcer. 
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Negative reinforcement 

Negative reinforcement occurs when an event or object the child dislikes is removed after 

the child shows the appropriate behavior. 

Tom fails to complete assignments independently, though he is capable of doing the 

work.  The teacher stands near his desk, prompting him to complete the work.  Tom 

does not like the teacher’s frequent prompts, and he begins completing his work.  

In turn, the teacher leaves him alone, and he continues to work to avoid future 

prompting. 

Negative reinforcement has occurred because the frequency of the appropriate behavior 

increased in response to the removal of the unwanted prompt. 

Positive punishment 

Positive punishment occurs when a disliked event or object is presented to the child to 

reduce an inappropriate behavior. 

Eric is playing around and not listening to the coach during practice.  The coach 

tells him to do 50 push-ups because of his inappropriate behavior. 

Positive punishment has occurred because the coach seeks to decrease the frequency of 

the behavior through the presence of the punishment. 

Negative punishment 

Negative punishment occurs when a desired event or object is removed, resulting in a 

decrease of unwanted behavior.  Removing privileges, the most common use of negative 

punishment, can be effective for reducing misbehavior. 

Tamara continually talks to her friends during class, despite frequent reminders to 

stop.  The teacher punishes her by not allowing her to go outside during recess. 
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Negative punishment has occurred because the teacher is attempting to decrease an 

undesirable behavior by removing a desired event or response. 

Establishing Consequences of Behavior and Contingencies 

In behavior management, any event that follows a behavior is a consequence, whether it 

is reinforcement or punishment.  In most cases, the effect of punishment, especially positive 

punishment, is unpredictable and often counterproductive when working with substance-exposed 

children, while the use logical consequences has been most effective.  Although the implicit 

assumption is that consequences are negative, the concept of “logical consequences” instills 

responsibility for choices and actions in children.  While rules help guide children to construct 

their environment in a safe and orderly fashion, logical consequences allow children to 

internalize strategies of self-control and commitment.   

Of course, while children with prenatal alcohol exposure have great difficulty connecting 

consequences to behavior, over time, with repeated consistent interventions, this can be 

accomplished using contingencies.  A contingency is a connection between appropriate behavior 

and a reinforcing stimulus (such as a positive reinforcement).  Receiving a positive 

reinforcement is contingent (dependent) upon the child performing the appropriate behavior.  

Understanding this contingency relationship and the difference between a contingency and a 

consequence will be important when you develop interventions in your classroom or at home.  

Children should not be given consequences unless they know what to expect and can make the 

choice to control their behavior appropriately.  Then the consequence becomes a contingency 

because the child is put in the position of understanding the dependent relationship between his 

behavior and the reinforcement or punishment. 
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Jake is talking in class.  The teacher tells him to stop.  Jake continues to talk.  The 

teacher again says, “Stop talking.”  Jake ignores the teacher’s request.  Finally, the 

teacher says, “I’ve had enough; out of here!”  The teacher sends Jake to the main office 

for punishment. 

In this case, the teacher’s reaction to Jake’s talking is a consequence of his behavior, not 

a contingency.  Had she said the first time, “Jake, if you continue to talk you will be asked to 

leave the room,” she would have set up the contingency and given Jake a chance to make a 

choice and take responsibility for his own behavior.  If a consequence is used without setting it 

up as a contingency, the power of the contingency is lost because the child has not been allowed 

to choose what he will do.  Establishing contingencies is especially important for substance-

exposed children because it empowers them to make choices about, and thus learn to regulate, 

their own behavior.  This is a powerful preventive rather than reactive approach. 

The Problem-Solving Process 

In the previous chapter, we considered easily remedied factors at the classroom level that 

might be the basis of a problem.  However, when classroom interventions are ineffective, you 

will need a more structured and systematic approach.  Using the problem-solving process helps 

you maintain an objective, systematic method for determining which interventions are more 

appropriate for your specific circumstances.  The problem-solving process approaches behavior 

management issues as problems to be solved in a systematic series of steps.  It involves the 

process of monitoring the child’s behavior, adapting interventions to the individual style and 

needs of both you and the child, evaluating the success or failure of your efforts, and then 

revising them accordingly.  Each of these topics will be discussed as a step in the problem-

solving process. 
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In the following discussions, we will 

first describe the eight steps of the problem-

solving approach and will use short case 

vignettes to illustrate each step.  Then we will 

present a case study in which we apply our 

problem-solving approach.  Finally, we will 

provide a number of ways to apply the process to the  problems most often presented by 

substance-exposed children. 

The Eight-Step Problem-Solving Approach 

Step 1:  Identifying Target Behavior 

Often children present a range of behaviors that 

challenge teachers and parents.  Finding a child who can 

be easily described by a couple of clearly defined behaviors is rare.  More common is the child 

who is described as “difficult about everything.”  Problems often include a combination of 

academic failure, inability to complete work, difficulty working independently and in groups, 

oppositional behavior, and bad temper.  Such a child is likely described as “difficult,” 

“challenging,” or “impossible,” but often will be hard to describe in exact “observables.”  Thus, 

the first step in our problem-solving approach is to identify the behavior you want to change.  

Identifying the target behavior specifically and in observable ways is important.  There is no way 

to define interventions that will make a child less difficult or challenging, but we can talk about 

how to help a child be more compliant, be more able to complete his seat work, and be less 

inclined to hit others when he is frustrated or angry. 

The target behavior should be the 
unwanted or inappropriate behavior that 
occurs repeatedly overtime. 

The Problem-Solving Approach 
Step 1:   Identify target behavior 
Step 2:  Collect baseline data 
Step 3:  Evaluate contributing factors 
Step 4:  Identify appropriate behavior to replace 

the target behavior 
Step 5:  Brainstorm possible interventions 
Step 6:  Communicate interventions to parents and 

children 
Step 7:  Implement selected interventions 
Step 8:  Evaluate and revise interventions 
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In a classroom, or at home, there are frequent disruptions that are isolated in nature and 

can be dealt with immediately.  Sometimes the situation is very clear, such as when a student 

calls out a provocative remark or creates a disturbance, and can be handled with a brief response 

such as, “Take it easy, Juan.”  However, when this type of behavior is repeated, it is likely to be 

identified as a target behavior. 

þ  Thinking About It 

Here are some ways to verify whether you have been specific enough in defining a target 

behavior: 

1. Can you name the behavior and document how often it occurs or how long it 

continues? 

2. Can you describe the behavior to colleagues or other parents so they know exactly 

what you mean (e.g., “Does not finish independent seat work”)?  If someone asks 

you what you mean, you may need to be more specific.  For example, you might 

need to add, “Does not finish independent seat work in the allotted time.” 

3. Does the child understand what you are asking him to do? 

4. If a colleague were to observe the child or behavior in question, would she agree 

about the behavior and its severity? 

The specificity elicited by answering these kinds of questions will be critical as we 

continue through our problem-solving steps.  You will find yourself getting “stuck” in the 

process if you have not carefully defined the specific behaviors that are problematic.  If this 

happens, you may need to return to this first step to clarify the specific behaviors or difficulties 

the child is presenting.  If you have trouble specifying those behaviors, you might try sitting 
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down with a colleague and having her ask you questions about the problems until they begin to 

take a more specific form. 

Case 1 – Tawanda 

You find Tawanda’s behavior to be generally annoying.  Among the behaviors you find 

annoying is Tawanda’s habit of talking continually and constantly interrupting you and her 

siblings. 

 

þ  Thinking About It 

What behavior do you want to target? 

Discussion 

You cannot target “annoying” without specifying it more clearly.  The target behavior has 

to be specific and observable, and it must repeatedly occur over a period.  Based on the 

information above, you would target Tawanda’s frequent talking and constant interruptions. 

Case 2 – Chris 

You find yourself disciplining Chris much more outside the classroom than inside.  You believe 

Chris gets into mischief during transition times and free time more than during self-contained 

activities in the classroom. 

 

þ  Thinking About It 

Since “mischief” is not a measurable behavior, how might you identify behaviors that 

reflect Chris’s behavior problems? 
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Discussion 

You would need to start noting exactly what Chris is doing that is problematic.  Each 

time you discipline him, make a mental note of what he is doing.  Typical behaviors include  a)  

“jostling” others around when he is in line, b)  not responding when he’s asked to get ready to 

change activities, c)  ignoring requests to “lower his voice” and “quiet down” and d)  running 

around and having trouble settling when arriving at a new location, such as the lunchroom or art 

class.  The target behaviors would be the child’s excitement and inability to calm down during 

transitions. 

Step 2:  Collecting Baseline Data 

Now that you have specified the behaviors 

you want to change or modify, you need to collect 

baseline data.  The term “baseline” refers to initial 

levels of behavior before intervention; that is, you 

want to objectively observe the extent of the behaviors identified as problematic.  This process 

allows you to record behavior impartially and thus gives you an objective method to check your 

subjective reactions.  All adults have a wide range of attitudes and responses to certain situations.  

For example, teachers can be affected by any number of things, including the way a child looks, 

the child’s family background, how much the child is liked, the child’s personality and attitudes, 

and experiences with the child’s parents.  Baseline data answer the question, “Do I really see 

what I think I see?” 

Collecting baseline data allows you to observe behaviors and determine their severity in 

the context of the classroom or in the context of what is happening at home at the times that 

problems arise.  In some cases, the behaviors may occur inconsistently or sporadically, making it 

Objective Criteria for Observing Targeted 
Behavior 
• Frequency 
• Duration 
• Rating 
• Student work 
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difficult to determine the actual severity of the behavior.  Often, in this case, you may see that 

the intervention should be immediate and will not require a long-term, individual problem-

solving process.  Once you have established that a behavior occurs with enough frequency to 

warrant a more elaborate intervention, you will need to establish the context in which the 

behavior occurs.  Collecting “baseline” data is not only about the child’s behavior, but also about 

what is happening in the classroom or at home when the behavior occurs.  The context and 

conditions in which the behavior occurs are critical to selecting a successful strategy. 

Baseline data also may be useful for demonstrating to others that a problem exists.  

Nearly every teacher has had the experience of talking about a child’s behavioral problems with 

parents who fail to recognize or believe there is a problem.  Moreover, often one parent sees 

behaviors differently than his or her spouse in many circumstances.  Obtaining adequate baseline 

data helps to provide documentation and justification for intervention procedures. 

From an evaluation perspective, determining the extent of a problem by collecting a 

baseline allows you to determine whether an intervention has had any effect.  After you have 

implemented the chosen intervention strategy and given it a chance to have an impact on the 

child, you will want to recollect data on the targeted behaviors.  If you collected quality baseline 

data before you started, then you will be able to compare your before and after numbers and 

determine whether your interventions modified the targeted behaviors and, if so, to what degree.   

How might you go about collecting baseline data on behavior?  First, remember the 

specific targeted behaviors of interest; then create a chart that lists those behaviors.  Begin to 

observe the child carefully to get a sense about the behaviors you believe you want to target and 

to help you establish objective criteria. 
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Frequency of Behavior 

You can establish baseline frequency just by keeping track of how often the targeted 

inappropriate behavior occurs within a specific period: for example, how often a child is off-task 

during a one-hour period of independent seatwork or how often the child is jumping up from the 

dinner table.  You can determine the frequency of a behavior by counting all the occurrences of 

the behavior during a selected time (hour, day, or week) or by taking a sample during each of 

several different periods.  For example, rather than counting the total number of off-task 

occurrences for three consecutive one-hour periods, you should observe the child’s behavior for 

two or three minutes at several different times.  This method of sampling, if done well, will give 

a good approximation of the behavior’s frequency without diverting too much of your time from 

other matters.  When evaluating the frequency of behavior, be sure the behavior is not being 

caused by something unusual in the child’s environment, such as an unexpected announcement 

over the public address system or a parent leaving the dinner table to take a telephone call.  You 

can use any convenient system to gather frequency data, such as putting tally marks on a sheet of 

paper where you have noted the targeted behaviors, using note cards, or utilizing other methods 

that you might improvise. 

Duration of Behavior 

Another way to establish baseline information is to assess how long a behavior lasts.  

Rather than counting the number of times a student is off-task, determine how long the child is 

off-task within a given period.  If the child is off-task for three minutes out of five, then the 

duration of the inappropriate behavior is 60% for that period.  You can take several samples to 

verify that off-task behavior is occurring during other periods and under a variety of 
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circumstances.  Duration recording is useful when behaviors are more continuous than discrete, 

such as staring out the window or not doing independent seatwork. 

Rating of Behavior 

There are several standardized severity rating scales that can be used to rate a child on a 

range of discrete behaviors.  The results represent the teacher’s composite impression of a child’s 

behavior over time.  Most school psychologists are familiar with these scales.  You can consult 

with your school’s psychologist to determine what scales are available and might be useful to 

you. 

Evaluation of Student Work 

Depending on the nature of the targeted behavior, the child’s current classroom 

performance also may be helpful in collecting baseline information.  Records of the number of 

tasks or problems attempted, the number completed, and the accuracy (e.g., percent correct on 

each assignment) can provide effective baseline data on which to base an intervention for a 

behavior that interferes with completion of academic work.  Letter grades are not adequate 

because they tend to be subjective.  Additionally, grades are not sensitive enough to show short-

term changes.  The child may make progress, but this will not be reflected in a change of grade 

until the progress continues consistently over a long period.  This method is inadequate for 

purpose of evaluating the impact of your chosen intervention.  For this reason, actual student 

work is a more useful source of baseline data. 

The need to be objective when collecting these kinds of data is critical because an 

individual’s subjective experience and expectations always affects one’s impression of behavior 

and the perception of its severity..  What is considered disruptive or inappropriate in one 

classroom environment may be viewed very differently in another.  Each teacher brings to his 
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classroom his own tolerance level, expectations for children’s behavior, and preferences for 

some types of children over others.  There has been a tendency in the past to label drug-exposed 

children as “unteachable” or “uncontrollable,” which clearly is not true.  However, one needs to 

be careful of confusing perceptions with reality and blaming children, especially those from 

troubled families, for problems that actually reflect skill deficits. 

In addition to using the strategies discussed above to establish a baseline, you also need 

to establish when the behavior occurs in order to “contextualize” the observations.  Behavioral 

logs are helpful.  Think about the behavior you have noted:  When does it tend to occur (first 

thing in the morning, after recess, at the end of the day, right before lunch)?  What tends to 

precipitate the targeted behavior (an interruption in the daily routine, another child getting into 

trouble, the teacher working with a small group of children)?  Can you begin to predict when you 

will be more likely to see the targeted behavior and, if so, what is the context in which it occurs? 

By understanding a behavior within the context of the environment, you may find that the 

classroom environment is actually contributing to the problem.  Perhaps you notice that each 

time Johnny is off-task during independent seatwork, he is looking at the continuously moving 

butterfly mobile hanging nearby.  Johnny may in fact be off-task because of a distraction in the 

classroom environment created by the well-meaning teacher. 
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Case 1 – Tawanda 

You have decided to target Tawanda’s talking behavior and interruptions.  You hope to 

determine if these behaviors are the source of your irritation with her. 

 

þ  Thinking about It 

What would you do to determine that your belief is supported by fact and n not 

influenced by your own bias caused by a general feeling of annoyance with this child? 

 

Discussion 

Pure numerical data would help support or dispel your perception.  Counting the 

frequency of Tawanda’s interruptions (i.e., how many interruptions occur in various one-hour 

work periods) would provide an objective view of how often she interrupts discussions.  To 

create a baseline of her talking behaviors, you may decide to record the percentage of minutes 

she talks during various parts of the school day.  Including observations that tell you the 

circumstances and time of day this talking occurs would be critical. 

 

Case 2 – Chris 

Now that you have decided that the target behaviors include those that indicate Chris is very 

excited and is having trouble calming down, you can set up a behavior log to determine what 

kind of behaviors are exhibited and at what times. 

 

þ  Thinking about It 

How would you collect baseline information to support your intuition? 
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Establish a log that allows you to record Chris’s behavior each time you have to 

discipline him.  Note what activity is occurring at the moment and exactly what Chris is doing.  

You may also want to note what you did in response to his behavior and whether it had a positive 

impact.  You should collect the data for at least a week. 

Step 3:  Evaluating Contributing Factors 

The problem-solving process involves consideration of factors that may contribute to the 

inappropriate behaviors you have targeted.  Contributing factors are either “proximal,” that is, 

those factors that have a direct and close relationship to current problems, or “distal” — those 

that indirectly contribute to current problems. 

Proximal Factors 

Proximal factors influence the child’s behavior directly.  Examples of proximal factors 

include developmental status, learning disabilities, skill deficits, medical problems, emotional or 

psychological problems, poor frustration tolerance, low tolerance for stimulation, the classroom 

environment, classroom events, and medications for medical or psychiatric problems. 

Distal Factors 

Distal factors cannot be changed in the classroom and are usually historical.  Examples 

include economic stress for the family, the parents’ use of illegal drugs, or abuse of the child that 

occurred when she was a preschooler.  While little or nothing can be done about these factors, 

they are an important part of understanding the function and meaning of the child’s behavior. 

Often proximal and distal factors come together and contribute to current behavioral 

problems, but you may be able to improve classroom behavior by modifying their effects.  For 

example, suppose a child with emotional problems tends to withdraw when criticized.  This child 

may have a history of being criticized at home and may have learned to withdraw as a way to 
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cope with the criticism.  The distal contributing factor is how the child has been treated, which 

you cannot change.  However, the proximal contributing factor is how the child reacts to 

criticism.  You can approach the child in such a way as to reduce his tendency to withdraw and 

increase his group participation. 

The first step in evaluating contributing factors is to gather information from observations 

of the child in the classroom.  At that point, you would talk directly with the child and the family.  

Since you have collected baseline data, you may already have some ideas about when the 

problem behavior occurs, which will allow you to hypothesize about what is going on.  Perhaps 

you have noticed that Johnny’s off-task, disruptive talking occurs whenever you are talking to 

the class without any visual cues or stimulation.  Perhaps this child has difficulty with auditory 

processing and needs visual information to help him stay on track.  Or, in tracking impulsive-

aggressive behavior, you have noticed that Daniel acts out after he has been unable to complete 

the work you have assigned, suggesting low tolerance for frustration is a key to his behavior.  

Tanya’s behavior is fine during the morning, but in the afternoon, she cannot stop talking, 

constantly moves around, and does not comply with limits.  You notice this is less true on days 

when the weather is inclement and the children do not go outside for recess.  You begin to 

document Tanya’s inability to settle down after recess or any special activity that is active and 

unstructured, and you notice she has a general deficit with organizing herself in less structured 

situations. 

If you have formulated a model for the target behavior, you will want to talk to the child 

and family about your observations and gain more information from them about your ideas.  If 

you have not developed such a model, you will want to initiate a conversation with the family to 

gain more information so such a model can be established.  For example, Denisha’s behavior is 
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highly variable.  Some days she is able to manage herself well and does not display the targeted 

behavior at all.  Other days she seems unable to manage herself at all, and by the end of the day, 

she is out of control.  Your classroom environment is quite consistent and routine, and you have 

been unable to identify any precipitant within the school environment that could explain this 

variability.  You want to explore what else may be a contributing factor with Denisha and her 

family. 

Always approach the parent as a partner who will take an active part in the problem-

solving process. The information you gain from parents regarding immediate factors in the 

child’s life (parent’s loss of job, illness, death, marital problems, changes in household 

composition) will help you put the child’s behavior in context and allow you to choose a more 

informed solution to the problem.  Parents should be informed of the problem in a 

nonjudgmental way: “I have some concerns about Denisha’s behavior in the classroom and 

would like to work together with you to see if we can come up with a solution.”  Since a parent’s 

first response to a problem may be to punish, emphasizing punishment as a last resort and 

stressing the need for confidence and positive expectations in the child is important.  If you are 

looking for information from the parents, be clear about it.  Explain your observations and ask if 

they have information that may increase your understanding of the problems.  Parents should 

leave the conference not only with an understanding of what the problem is, but also with 

knowledge regarding what their roles in the solution will be. 

When talking to the child and family members, asking questions in a nonjudgmental and 

respectful manner is important.  During a group meeting, insist that the child be allowed to speak 

without interruption and point out that everyone will be given a chance to talk.  Listen and ask 

questions, pointing out any discrepancies in different versions of a story.  Keep in mind that this 
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is an information-gathering process in which you are to establish motives behind the child’s 

behavior.  When talking to children privately, let them know that everything they say will be 

kept confidential (unless it has to do with basic safety issues, such as neglect or abuse).  Do not 

allow the child to evade responsibility for her behavior or to project it onto someone else.  “He 

started it” is simply not an acceptable explanation.  Remember our goal is to teach children to 

manage themselves; the first step in doing so is to acknowledge and accept responsibility for 

their behavior.  This acceptance will more likely will occur if you present your concern with a 

calm demeanor that indicates you are there to help and make things easier rather than to show 

you are upset, angry, or accusatory. 

While talking with parents, remember that they may be embarrassed and defensive about 

their child’s behavior, fearing that you blame them (or their child).  Substance abuse in a family 

is an especially difficult issue to address, and if you are uncomfortable with the topic, you will 

succeed only in making the family more defensive.  As a teacher, it is not your job to diagnose 

addiction, but if you feel there is the risk that alcohol misuse or illicit drug use in the family is 

affecting the child’s behavior or performance in the classroom, you should be prepared to 

provide treatment referrals to the family. 

When discussing Denisha’s highly variable behavior, you will want to explore whether 

the parents or child have noticed that she seems to have some good days as well as more difficult 

ones, and ask whether they have any ideas about the contrast.  You might learn that some nights 

Denisha does not sleep well and that she cannot manage herself the next day.  Or, you might find 

out that some mornings Denisha is on her own because of her mother’s sporadic work schedule 

and is angry and overwhelmed by the situation.  Or, you may learn that Denisha’s father is in and 

out of the house, and that when he is around, there are incidents of domestic violence that upset 
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Denisha.  Knowledge of any of these home-based problems will help you understand the 

behavior you are seeing and you can begin to plan ways to help the student. 

 

 

The goal of evaluating contributing factors is to help you develop an intervention that takes 

into account the function and meaning of the behavior. 

 

Establish Contributing Factors 

Once you have documented a behavior and established the context in which the behavior 

occurs, you can begin to think about the functions of the behavior and move to the next step in 

the problem-solving process. 

Case 1 – Tawanda 

You have collected baseline data on the frequency of Tawanda’s interruptions and the amount 

of time she spends talking at various points in the school day.  You have recorded a range of 

observations regarding the situations in which the behaviors occur. 

 

þ  Thinking about It 

What contributing factors might be influencing Tawanda’s behavior? 

Discussion 

In evaluating the baseline data, you can see that Tawanda talks more often during math 

class than in other subject areas, disturbing the work of other children by trying to see their work 

or asking them questions.  Interruptions, including Tawanda getting out of her seat, occur more 

frequently when you are working with another student and when, during a class discussion, you 
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call on another student.  A discussion with her mother indicates Tawanda most frequently 

interrupts when her mother is talking on the telephone, putting her younger sibling to bed, or is 

working on some other important activity.  Tawanda’s talking increases during field trips, 

assembly programs, and similar events during which there is a lot of activity and excitement. 

Case 2 – Chris 

By collecting baseline date, you have been able to verify your perception that Chris has 

trouble managing himself whenever classroom structure is reduced, especially when in the 

hallways, moving through transitions, and when given more “choice time.” Under these 

circumstances, Chris becomes overly excited, exhibits poor self-control, and has trouble 

calming down. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What are the contributing factors that may affect Chris’s transition problems? 

Discussion 

Chris’s adoptive mother came in for the conference.  She said his birth mother used drugs 

and alcohol during pregnancy.  She confirmed his difficulty with transitions, saying he did not 

like changes of any sort and became “wild.”  As a child, changes in routine and  highly 

stimulating situations were very difficult for Chris to manage.  Chris’s baseline information 

indicated that he was slow to transition from one activity to another; he was not ready for the 

new activity 50% of the time. Chris also appeared to have difficulty with invasion of his “space” 

(in line, in the elevator during a field trip, during circle time).  He became overexcited and noisy 

in the hallways and ignored requests to quiet down70% of the time. 
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Step 4:  Identifying Appropriate Behavior to Replace the Target Behavior 

Most behavior serves a function for the child; thus, eliminating the behavior or changing 

it without providing the child with a substitute behavior that serves the same function is difficult.  

This challenge does not mean you cannot have clear rules about the unacceptability of certain 

behaviors.  Some behaviors are not acceptable under any circumstance, and you should state 

these few prohibitions emphatically:  “You may not hit another child,” “You may not destroy 

other people’s property,” or “You may not put other people in danger.”  Such rules should be 

limited in number and stated in clear, unequivocal ways.  Children often benefit from regular 

discussion of these guidelines, such as asking the class, “What are the important rules?” and 

“Why do we have these rules?”  Daily reminders and review are critical. 

Because most behavior is functional, efforts to change it without substitutions often are 

unsuccessful or only temporarily helpful.  For example, aggressive behavior is a normal response 

to frustration.  Think about your own response when you feel very frustrated and you would like 

to lash out.  Think about the state of tension and stress you feel and the release you experience if 

you can take it out in some act of aggression—luckily, most of us have developed other ways of 

managing this state of tension.  It often takes very little to overwhelm children with a low 

tolerance for frustration, resulting in an aggressive response.  Frustration can result when the 

child is asked to do something he does not want to do (considered “a demand”), including 

stopping an activity to transition to another.  Schoolwork that is “too difficult,” other children 

taking control, being punished, given a time-out—all of these situations can result in a state of 

tension to which the child responds through aggressive behavior.  What can we offer the child as 

a substitute for aggression when the state of tension is too high?  Remember, you cannot make a 

child stop feeling angry, but you can substitute what constitutes angry behavior.  In fact, just 
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validating the feeling along with setting a limit can be a powerful intervention.  For example, you 

may say, “Derrick, I see that you are feeling angry, but we cannot hit our friends.”  Feeling 

understood and validated often has a calming effect on children (and adults, too). 

Some suggestions for helping the child manage his frustration include those most adults 

use:  relaxing the internal  

tension by removing oneself 

from the situation and “talking 

oneself down” to a calm state, using visualization to imagine a favorite place or activity, 

counting to 10, closing one’s eyes, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, listening to 

calming music, or going alone to a soothing place.  You can help children use these strategies 

when they are frustrated.  You can help them to reduce the impulsivity that usually accompanies 

these behaviors.  For example, you may want to provide a punching pillow or a stomping pad 

where a child can go when he wants to hurt another child through aggressive behavior.   By the 

time the child has left the situation to go to the stomping corner, he has controlled his impulse, 

and the stomping serves only to release the residual tension.  Remember, relaxation is 

incompatible with arousal, so if you can help a child reduce arousal through relaxation, the other 

more disruptive behaviors that discharge the arousal state are no longer needed. 

Often people believe a child’s behavior is an effort to get attention, which, in turn, makes 

the behavior bad.  All children need attention, some more than others, and some have learned the 

best way to get attention is through negative behavior.  Sometimes these behaviors also may be 

an effort to gain control.  While adults tend to feel manipulated by these behaviors, realizing the 

function of such manipulative, attention-seeking behaviors in the problem-solving process is 

The most important point in this step is to replace the 
inappropriate behavior with an alternative behavior that can serve 
the same function rather than focusing on replacing an 
inappropriate behavior with an appropriate one that would not 
serve the function the child is seeking. 
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more helpful.  To what kinds of behaviors are you ready to provide attention?  How much 

control are you willing to give a child if she acts appropriately? 

Once you figure out the function of a behavior, there are many tools at your disposal.  

You can look at the behavior in context and identify another behavior that is functionally the 

same but incompatible with the target behavior. 

Thus, at this point in the process we need to think about the following objectives: 

1. Decreasing or eliminating the target behavior. 

2. Identifying an appropriate behavior that is incompatible with the target behavior (i.e., 

relaxation is incompatible with arousal).  Identifying the appropriate behavior is not 

particularly difficult, but you must be specific and systematic. 

Typical behavioral 

problems 

Function Substitutes 

Defiance/Non-compliance Control Giving child control via choices and 

rewards 

Talking too much Discharge 

energy 

Setting aside time to allow the child to 

expend energy 

Cannot settle after recess Trying to 

transition down 

to a calm state 

Help child develop specific routines and 

strategies that are calming (i.e., put head on 

desk upon return to room; be alone for a 

few minutes; extra preparation; and time to 

make the transition 
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Striking out, either verbally 

or physically, at the teacher 

or other students 

Feeling defeated, 

frustrated, 

helpless 

Strategies for regaining self-confidence and 

coping with failure; problem-solving 

strategies; encouragement, and praise 

Hyperactivity Discharging 

stress 

Very clear and specific behavioral 

expectations; contingencies and 

consequences; and cognitive strategies 

involving self-control 

Shyness, withdrawal Fear, self-

consciousness in 

social situations 

Praise and recognition; encourage peer 

contact and group participation. 

 

Case 1 – Tawanda 

Given the results of analyzing the baseline data and contributing factors, you have developed 

the hypothesis that Tawanda talks most frequently when she is working on math, which is her 

most difficult subject area.  Her interruptions occur when she gets excited or when attention is 

directed away from her.  Thus, talking seems to be her way of responding to anxiety, 

excitement, and lack of attention. 

 

Points to Ponder 

Based on these ideas, what replacement behaviors might you consider? 

Discussion 

The replacement behavior would be to help Tawanda better manage her impulsive 

behavior, raise her hand when she wants to speak, and wait for her turn.  The replacement 
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behavior for talking to peers during independent math or other work would be for you and 

Tawanda to develop a cue or signal she can give you when she needs extra help.  You also might 

pair her with another child for whom math is an area of strength. 

Case 2– Chris 

Chris’s problems indicate difficulty with self-regulation. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What function could Chris’s noisy and disobedient behavior be serving? 

Discussion 

Since baseline information and conferences with Chris’s mother support your suspicion 

regarding his transition problems, you think he may be discharging excess tension and 

overstimulation created by transitions.  He also seems to have difficulty structuring his own 

behavior when there is not a clear, externally imposed structure.  He then gets excited and has 

trouble calming down.  Thus, the problematic behaviors  serve as Chris’s best efforts to regulate 

and structure himself.  You consider other ways Chris may be able to regulate himself, such as 

using relaxation, developing a capacity to problem-solve and structure for himself, and learning 

calming strategies. 

Step 5:  Brainstorming Possible Interventions 

Intervention Criteria 

The list in the previous table (Function of Behavior) is a good example of the beginning 

of the brainstorming process.  You have targeted the behavior and you understand the function of 

the behavior.  Now you need to generate a list of possible interventions based on the substitute 

behaviors you have considered in the previous step.  However, in addition to thinking about the 
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substitute behavior, you also need to think about the logistics of implementing your strategy: 

how will you reinforce the successful use of the substitute behavior, and how will you set it up in 

your classroom environment.  Thus, if you decide to set up a “cool-down” corner in your 

classroom that your students can use when they feel overwhelmed and unable to calm 

themselves, you will need to consider the following elements: 

• Where you can set this up in your classroom. 

• What resources you will need (i.e., beanbag chair, cubicle, rug, etc.). 

• How you will help the children use this environment when needed. 

• How you will reinforce appropriate use of this intervention (i.e., a reward, points, 

praise). 

• How you will explain this intervention to the rest of the class and to the school 

administrators. 

In this step, remember 

• Do not make any decisions at first; explore the positives and negatives of possible 

approaches. 

• Give each intervention serious consideration, evaluating it in detail. 

• After the brainstorming and evaluation process, select the intervention you will attempt 

first: it should be the least intrusive one that makes the most sense. 
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To determine which intervention you will select you should consider each of the 

following issues. 

Criteria for possible interventions 

• Potential for effectiveness 

• Acceptability of an intervention 

• Resistance and encouragement 

• Integrity of the intervention 

 

One of the authors of this book has developed an online system, Cause & Consequence, 

which can guide parents and teachers in selecting appropriate interventions for any child.  Cause 

& Consequence fits easily into the eight-step process described here and can serve as a road map 

of possible interventions that have been proven to work.  For further information about Cause & 

Consequence, go to https://www.ntiupstream.com/cause-consequence-online-about/.  

Potential for Effectiveness 

The first question to ask is whether the intervention fits both you and the child.  Are you 

comfortable with the selected plan, and does it address your understanding of the function of the 

child’s target behavior?  Next, does the intervention take into consideration the complexities of 

the school and classroom environment?  Obviously, each school has its own limitations and 

expectations, as well as structure.  For your planned intervention to be effective, you need to be 

able to implement it within the constraints of your school and classroom environments.  Finally, 

have you adequately followed the steps in the systematic problem-solving approach provided 

here, so that you know the baseline of the target behavior, the contest in which it occurs and the 
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function it served?  If you can answer these questions, your chosen intervention is much more 

likely to be effective.  In addition, to be effective, the chosen interventions should be 

• Developed specifically for the behaviors in question. 

• Appropriate for the situation. 

• Composed of the proper components. 

• administered properly 

• Given sufficient time to work (including time for any necessary modifications). 

• Powerful enough to initiate and maintain change over time. 

Acceptability of an Intervention 

There needs to be a consensus among all the players, (teacher, parent, child, school 

administration) that the planned intervention is acceptable.  The teacher needs to be sure the 

intervention is compatible with her style, the child needs to “buy into” the plan, and the parents 

need to agree that a problem exists and that their child might benefit from this effort.  When 

trying something new, you may find it helpful to ask specialists to think through your ideas and 

design with you.  This will likely increase your sense that the planned intervention has a good 

chance of working. 

Resistance and Encouragement 

The first step toward effective problem solving is the commitment to making changes in 

yourself and your classroom.  The easiest way to make these changes is to work with other 

teachers in the school to improve the classroom climate and increase your preparedness to 

effectively deal with challenging students.  Sometimes you will meet resistance in the school as 

you find colleagues who have adopted defeatist attitudes or who have an authoritarian classroom 

management style.  You may find the administration is resistant to change and, as a result, feel 
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frustrated that your efforts are futile.  You may even have to overcome significant obstacles in 

yourself if you have an authoritarian approach to teaching.  You may have to battle your 

tendencies for survival, your self-interest, and your anger and frustration as challenging children 

test you daily. 

As a teacher, you face enormous pressures, and you may often find yourself in a struggle 

to survive teaching today’s children in a school without basic support.  We realize how difficult 

it often is to retain your faith in yourself and your children.  However, when you believe in 

yourself and your role as a teacher, you will find the rewards—including the love and respect of 

the children—are enormous. 

As you feel more empowered about your ability to manage classroom problems, you will 

greatly enhance both your own and your students’ probability of success.  When you feel 

empowered, you are more likely to seek alternatives, to anticipate the improvement or resolution 

of the problem, and to find and use interventions effectively.  As an effective classroom manager 

and problem solver, you will gain confidence, you will stop magnifying problems, and you will 

become a better listener and observer of children.  Your thinking about children will shift from 

attributing problems to causes over which you have little control to believing in your ability to 

empower children to take charge of their learning and behavior.  Your attitude will shift one 

focused on discipline and punishment to one focused on problem solving and assistance. 

Integrity of the Intervention 

The intervention selected must be fully conceived, executable, and consistently 

implemented as planned.  If you cannot follow through on the plan, then the integrity of the 

intervention will be significantly compromised, and it will likely fail. 
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Case 1 – Tawanda 

You want Tawanda to raise her hand and wait her turn during classroom discussions and to 

ask for help appropriately when she needs it during independent work, especially during math.  

If she were able to do these thing s, Tawanda would be exhibiting much better impulse control. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What interventions would be appropriate to help Tawanda with her impulsive talking and 

interrupting? 

 

Discussion 

After explaining to Tawanda when talking is appropriate and when it is inappropriate, 

you can tell her that each time she raises her hand and waits instead of interrupting, she will be 

given tokens she can collect to cash in for a treat or toy.  You will remind her of this goal several 

times each day and acknowledge her when she raises her hand to help her know that attention 

will soon be directed her way if she can wait.  Since math assignments create many behavioral 

difficulties for Tawanda, you will check with her frequently to make sure she understands the 

work and can complete it independently.  You will encourage her to raise her hand when she 

needs help.  Additionally, you will recommend Tawanda for tutoring intervention in math.  If she 

interrupts or disturbs her classmates, she will be given a chance to take a “cool-down.” 
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Case 2 – Chris 

You now have a model for thinking about Chris’s behavior and have some goals to help him 

learn new ways of self-regulation that will be more adaptive for him. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What interventions would be most effective in helping Chris navigate transitions? 

Discussion  

Chris appears to be typical of many substance-exposed children who have difficulty 

transitioning from one situation to another.  After reading the previous chapter, which addresses 

transitions, you realize that you have not been properly preparing the class for changes in 

activities, and while most children adjust to them smoothly, Chris cannot.  You implement a 

classroom procedure in which you ring a small bell on your desk to indicate a transition is 

coming in 10 minutes.  At five minutes, you flash the lights.  Because of Chris’s difficulty, you 

give him a personal prompt, letting him know he must prepare for a change.  During transitions, 

you keep Chris close to you, putting a hand on his shoulder when you see him begin to lose 

control.  You establish a physical proximity guideline, such as “stand in every other square” 

during class line-up, so they are not too close to each other.  You decide that when the class 

moves into unstructured time, you will spend a few minutes with Chris, planning what he would 

like to do with his time.  You also want to implement strategies that will teach Chris how to 

manage himself internally with calming strategies including deep breathing, putting his head 

down or leaving an over-stimulating situation instead of relying on others to control him. 
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Step 6: Communicating Interventions to Parents and Children 

This aspect of an intervention is easy to overlook but is an important ingredient for a 

successful intervention.  All interested parties, or stakeholders, need to be fully informed about 

the plan and given opportunities to contribute and ask questions.   To be successful, the 

intervention must be acceptable to the child, increasing the probability that the appropriate 

behavior will occur.  The need for acceptability applies at a broader level as well:  Is it 

acceptable to parents, other teachers, and the principal?  If an intervention is acceptable to all 

involved parties, then its chances of gaining support and being successful increase greatly. 

Interventions should be thought of as positive in both intent and effect.  Including the 

child in the process of defining an intervention is important, since he will be responsible for 

executing it.  In talking with the child, you must be nonjudgmental and begin the conversation by 

asking questions to understand his feelings and to clarify your perceptions of the problem and its 

function.  You must then lead the child to understand his role in creating the problem and give 

him opportunities to identify ideas and/or respond to a proposed solution.  At this point, both 

teacher and student will work together to set realistic goals and establish ways to evaluate 

progress. 

Parents are an essential part of any intervention effort.  Developing collaborative 

relationships with them early in the process is important.  If you want parents to play a 

constructive role in the process, you need to remember that the goal is to find solutions to the 

problem, not someone to blame (review Step 3).  As a teacher, once you have developed a plan, 

invite the parents to a meeting in which you can share your ideas and beliefs.  Allow them 

opportunities to question your plan and add ideas they may have.  Create the final plan together, 

so all stakeholders can participate and feel vested in the efforts.  Children should be included for 
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at least part of the meeting with parents, so they see the mutual efforts and collaboration between 

home and school.  The same holds true if the parents are initiating an intervention; they should 

meet with the teacher to explain the approach they wish to take both at home and in the 

classroom.  At the conclusion of any meeting, parents and teachers should agree about how they 

will continually communicate and check in with one another. 

Communicate Interventions to Parents and Children 

Case 1 – Tawanda 

Now that you have decided on an intervention for the target behaviors, you need to 

communicate your ideas and strategies to Tawanda and her mother. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What would be important to note while explaining the interventions to the parents and 

child? 

Discussion 

Communicating your concerns and intervention strategies to Tawanda and her parents in 

an objective and nonjudgmental manner is important, especially because Tawanda’s behavior is 

irritating you.  Tawanda should be told that, while you understand she is excited and wants to 

share her thoughts, her interruptions disturb both you and her classmates.  You must allow 

Tawanda to help identify a meaningful reward.  Tawanda’s mother agrees to support the reward 

system at home.  You agree to communicate on a weekly basis with Tawanda’s mother regarding 

her progress. 
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Case 2:  Chris 

You are now ready to communicate your ideas to Chris and his parents and to allow them 

opportunities to respond to your ideas and to “buy into” these new interventions. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What would be important in your communication to Chris and his mother? 

Discussion 

It is important for the parents and child to know you believe the behavior is not willful.  

Helping Chris understand that sometimes he loses control but that there are ways he can learn to 

get himself under control is desirable.  His parents must be included so they can join in the 

process of teaching Chris to manage his own behavior more effectively.  Staff members and 

administrators should be educated regarding what regulatory problems are and how they should 

deal with them. 

Step 7: Implementing Selected Interventions 

Implementing the interventions requires planning.  By this point, you will have identified 

the specific approach you will use, established the logical consequences or reinforcement to be 

used, and decided how and when to deliver them.  Before you begin implementing the 

intervention, you may want to think about several specific points:       

• Do you have all the supplies you will need? 

• When will you start? 

• How will you evaluate your progress? 

• Reiterate your plan to the child in simple, positive terms. 
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• Point out that you believe the child can be successful and that this plan will help 

things go better in school. 

• Be sure to remind the child of what you expect of her. 

• Be sure to remind the child of the reinforcement/consequence of her behavior. 

• Provide an opportunity for questions.  The child needs to feel like a partner in the 

process and understand how the two of you will work together. 

After these preliminary steps, carry out the interventions as planned.  As you implement 

your interventions, you must remember some critical things: 

1. Do not deviate from your goal.  Remember, you have constructed a plan to address 

the most problematic behaviors.  If there are some minor costs to developing the self-

management capacity you are seeking, that may be acceptable for a short time 

because the real priority you have set will allow the child to make up the work later. 

2. Keep your eye on the prize for this child.  Remember, that may mean that, while the 

child copies only half the sentences off the board or completes only half the math 

problems, she does them successfully and accurately. 

3. Do not confuse consistency with rigidity.  You want the child to be successful because 

success breeds success, and chronic failure will ensure that your intervention also will 

fail.  The child may need an extra reminder or chance to behave as desired.  You may 

find your initial plan is too difficult for the child, and you need to quickly lower your 

expectations, so the child is successful.  You can build back up to your original goals 

over time.  Do not back yourself into a corner by declaring your plan as carved in 

stone.  Give yourself some flexibility while remaining consistent in the execution of 

your stated plan. 
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4. Use rewards as incentives.  Do not forget that rewards serve as incentives for all of us 

to exert the extra effort to do something that is genuinely difficult.  They help build 

new capabilities in children by having them exert this extra effort and discover they 

can manage themselves in ways they did not know they could.  However, for a 

reward (or punishment) to work, it has to be meaningful to the child.  Some children 

will respond to extra choices.  Offering stickers to a child who could not care less 

about them will not give you the payoff you seek.  The reward is not the intervention; 

it is a way to mark success. 

5. The name of the game is control.  Feeling out of control never feels good, and this is 

true for children as well as adults.  Children are frightened by loss of control but often 

do not know how to avoid these experiences or regain control after an incident.  There 

is a significant built-in payoff to staying in control—it makes the child feel good. 

6. Be empathic.  Even as you set limits and manage behavior, you can empathize with a 

child’s experience and emotional state.  Thus, the child who is frustrated, angry, or 

overexcited will respond to the feeling that you understand him, even as you let him 

know his behavior (i.e., hitting, throwing, and running around) is unacceptable.  We 

cannot change the child’s feeling, only the way he responds to the feeling.  Couch 

your limit-setting language in empathy: “I see that you are feeling angry, but you may 

not hit another child.  When you calm down, let’s talk about what to do when you feel 

angry.” 

7. Be empowering; make sure the child experiences her success.  Reminding the child, 

“I want you to have a good day because it makes you feel good and makes you 

happy,” is critical.  Reflecting this experience can help the child focus on her own 
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internal rewards (i.e., “You must feel great about how well you did that!”  Or, “Isn’t it 

great that another child picked you as her partner because of how well you’ve been 

doing?”). 

 

The sequence of events becomes 

1. The child does what you want her to do. 

2. You provide a positive consequence. 

3. You enhance her feelings of success, competence, and self-esteem. 

4. This increases the likelihood of the child’s maintaining the appropriate behavior. 

 

 

Case 1 – Tawanda 

You are now ready to start your new plan to reduce Tawanda’s frequent talking and 

interruptions. 

 

Points to Ponder 

What do you need to prepare for implementation? 

Discussion 

There are no special supplies needed for Tawanda other than the tokens and rewards that 

you have selected for reinforcement.  You are going to evaluate your progress using the same 

tools that you used in collecting baseline information.  You will remind Tawanda each day of the 

plan, and talk with her toward the end of the day for a few minutes about her success or difficulty 
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that day.  You will remind her of the cool-down corner and the circumstances under which she 

might go there, or you might suggest she use it. 

Case 2 – Chris 

Chris’s parents are very enthusiastic about your ideas and plan to adapt some of them to their 

own family situations.  They also note that incentives often work with Chris to help him 

manage himself better.  You decide to incorporate this into your plan. 

 

Points to Ponder 

Are you prepared to implement the selected interventions? 

Discussion 

Helping Chris learn to regulate his behavior will require a change in the way you think 

about Chris and your teaching style.  Rather than seeing him as disobedient and “naughty,” you 

understand that his behavior may be just as distressing for him.  Your teaching style will change 

from controlling to guiding Chris to control his own behavior.  You have posted a set of rules 

and positive logical consequences.  You review the daily schedule each morning and preview 

tomorrow’s schedule at the end of the day.  You have purchased a bell for prompting the class 

before impending transitions.  You have had a conference with colleagues to make them aware 

of Chris’s regulatory problems, and they have agreed to reinforce your interventions when Chris 

is out of the classroom.  You have set up a chart that allows you and Chris to monitor his success 

each day with special privileges offered as an incentive. 

Step 8:  Evaluating and Revising Interventions 

Give any intervention sufficient time to work, usually at least two weeks.  Remember that 

the target behavior may increase at first; the child is testing to see if you will be consistent and 
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stick with the plan.  If the intervention continues without change for two weeks or longer, the 

behavior usually will subside to levels lower than before the intervention started.  Rarely an 

intervention results in the target behavior, but if it does, you may want to make a change before 

the two-week period ends.  Do not forget to remind the child of each day’s plan or before each 

situation that will likely create a problem. 

If the intervention appears successful, evaluating it will not be a problem.  Use the same 

technique you used to establish the baseline and then compare the results.  This comparison can 

help you explain to parents how the intervention is progressing.  If the baseline happens to be in 

the form of a task completion or accuracy, presenting the actual work in a clear and concise  

format may result in the child’s or parents’ reinforcement.  However, if comparing the data does 

not indicate success, 

1. You probably want to make some change in the intervention.  You cannot always 

predict how a child will react to a new intervention, and you may think of ways to 

improve your plan. 

2. Return to the first step in the problem-solving process, whether you intend to choose 

a new intervention or to modify the existing one.   Usually, as you review the early 

steps, you will identify the issues that require modification, thus making it easier to 

enact appropriate change. 

3. Walk through the complete problem-solving process as before; repeat the process as 

many times as needed until you achieve success. 

4. If a variety of attempts does not result in success, then you should seek consultation 

with another experienced professional.  Consultation is also a good source of support 
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to review interventions that are working effectively to decide when they need 

modification or to be phased out. 

As you work to determine if your intervention has been successful, make sure you have 

kept your focus on the goals you initially set.  If you change your own goals in midstream, 

gauging success is difficult.  

After you have the child’s measured progress, make sure you share information with the 

parent.  Parents often are frustrated by the same things that you are, and hearing about their 

child’s success can empower them to try different tactics at home.  If your efforts have not been 

successful, then the parents are likely to feel less critical of their parenting failures and may be 

interested in trying new things in collaboration with you. 

Once the child has mastered the new behavior, you can begin to phase out the 

intervention or replace the target behavior with another challenging behavior the child has not 

yet mastered.  To lessen intrusiveness, the intervention may be reduced, and rewards or 

incentives can be phased out.  Children should first be encouraged to monitor themselves and to 

determine if they are deserving of the reward.  They should reward themselves for a job well 

done, rather than receive it come from an external agent.  Rewards can also be phased out by 

providing a surprise reward at some unexpected time if the child has done a good job continuing 

to manage himself.  You can remind him that he needs to maintain the behavior to get a surprise, 

and then once every week or two you can provide this kind of reinforcement.  At this point, the 

child has mastered the new skill and is probably experiencing self-reinforcing payoffs, such as 

competence, improved relationships, and increased feelings of control. 
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Case 1 – Tawanda 

You have been implementing the intervention for a two-week period.  You then spend three 

days collecting data about the current frequency of Tawanda’s interruptions and the amount 

of time she spends talking and disturbing other children. 

 

Points to Ponder 

After looking at your new data about Tawanda’s progress, are there revisions you would 

make with the interventions? 

Discussion 

In evaluating the data collected over the past few days, you feel you have had mixed 

success.  Tawanda’s talking has decreased slightly in math class and her math grades have 

improved.  During the first two weeks of intervention, she has raised her hand and waited 15 

times and has collected enough tokens for two “free choice” periods.  You are not sure how the 

interventions are going at home because when you called Tawanda’s mother at the scheduled 

time, the phone was disconnected.  You have written notes home but have had no response.  You 

decide that there is enough progress to keep the intervention going, but you think certain areas 

need modification.  You assign Tawanda a “study buddy” who will sit next to her and help her 

during math class.  You continue to allow her to remove herself from an overstimulating 

situation by going to the cool-down corner, but you also add a reward system.  After each class 

Tawanda does not interrupt, she can collect papers or erase the board.  You ask the truant officer 

to visit Tawanda’s home to see if the family is still living at the same address and to ask the 

mother to call you or come to school. 
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Case 2 – Chris 

You have been doing all the things set out in your plan, and you have been talking through 

calming strategies with Chris when he seems close to losing control. 

 

Points to Ponder 

How much progress can you expect to see in Chris during a two-week period? 

Discussion 

You are disappointed because there is little progress in Chris’s ability to control the 

volume of his voice, and while there is a slight improvement, he still does not transition from one 

activity to another very well.  However, there is an immediate positive change in his “lining up” 

behavior.  Although you have done your best to prepare Chris for transitions, the effect of your 

hard work is not as great as you had hoped.  Teaching self-regulation and control is a long 

process.  You should not expect to see any great changes in Chris’s behavior in two weeks.  The 

important thing is to be consistent and stick to the plan.  The more Chris is prompted and 

reminded of strategies that will help him stay under his threshold of stimulation, the more he will 

be able to use those strategies to regulate his behavior.  Your success in managing Chris’s 

problems while lining up leads you to believe you are on the right track in thinking he may have 

difficulty managing space.  You think this may be a positive intervention for all the children and 

resolve to take steps to make group activities less crowded 

The ideas and approaches outlined in this chapter can provide a foundation for creating a 

pro-active classroom.  For further ideas on utilizing a step-wise, progressive approach to 

interventions that will support long-term behavior management, visit 

https://www.ntiupstream.com/cause-consequence-online-about/. 
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