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• Preventing problem behaviors before they start

• Evaluating problem behaviors

• Intervening



Preventing Problem Behaviors From 
Occurring

• Having “good” classroom rules

• Managing transitions well

• Using your attention strategically



Evaluating Your Classroom Rules

• Are they simple, specific, and easily-understood?

• Are they positively-worded?

• Are class rules posted and at eye level of the children?

• Do the rules have pictures?

• Can more than 80% of the students…
• Repeat to you what is expected of them?
• Practice the rule?
• Give you behavioral examples?



• Rules are only effective if students are aware of them, 
capable of following them, and are taught how to follow 
them.

• Teach rules like other skills:
• Read them and model examples.

• Guide practice.

• Monitor children’s usage of rules.

• Give frequent feedback.  



Example of Class Rules

• Follow teacher directions.

• Talk friendly.

• Keep hands and feet to self.

• Walk quietly in the hallway.





• If you are working with a child with developmental delays 
in a classroom of more mature students, you will need to 
target rules to the lower level (not the common level)



Managing Transitions Well

• Teach routine like rules 
• Review rules—check for existing understanding of 

rules/schedule
• Do children know expectations/responsibilities of 

transitions?  
• Do they know rewards or privileges for being 

successful during transitions?  
• Limit time required for transition
• Engage students immediately in the next activity.  
• Provide specific information about what happens next.
• Use helpers to indicate transitions.



Settling kids down quickly during transitions: Examples used by other 
teachers

• Lining up example:  Teacher, “1, 2, 3, eyes on me”; Children, “1, 2, eyes on you”.  

• Combination of snaps and claps that they have to echo after teacher.   

• Whispering, “If you can hear my voice, ______” (touch your nose, raise your hand, etc.)  

• Using non-verbals or posters.  

• Picture schedules.  

• Clean Up song                                      

• Ringing a bell.

• Timers.

• Counting down to transition



Problems with Transition

• Most children tend to exhibit more problem behaviors 
during less structured or transitional times

• Very young children, and children with certain disorders 
show particular problems with transitions
• Autism

• ADHD





Using Attention Strategically

• Positive Attention
• Less stressful than negative attention for both you and the 

child.  

• Most attention-giving only requires a few moments

• Can prevent classroom disruption by providing large doses of 
positive attention before misbehavior



Using Positive Attention Preventatively

• Positively interact with students during 
lessons or center times
• Vary type of contact (physical, verbal, visual)
• Vary by individual or group
• Mix instructional and social interactions

• Turning bad behaviors good
• Ignore minor inappropriate behaviors
• Reinforce behaviors that will prevent the display of 

undesirable behaviors



• Positive comments throughout the day
• “I love the way the kids at the kitchen center are cleaning up!”  

“I like the way Sammy and Cassie are sitting on their circles!”
o Focus on the deed—attach praise to the behavior we wish to 

see continued (thank you for helping collect the papers).  The 
student knows exactly what she/he has done to gain 
appreciation… increases the chance that student will repeat 
the same or similar behavior!



Often those who need the 
most encouragement are 
those we feel least like 
encouraging



Evaluating Problem Behaviors: Functional 
Analysis

• Functional Analysis of behavior is 
important:  what is the role of the 
behavior?
• How you intervene will be different, depending on 

what function the behavior serves 
• Requires knowledge of the child, environment, 

antecedents and normal consequences of that 
behavior

• Observation and data keeping can help (e.g. 
Touchette table)
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Intervening: 
Creating a behavior modification system

• Goals:

• To be low-stress for you and your students

• To minimize time taken away from teaching

• To increase positive behaviors (adherence to your rules)



Biggest Student Behavior Problems

• Noncompliance with adult requests

• Defiance of rules

• Failure to work on assigned tasks

• Tantrums

• Aggression

• Over-activity/Inattention

• Others?



Interventions

• Differential Attention

• Behavioral Momentum

• Home-School Note

• Use of Consequences 



Intervening

• First thing to remember:  children are different
• Children are more concrete in their approach to problems 

and understanding of situations

• Frontal Lobe is not yet fully developed
• Verbal reasoning, explaining, discussing, nagging, arguing, etc are 

not likely to be effective
• Children (especially preschoolers) can repeat and remember a 

verbal rule and still not follow it!



• What is important?
• Predictability

• Contrast

• Practice



Interventions

• Differential Attention (a.k.a Strategic Use of 
Attention) 
• What?

• Ignoring mild behaviors designed to gain attention
• Providing high level of contrast attention to other behaviors



Differential Attention

• Why?
• Many misbehaving students are seeking extra attention

• We almost always reward misbehavior with attention.

• Young children learn… negative attention is better than none at 
all.  

• Hefty doses of encouragement and appropriate discipline 
techniques can win over many “tough kids



Intermittent Bursts of Attention

• Brief notice of appropriate behavior
• 20 – 50 times daily
• If praise, be specific!
• Use dried beans, coins in pocket to mark 

number of times accomplished if working with 
a specific student all day

• For classroom teaching, put a large sticker or 
other colorful item on the wall and use it as a 
cue when your eyes hit it



Intermittent Bursts of Attention

• Attention can take many forms
• Praise, touch, wink, thumbs up, facial expression

• If praise, be specific 
• Instead of “Good boy!”, use “I really like how you are sharing 

so well with your neighbor!”.



• Positive attention can’t just balance negative attention –
it has to OUTWEIGH it (preferably 3:1)

• Kids with behavioral or developmental challenges can 
usually access negative attention A LOT, so it takes some 
work for them to go for the positive attention instead.



Other Forms

• “Magic Circle” Charts

• “Dot-to-Dot” Charts

• Sticker Charts









Things to keep in mind

• Program must be set up so that students earn reinforcers 
early and often!

• If time passes and they are not completing the chart, one 
of two things is the case:
• Expectation is too high.

• Reinforcer is not motivating enough.



Behavioral Momentum

• What it is:  
• Reinforcing a likely behavior, and presenting a 

slightly higher expectation immediately on the 
heels of it

• Why:
• By the time a behavior plan is needed, many 

students are exhibiting far fewer appropriate 
behaviors to reinforce

• Behavioral Momentum can increase appropriate 
behaviors, and give a “starting point”



Example

• Using hand-over-hand cueing, and praising as if it were 
independently done

• Rub your tummy, pat your head, sit in your seat



Home School Note

• Brief Note system that goes home with child each day

• Should address no more than 2 – 3 target behaviors

• Ideally, should be tied to both school and home privileges



Date:
Sara’s Star Chart

Kept Hands and Feet 
to Herself?

(e.g. no hitting)

Nice to Classmates?
(e.g. no name-calling, 

teasing, 
insulting?)

8:00 – 9:00

9:00 – 10:00

10:00 –
11:00

11:00 –
12:00

Lunch Lunch

12:00 – 1:00

1:00 – 2:00

2:00 – 3:00



Date:

Period Comments

1 ○○○○○○○○○
2 ○○○○○○○○○
3 ○○○○○○○○○
4 ○○○○○○○○○
5 ○○○○○○○○○
6 ○○○○○○○○○



Home-School Note

• Take data to determine baseline performance

• Target level of expectation slightly above to “set child up 
for success”

• Specify expectation in terms of “yes” or “star” ratings 
(e.g. 9/12 “stars” is a successful note)

• Tie success to highly motivating privilege

• Work with parents to establish home reinforcers or 
consequences if possible (e.g. meeting target entitles 
student to video game access)



Consequences (the “sticks”)

• Consequences necessary to create contrast between 
“getting it right” and “getting it wrong”

• Should be immediate, implemented in matter-of-fact 
fashion, and appropriate for age.

• Examples:  loss of points, time-out



Loss of Points

• Loss of points on chart can be an immediate 
consequence

• “pulling of tickets” for problem behavior – loss of final 
ticket can eliminate choice time or recess time

• It is important that loss of points be done for the most 
important “targeted” behaviors



Time-Out

• What?
• Removal of attention and removal of access to fun activities 

for a brief time as a consequence for problem behavior

• Why?
• Verbal teaching often not enough

• Works as a teaching tool to create contrast



• How?
• Can be done anywhere

• Chair, corner, designated room

• Standard is 1 minute per year of age
• This may be too long for some, and is not substantiated by any 

research
• Short and consistent better than longer

• Important aspects are removing attention and access to fun 
things
• Don’t respond to annoying behavior in time-out



Myths of Time-Out

1. Kids have to be quiet for time-out to work

2. Time out is a chance to “think about what they did 
wrong”

3. Time-out requires a certain chair or spot

4. Must be “one minute per year of age” to be effective



• With younger kids, time-out can be a good 
choice for aggressive behaviors, or even 
noncompliance because it is very concrete

• Be sure you understand the function of the 
behavior before using this, as it may provide 
an escape from an aversive activity!

• If safety is an issue, may require removal 
from the room to a safe location
• If this is the case, minimize attention



Recovery Room – things to consider
• Task demands need to follow

• If there are not tasks to be completed, some should be provided 
in the room

• SO important to limit high intensity 1:1 attention (many of these 
kids struggle with peers and are STARVED for positive attention)
• Try to avoid verbal processing of events or choices until after 

behavior has corrected

• Limit reinforcers in this environment



Consequences that don’t seem effective….

• Sending to the principal/counselor’s office

• Sending a child home

• Removing access to an end-of-the week fun activity (e.g. 
a field trip)

• Losing access repeatedly to the same activity (e.g. 
recess, choice time)


