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INTRODUCTION 

Teaching is a craft that can be developed and perfected over time as the teacher reflects on what has 

worked and not worked well. Differentiating instruction in order to meet the academic needs of every 

student is certainly a challenge, but teachers consistently rate behavior as one of the most significant 

issues they face in schools (Causton & MacLeod, 2016). Every year, teachers have a few students who 

repeatedly disrupt class by getting out of their seats, being confrontational and refusing to do work. 

However, there can be a wide range of outcomes depending on how a particular teacher handles 

discipline and to what degree the school’s discipline system empowers teachers to manage behaviors in 

the classroom. This research brief will outline traditional disciplinary practices, most of which are not 

effective for challenging students, and trace their roots back to early behavioral psychology. In addition, 

a multi-level approach to designing a discipline system is proposed. Recommendations are based on 

research in neuropsychology and best practice research in schools. 

Effectively addressing behavior at an early age is essential in terms of preventing a child from suffering 

years of low self-esteem and poor self-efficacy. A first grader whose disruptive behavior goes 

uncorrected can become the fifth grader with multiple suspensions, the eighth grader who self-

medicates, the high school dropout, and the 17-year old who is involved with the criminal justice 

system. Since the stakes are so high, teachers and administrators must take the initiative to work 

together to develop an effective discipline approach that works for all students, not just for some.  

The traditional manner in which schools deal with challenging kids is rooted in the work of behaviorist 

B.F. Skinner who studied rats in a “Skinner box.” His research found that human behavior is determined 

by consequences and bad behavior must be punished. However, consequences have unintended 

consequences that must be considered. For children with challenging behavior, conventional disciplinary 

approaches, such as detention, in-school and out-of-school suspension, often exacerbate behavior. In 

exchange for temporary peace in the classroom, long-term solutions to the problem are sacrificed 

(Lewis, 2015). It is important that schools find a way to balance holding children accountable and 

showing compassion. Schools must make it clear that the student is responsible for his behavior AND 

make it clear that he is not a bad kid for having exhibited these bad behaviors (Abblett & D’Antuono, 

2016) 

 

TRADITIONAL APPROACH 

Children with diagnosed behavior problems (ADHD, Oppositional Defiant Disorder, etc.) are the most 

likely to be disciplined, often because of their difficulty relating to others. I’m not sure how it makes 

sense to impose the harshest consequences on those with the most challenges since punishments like 

detention and suspension do not deter future misbehavior.  Educators spend a lot of time discussing and 

trying to diagnose children, but in this process, assumptions are often made. Many times, we think we 



know why a child is misbehaving and we take action accordingly. This, however, is not the best way to 

respond since there are often many factors that influence children’s behavior, many of which are 

unknown to us. 

When schools implement the traditional methods of dealing with challenging behavior by suspending 

kids, they are taking the easy way out. It is easier to dole out a punishment than it is to try to 

understand the problem that is leading to the behavior. When we simply punish, kids just return to 

school ready for another fight, not having learned anything through the process, and, in fact, feeling 

more misunderstood and further alienated from school (Worth, 2015). It is true that behavior can be 

shaped by consequences, but consequences aren’t the only factor affecting behavior nor the only option 

when it comes to how to respond to behavior (Caffee, 2016). We must also consider what lagging 

cognitive skills may exist, as well as environmental factors such as light, sound, peer dynamics and 

individual factors such as hunger, fatigue and a history of trauma. 

 

SCHOOL-WIDE DISCIPLINE SYSTEMS 

Educators often dedicate a significant amount of time to discuss curriculum and assessment, yet seldom 

do teachers and administrators spend time together defining a building-wide discipline system (Boyd, 

2012). The referral forms, referral process and paper trail, data entry and analysis and accountability for 

following classroom management procedures are all crucial components of establishing a foundation for 

school-wide discipline. If these procedures and processes are not in place and followed by everyone, 

then the best case scenario is to merely have pockets of effective discipline among teachers.  

The code of conduct is another component of school-wide discipline. It is important to have in place as a 

general guide for administrators, but its purpose is not to fully support the work of teachers in the 

classroom. The majority of behaviors must be handled in the classroom by the teacher in order for the 

system to run smoothly. One administrator monitoring and intervening with regard to the behavior of 

hundreds of students will never be an effective discipline system, yet this is how discipline plays out in 

so many schools (Boyd, 2012). The ultimate goal is to develop and implement a discipline system that 

allows challenging students to remain in school by teaching them the skills they need in order to meet 

the demands of school. 

 

INEFFECTIVE DISCIPLINE PRACTICES 

Behavior Charts. In an attempt to maintain control over the classroom and motivate students to behave, 

many teachers use behavioral strategies including a traffic light or behavior chart. With these systems, 

students are publically rewarded (earn stickers, move their clip to green) or punished (lose points, move 

their clip to red) based on their behavior. Although this type of approach appears to work for some 

students, there are many unintended, negative consequences that must be considered. To begin, the 

behavior chart becomes a tool for teachers to maintain their power and control while children are 

publicly sorted into levels of obedience on the chart (Ginsburg, 2015), and what often ensues are threats 

to “move your clip down” or take points away if you do not start behaving. This is shaming and 

humiliating, especially for a child with a disability who struggles with impulsivity or suffers with anxiety. 



 

Teachers’ use of behavior charts to exert power over children they perceive as disobedient is harmful to 

the teacher-student relationship. There is a large body of research that demonstrate the importance of 

relationships and a positive connection to school in terms of academic achievement for students.  In 

moments of frustration, teachers resort to the behavior chart to shame and threaten students into 

submission. Teachers want students to consider that if, at the end of the day, they are on red, their 

parents will be angry and that should motivate them to behave (Ginsberg, 2015). 

In addition to the negative consequences of behavior charts, they are also limited in that they don’t help 

teachers or students understand why a behavior has occurred. What purpose does it serve, other than 

communicating a student’s “bad” day to parents? When we try to “solve behavior,” we are just treating 

the symptoms, not the disease (Lewis, 2015). 

Avoiding Confrontation. Some teachers are uncomfortable with confrontation. Such teachers may post 

rules and consequences and claim that they will enforce them, yet do not actually follow through. Fear 

of conflict results in a domino effect of ineffective disciplinary practices which include addressing the 

behavior of a few students by addressing the entire class, “overlooking” or ignoring disruptive behavior, 

and joking with students to decrease tension in the confrontation about misbehavior, and disciplining 

the whole class for the misbehavior of a few (Boyd, 2012). 

There is a concept called “correspondence bias,” coined by Harvard Psychologist Daniel Gilbert, which 

states that people tend to make judgments about the source or cause of others’ actions. We tend to 

assume that people’s behavior is the inevitable and complete result of their own internal traits or 

conscious choices. The person who cuts us off in traffic is undeniably a “jerk.” Our empathy gets blocked 

as a result of this bias. For students with challenging behavior, these negative assumptions by adults can 

be very harmful to their self-esteem (Abblett & D’Antuono, 2016), and erode trust between the teacher 

and student. 

 

A MULTI-LEVEL APPROACH TO IMPROVING BEHAVIOR 
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Teacher Practices That Build Trust and Relationships 

The single most important step any teacher can take to reduce challenging behavior is to work hard at 

establishing positive relationships with all students. A great place to begin is to adopt a strengths 

perspective, and focus on and find ways to showcase students’ gifts and talents. Positive relationships, 

among many other things, lead to students doing what you want them to do because they want to do it 

– not because they are afraid of the consequences (Shah, 2012). Experienced teachers often develop an 

individual style of classroom management that is built on positive relationships with students. These 

expert disciplinarians work to build a true community between themselves and the students, but also 

between students. No one bullies anyone else. No one is afraid to make a mistake or look dumb. 

Everyone is motivated to succeed and believes that he or she can (Boyd, 2012). 

Managing discipline is often seen as the role of deans, whom the teachers call to the classroom in order 

to remove a disruptive student. A more effective approach is to have teachers take the time to talk to 

the student, calmly, outside the classroom, to work on building the relationship – even to take 

responsibility for possibly escalating the situation with a harsh tone of voice or threatening a 

consequence (Dominus, 2016). It is important to note that for students with challenging behavior, 

threatening a consequence is always going to escalate the behavior, especially if the relationship is not 

well established.  

Tone of voice and choice of words are both important. Teachers are encouraged to use language that 

has a welcoming rather than punitive tone. As opposed to, “You’re late, sign this late log,” it’s, “Hey, this 

class is not complete without you – I need you to be here.” The shift in mindset requires teachers to 

rethink the concept of justice, and reject the conventional model of punishment (Dominus, 2016). In 

doing so, teachers are being respectful of students’ insecurities and/or anxieties.  How can you calm or 

support a student effectively without drawing undue attention? Can you write a note? Have a private 

conference? Whisper to her (Causton & MacLeod, 2016)? When we listen to kids and speak to them 

from our hearts, they learn to think of teachers as their allies which drastically improves the odds of 

being able to connect and make a difference. 

 

Cultivating a Positive Classroom Culture 

Emotional Safety 

In addition to specific teacher practices that build relationships, the teacher must also work to establish 

a positive climate in the classroom. The teacher is accountable for the psychological safety and comfort 

of every student in the classroom. The only way to achieve this is for the teacher to be the gatekeeper of 

who talks when and what topics are allowed. The teacher must be aware of and immediately address 

any hurtful interactions between peers (Boyd, 2012).  

Students will thrive in a classroom where they feel emotionally safe, but students must also be able to 

take academic risks without being afraid to fail. If teachers create environments which allow students to 

transform mistakes into learning experiences, students will be able to grow. The ultimate goals is to 

create a school culture in which students learn to discipline themselves and each other so that referrals, 

suspensions and expulsions are the exception rather than the norm (Gardner, 2014). 



 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Teachers who aim to control students’ behavior – rather than helping them learn how to control it 

themselves – undermine the elements that are essential for motivation. Carol Dweck, a researcher from 

Stanford University, asserts that even rewards – stars and stickers – can erode children’s motivation and 

performance by shifting the focus to what the teacher thinks rather than the intrinsic rewards of 

learning. The research of Daniel Pink defines three factors, mastery, autonomy and purpose that must 

be present in order to foster intrinsic motivation. When children are motivated to complete a task or try 

their best because they feel a sense of accomplishment, these are skills that will serve them well in 

college and in their adult lives when there is no one there cheering them on and offering rewards and 

prizes. 

Encourage a feeling of MASTERY. Many students are misbehaving because of the nature of a task. Does 

the complexity match the student’s abilities? Can it be made more interesting or challenging? Can it be 

differentiated? Can videos, props or humor be used? Any time a teacher creates a situation where the 

students experiences mastery, they will become more motivated and engaged in learning. Think about 

your own life…how often do we continue to pursue an activity that we are not good at, week after 

week, which leads to feeling badly about ourselves? Most adults, at some point, would stop doing the 

activity and move on to something that comes easier. 

Encourage a feeling of AUTONOMY. Instead of looking for what is wrong with the student, look for what 

is wrong with the environment. Ask yourself how this student can be more connected to her peers. How 

can you give her more freedom? How can we create a more joyful learning space? How can she feel 

more responsibility or ownership (Causton & MacLeod, 2016)? 

Encourage an understanding of PURPOSE. Students need to understand the big picture and how each 

part of their learning connects to the whole. Sometimes students make these connections on their own, 

but many times they need to be taught how. One way to help students make connections is to be sure 

the curriculum is relevant to their own lives, that the books depict characters that are like them, that the 

teacher is not making assumptions about background knowledge that the student may or may not have. 

When students understand why they are being asked to do something or learn something, and how it 

will help them reach their goals, they are more likely to be motivated. 

Discussion Circles. The goal is for students to share their feelings, express what’s on their mind, and 

learn about each other. Circles can be impromptu, to diffuse a situation quickly, get students talking 

about what they were thinking when they behaved a certain way, and ask them how they can make the 

situation right. Circles are also an opportunity for students to discuss their weekly goals, how to be a 

good citizen and what integrity means. While sitting in the circle, students discuss how to be respectful, 

responsible and safe. Other benefits of a discussion circle are practicing communication skills and 

establishing rituals to make students feel safe. Instead of saying, “Good morning,” greeters inquire, 

“How are you feeling today?” Students show how they feel by giving a thumb’s up, sideways or down. 

They brainstorm ways to make unhappy students feel better, like smiling or inviting them to play with 

them (Worth, 2015). The circle is one example of a way in which teachers can teach and practice social 

emotional and cognitive skills with students which will have a direct impact on reducing challenging 

behavior. 



 

Addressing the Social Emotional Needs of Students 

Determining the Root Cause of Bad Behavior 

Most, if not all, teachers have had students for whom their standard disciplinary methods do not work. 

When we think of challenging behavior as a result of the child lacking skill, not will, to behave, the focus 

of the intervention shifts. It doesn’t make sense to punish a child who lacks the skill to meet your 

expectation because they are not learning anything from the punishment. The definition of discipline is 

“to teach.” There is plenty of data to show that looking behind the behavior to determine WHY the 

behavior is occurring, then focusing on solving the problems is central to successful discipline, and by 

engaging the student in the problem solving process, we are teaching them and practicing with them the 

skills they need to be successful. 

Although delivering consistently interesting and challenging instruction may lead to fewer student 

behavior issues, no learning activity is guaranteed to engage one hundred percent of students, every 

minute of every class period. This assumes that students act up only if the lesson is boring. Students’ 

behavior is influenced not only by the lesson, but also by whether they like the teacher, who else is in 

the classroom, the social dynamic created by that peer group, whether they are hungry, thirsty, angry, 

depressed, or tired. Teachers in trauma-sensitive schools attempt to diagnose underlying problems and 

keep children emotionally present, which opens their brains up for learning (Worth, 2015). Skilled 

disciplinarians do not fear conflict, nor avoid confrontation. Such teachers have a clear understanding 

about what is behind student misbehavior, and they respond in a way that keeps the student from 

erupting or withdrawing, and in the process, maintains a positive relationship with the student even 

when addressing the behavior (Boyd, 2012). 

Collaboratively Solving Problems 

In schools, adults typically have all of the power. Students must be obedient and respectful, even when 

they are right. This power dynamic often leads to so many students blowing up over incidents that begin 

small and continue to escalate. Students have experienced over and over again the fact that teachers’ 

word is taken as truth and that their perspective doesn’t matter, and often isn’t even taken into 

consideration. Students typically do not have a voice when it comes to discipline. Being told to move 

seats or getting a detention for repeatedly talking can often lead to screaming at a teacher, storming out 

and slamming the door, or throwing a fit because that is their only source of power (Gardner, 2014). For 

these reasons, it makes sense that if we can make students equal partners in solving problems 

collaboratively, and empower them with the opportunity to think of viable solutions, we will allow them 

to be critical thinkers and partners in their education. 

The first, and most crucial step in collaboratively solving problems is to demonstrate genuine empathy. 

The goal is to seek to understand the situation from the perspective of the child, because, in fact, 

everyone’s behavior makes sense to them. So, seek to understand. Often when students act out, what 

they need is someone to listen to them. Taking five minutes and listening to him and simply be present 

speaks volumes to the student. Before reacting to a behavior, consider what it is that you need when 

you feel angry, bored, upset or confused. In other words, use empathy and put yourself in his shoes. Do 



you talk with a friend, cry or take a walk? Providing empathetic support will allow a child to know she 

belongs and is loved (Causton & MacLeod, 2016). 

After the teacher understands the child’s perspective on the problem, the student is encouraged to 

collaborate with the teacher to brainstorm solutions. The teacher can ask what the student needs to be 

more successful. There are no wrong answers, and each suggestion is critically reviewed by the student 

and teacher to see if it meets the needs of both parties. In this way, we avoid doing things to the student 

and instead, partner with the student to solve issues (Causton & MacLeod, 2016). 

When time is taken to ask the child what they are struggling with and how we can help, then really 

believing them when they tell us, we are much more likely to get to the root cause and solve the 

problem. There are usually many factors leading to a problem, many of which have never occurred to 

the adult. For example, there is a student who takes 30 minutes to actually get started writing when a 

prompt is given. When asked what the teacher could do to help make it easier for him to get started 

writing, he suggests lined paper with an area where he can draw. He begins by drawing his ideas, then it 

is easier to begin writing. In time, the writing process goes much more smoothly for him and his self- 

efficacy is improved (Lewis, 2015). 

When the adult lets go of assumptions and agendas and sincerely wonders aloud to the child about the 

child’s perspective, the relationship is strengthened, skills are developed and problems are solved in a 

durable manner.  We must see past the behavior, past the blame, and focus on intent to the fact that 

kids are looking to do the best they can despite emotional experiences we are not even aware of 

(Abblett & D’Antuono, 2016). 

Skill Building 

When we model and teach cognitive thinking skills through the problem solving process, we are actually 

changing the structure of the brain. The promising field of neuroplasticity research demonstrates that 

through the repetition of new skills and tasks, new neural connections are formed and strengthened 

This is incredibly promising because we now know that even for kids with extremely challenging 

behavior, their brains can adapt and they can learn how to self-regulate.  

The prefrontal cortex of our brains is instrumental in managing executive function – our capacity to 

control impulses, prioritize tasks and organize plans. Research has demonstrated that the prefrontal 

cortex of aggressive children had not fully developed, leading us to the understanding that their brains 

were not yet capable of helping them regulate their behavior. When students are told that their brains 

can be changed and skills can be developed and strengthened, we are giving them hope and their 

motivation and achievement increase (Lewis, 2015). 

We can teach students to talk about what is frustrating them and to advocate for what they need. We 

can model empathy and teach children to think about how their behavior impacts others. We can build 

in more wait time for those with slower language processing, and help them to expand their vocabulary 

through the use of pictures and story boards. We can teach students body awareness so they know 

when they are starting to become angry and what to do to calm down before it is too late. Simple 

mindfulness techniques such as being aware of the breath and taking deep breaths to calm down are 

extremely powerful. We can use social stories and role plays to explicitly teach social skills. We can teach 

students how to use organizational tools such as timers, planners, white boards and technology to 



strengthen their executive functioning skills. We can use tactile objects such as gum, Play-Doh or 

squeeze balls to help students regain focus when they become distracted. 

Conclusion 

Too often we become discouraged thinking about all of the problems our students face outside of 

school – poverty, turbulent homes, violent communities – rather than focusing on the tremendous 

potential we have to make a difference. No matter what is going on at home, there is a lot of good that 

can be done during the 6 hours per day, five days per week that kids are in school (Lewis, 2015). 

 

Reducing behavior is possible with the right mindset, patience and persistence. The focus must be on 

what the student needs to get back on track instead of what we need to do to punish them. The end 

result has the potential to change the course of children’s lives. Educators have tremendous power and 

potential to dramatically impact how students feel about themselves, what risks they are willing to take 

and what goals they will set for themselves. It is not easy to be the one who thinks outside of the box, 

but when positive results begin to occur, others will take notice. There is no need to keep doing what 

doesn’t work. Reach out to others who have already begun this work and are having success. Learn from 

each other and support each other. Thank you for choosing a profession where you have such potential 

to positively impact the lives of children.  
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