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We created the second edition of Practical Ideas That Really Work for
Students With Disruptive, Defiant, and Difficult Behaviors for educators who deal with students displaying challenging behaviors in the
classroom. The goal is to provide teachers with a resource that is easy to
use and has a wide range of practical intervention ideas. Students who
exhibit problem behaviors require effective teachers and also teachers that
are effective classroom managers. The behaviors targeted in this book are
grouped into three categories:
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• Disruptive: Behaviors that cause turmoil, confusion, or disorder.
For example, a student who constantly talks out and disrupts the
teacher’s instruction.
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• Defiant: Behaviors that oppose, resist, or challenge authority. For
example, a student who threatens other students or the teacher.

rig
ht

ed

m
at

• Difficult: Behaviors that are hard to manage and prevent the student
from getting along with others. For example, a student who teases
other students.

Background Information
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The 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA), known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), brought about significant
changes in the proficiency requirements for all students, including those
with disabilities. Most students in special education are expected to meet
the same educational standards as other nondisabled students. In addition, most students with disabilities are educated in general education
classrooms, by general education teachers, using the same curricula and
materials as nonidentified students. It is therefore critical that identified
students comply with teachers’ instructions, work cooperatively as part of
a group, and participate actively in learning activities so they succeed in
the general education environment.
In 2003, under the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA),
Part B, more than 6 million students, ages 6 through 21 years, were provided with special education and related services. This number represented 9.1% of the U.S. general population in the same age group. The 28th
Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of the Individuals With
Disabilities Education Act, 2006, vol. 1, (U.S. Department of Education;
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Tier Three: The third level of intervention is individual
supports, with more intensive instruction through individualized programming.
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Data collected during the RTI process should be used
for assessment purposes. Schools must therefore document that a student was provided appropriate instruction by qualified personnel before the student is identified with a disability. Practical Ideas That Really Work
for Students With Disruptive, Defiant, and Difficult
Behaviors contains interventions designed to target
specific behaviors in three general areas: disruptive
behaviors, defiant behaviors, and difficult behaviors.
Many of the ideas are appropriate for individualized
interventions with students who are served through
an Individualized Education Program (IEP) and for
students served in other settings, such as alternative
education classrooms or placements.
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The Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEIA) encourages implementing
a Response to Intervention (RTI) approach, which
should be used for all students experiencing difficulty
in school. With this approach, students are provided
with a series of increasingly intensive, individualized
instructional interventions before being referred for
special education assessment and services. General
education staff play a critical role in the design and
delivery of interventions provided in the RTI model,
with support from special education personnel. They
should also monitor the interventions, and regularly
gather and review data related to improvement. RTI
models propose a three-tiered process of student
intervention:
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Response to Intervention
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Many students, in addition to those identified in the ED
category of special education, who exhibit disruptive,
defiant, and difficult behaviors are not identified with
a disability or served in special education under any
category. Teachers, however, recognize that, despite
their “unidentified” status, many students can be
consistently disruptive, defiant, or difficult, and their
behavior often interferes with their learning and with
teachers’ instruction.

Practical Ideas That Really Work for Students With
Disruptive, Defiant, and Difficult Behaviors contains an
intervention plan that can be used to show which interventions have been implemented and how the student
has responded to those interventions. When using the
RTI model, it is critical for schools to diligently track
students’ response to interventions.
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2009), indicated that of all students served, 7.9% were
identified with an emotional disturbance (ED). Despite
having behavior problems, most students in the ED
category spend their school day in general (or regular)
education classrooms. The annual report indicated that
only 17.2% of ED students were served in separate
environments, and that approximately 78% of them
spend some time in general education.

Tier One: Primary intervention is high-quality, researchbased, whole-group instruction, combined with general screening processes.
Practical Ideas That Really Work for Students With
Disruptive, Defiant, and Difficult Behaviors contains
a screening assessment to identify students’ challenging behaviors. All ideas are supported by scientifically
based or peer-reviewed research, and many can be
implemented as whole-classroom or whole-school
strategies.
Tier Two: The second level of intervention includes
research-based, small-group, or individual instruction
in specific areas of weakness.
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Components of
the Materials

Practical Ideas That Really Work for Students With
Disruptive, Defiant, and Difficult Behaviors provides
an assessment system and set of intervention ideas for
students with emotional disturbance, conduct disorder,
or students with challenging behaviors. The ideas in
this book are intended for use with students in Grades
5 through 12 and include two main components: An
evaluation form and a manual.
Evaluation Form, Including a Rating Scale,
Review of Prior Interventions, Intervention Plan,
and Ideas Matrix
The Rating Scale, on page 2 of the Evaluation Form, is
a criterion-referenced measure for evaluating challenging behaviors that affect student learning. The items on
the scale are specific descriptors that correlate to three
general challenging behavior areas that, if teachers do
not effectively manage, will lead to students’ academic
failure. The Ideas Matrix, on pages 5 and 6 of the
Evaluation Form, provides a systematic way of linking
the results of the Rating Scale to interventions. The

• Difficult Behaviors
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• Defiant Behaviors
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• Disruptive Behaviors

The Rating Scale consists of nine items for each of the
three areas, for a total of 27 items. Educators can use
the scale’s 4-point Likert scale to complete a rating,
with 1 meaning the student never or rarely exhibits
the behavior and 4 meaning the student consistently
exhibits the behavior. For each of the three areas, the
range of possible scores is 9 to 36; the higher the score,
the more significant are the student’s behavior problems related to that area.

Item Development
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The criterion-referenced Rating Scale in the Evaluation
Form is intended for use by teachers to rate students in
Grades 5 through 12 who exhibit disruptive, defiant,
and difficult behaviors. The measure was designed to
assist teachers in conducting a careful and thorough
assessment of the specific challenging behaviors in
three major areas, leading to the selection of appropriate intervention strategies.
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Development of
the Rating Scale

The criterion-referenced Rating Scale was designed to
assist teachers and other professionals in conducting
a careful, thorough assessment of the specific challenging behaviors students exhibit that interfere with
learning. It can also assist educators in the selection of
intervention strategies. The Rating Scale is divided into
three areas:
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The ideas aim to assist teachers in trying a wide range
of individual, whole-classroom, or whole-school strategies to improve behavior. The ideas were developed
to meet the needs of students with a range of challenging behaviors at varying support levels. The manual contains an explanation of each idea, along with
reproducible worksheets, examples, illustrations, and
tips designed for easy implementation.

Field-Testing the Rating Scale
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A Manual of Practical Ideas

experience behavioral difficulties in school. We also
conducted a literature review and included items that
were most commonly cited in the literature. This scale
is not intended, nor should it be used, for diagnosis.
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Review of Prior Interventions, on page 3, assists educators in determining what interventions have already
been implemented, along with their successes. The
Intervention Plan, on page 4, is a record-keeping tool
educators can use to document targeted behaviors,
interventions and ideas used, and intervention evaluations. We hope educators will use the Ideas Matrix
and Intervention Plan as tools for selecting and documenting effective interventions to meet each student’s
unique needs.
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The three broad categories of challenging behaviors
exhibited by students include disruptive behaviors,
defiant behaviors, and difficult behaviors. Although
there is no single definition or classification system
that addresses all the challenging behaviors exhibited
by students, we considered items from several sources.
First, we included items that relate to the federal definition of serious emotional disturbance, because this
disability category is most closely related to student
behavior problems. Second, we included items that
are descriptive for Oppositional Defiant or Conduct
Disorder listed in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual
of Mental Disorders–Fourth Edition–Text Revision
(DSM-IV-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000),
because students with these two diagnoses often

The criterion-referenced measure was field-tested with
212 students in elementary and secondary schools in
Texas. Seventy-one of these students were identified
as exhibiting challenging behaviors (i.e., identified as
having an emotional or behavior disorder, or a teacher
stated that the student had an undiagnosed behavior
problem) and 141 had typical behaviors. Of the students identified with challenging behaviors, 61 students were male and 10 were female. Three students
were African American, 10 students were Hispanic/
Latino, 52 were White, 4 were Asian/Pacific Islander,
and 2 were Other Ethnicity or Race. Of the students
not identified as struggling learners, 67 students were
male and 74 were female. Fourteen students were
African American, 20 were Hispanic/Latino, 79 were
White, 26 were Asian/Pacific Islander, 1 was Native
American/Eskimo/Aleut, and 1 was Other Ethnicity.
The students were in kindergarten through Grade 11.
An item analysis was conducted using the sample of
students identified with challenging behaviors. Before
the analysis was performed, these students’ mean total
scores for the three areas measured by the scale were
correlated with age. Correlations ranged from .023 to
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Assessment often provides much useful information to
educators about the strengths and deficits of students.
However, unless the information gathered during the
assessment process improves classroom management,
which helps make instruction more effective, its usefulness for teachers is limited. With this in mind, we
designed an Ideas Matrix (see pages 5 and 6 of the
Evaluation Form) so that educators can make a direct
link between the data generated by the Rating Scale
and classroom-focused instruction. We believe this format conforms to our intention of providing information
that is practical and useful.
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In addition, we compared the mean ratings of the
three subscales for the two groups (students identified
with challenging behaviors and students with typical
behaviors) using a t ratio. Our hypothesis was that students identified with challenging behaviors would be
rated higher than students with no diagnosis. Because
we made three comparisons, we used the Bonferroni
method to adjust the alpha level and set alpha at .01.
In each case, the mean differences between the two
groups were large enough to support our hypothesis.
The probability in all cases was < .001. We can conclude that the Rating Scale is sensitive enough to discriminate between the two groups.

ers. Examples include setting up a Great Job Board
or giving students coupons for demonstrating targeted
behaviors. We provide ideas that will promote building relationships among peers as well as ideas that will
help aggressive students or those who have lost control
examine their behavior and calm down. Finally, we
include contracts and forms that educators can use
with individual students to set up systems to target and
correct problem behaviors.

PR

.18; therefore, no age groupings were made and all
data were analyzed together. The resulting reliability
coefficients were .83 for Disruptive Behaviors; .79 for
Defiant Behaviors; and .87 for Difficult Behaviors. The
magnitude of these coefficients suggests that the rating
scale contains minimal test error and that users can
have confidence in its results.
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Directions for Using
the Materials

©

co
py

rig
ht

ed

m
at

In our discussions with them about the development
of this manual, regular and special education teachers and supervisors consistently emphasized the need
for materials that are practical, and quick and easy
to implement in the classroom. We appreciated their
input and worked hard to meet their criteria as we
developed the ideas in this book. In addition, we
conducted an extensive review of the literature and
focused on ideas that are supported by data documenting their effectiveness. The result is a book with 35
ideas, almost all with reproducible masters available
as a hard copy and on the accompanying CD, and all
grounded in our research and collective experience,
as well as that of the many educators who advised us
and shared information with us. Our goal is to provide
interventions that will improve students’ behavior in
school and make them more ready to learn.
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Development of the Manual

The ideas in the manual are organized in the following manner. First, we included ideas that will help
educators build relationships with students, either at
the classroom or the whole school level. Next, we
included ideas that will help educators organize their
classroom and school to reduce problem behaviors
and promote learning. These ideas include establishing rules and setting up procedural routines. The next
three areas include class-wide positive reinforcement,
communication techniques, and individual reinforc-

4

Step 1: Collect Student Information
The first step is to complete the first page of the
Evaluation Form for the student who exhibits problem behaviors. As an example, Joanne’s completed
Evaluation Form is provided in Figure 1. Fill out pertinent information about the student being rated, including name, birth date, age, school, grade, rater, and
educational setting. In addition, record the dates the
rater observed the student and the amount of time the
rater spent with the student. Definitions for the three
behavior categories addressed in the evaluation form
are also included on the first page.
We recommend that teachers collaborate when completing the form and deciding which interventions to
implement. The Evaluation Form can also be used as
part of the prereferral process to document and evaluate the results of those interventions.
Step 2: Rate the Challenging Problems of the Student
The Rating Scale, on page 2 of the Evaluation Form,
divides items into the three previously discussed
behavior categories. Directions for administering and

Step 4: Read and Review the Practical Ideas That
Have Been Selected
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The ideas are discussed at length in terms of their
intent and implementation. After selecting the idea
that is matched to the needs of the student, plan the
implementation. Integrate these individual ideas into
an overall classroom management plan, and incorporate them into instruction.
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For example, in Figure 1, Joanne received the highest
ratings in items related to the Difficult Behaviors area;
items 3, 6, and 8. Her teacher has targeted this area
and has chosen Ideas 1 (Lunch Bunch), 4 (Mentors),
and 24 (Help Your Partner) from the Ideas Matrix.
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Page 3 of the Evaluation Form contains a space to
summarize the scale and to record prior interventions.
After choosing the area or areas to target for immediate intervention (i.e., items with a score of 3 or 4 on
the Rating Scale), turn to the Ideas Matrix (on pages 5
and 6) and select one or more interventions that correspond to that problem.

Page 3 of the Evaluation Form includes a Summary
of Scale and a Review of Prior Interventions. List the
three most serious behavior problems that will be targeted for immediate intervention, and list interventions
previously implemented to avoid duplication. Page 4
of the Evaluation Form includes an Intervention Plan.
Use this form to assist in the idea evaluation and summarize pertinent information to use in the planning
process. In Figure 1, Joanne had the highest scores
in the area of Difficult Behaviors. Her teacher targeted items 3, 6, and 8 as particular areas of concern
because these items were rated as 3 or 4. The teacher
completed the Intervention Plan by noting in the first
column the items or behaviors with which to begin
intervention. In the second column, Joanne’s teacher
described the intervention and provided the idea number she will use to assist in the intervention. The third
column documents the time period and, if applicable,
how often the intervention will occur. For example,
the teacher is planning to use Idea 1 once and Idea 24
bimonthly for 2 months. The next-to-last column states
the evaluation criteria in measurable terms. Finally, the
last column provides a place for the teacher to check
whether the student meets the evaluation criteria.
Below the table are two spaces for the teacher to list
the student’s strengths and space for recording who
will implement the interventions.
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Step 3: Choose the Ideas to Implement

tively. Correlate the information within this manual
with annual goal setting to improve overall behavior
and classroom management.
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scoring the items are explained, and check boxes are
provided to mark items that require immediate intervention (i.e., items with a score of 3 or 4).
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Although the Rating Scale and the Ideas Matrix might
convey the sense that this approach is intended for use
on a clinical, one-to-one basis, the information can be
effectively used with larger groups of students. In fact,
many of the most effective ideas designed for students
with challenging behaviors often work effectively with
all students and ensure that classroom management as
a whole is more effective. These ideas can be implemented with the entire class, which will eliminate the
need to create separate ideas for individual students.
There are also ideas that entire schools may want to
adapt to help improve school climate.
Step 5: Evaluation
After implementation, complete the assessment cycle
by evaluating the results of the intervention strategy.
By following a model that begins with the assessment
of need, leads to the development of an instructional
plan, follows with the implementation plan, and concludes with the evaluation of its effectiveness, you can
ensure a responsive educational program that enables
students to learn to manage their own behavior effec-

Research Supporting
the Practical Ideas
Because No Child Left Behind requires that interventions be based on scientific, peer-reviewed research,
we have conducted a rigorous review of the literature.
To meet the NCLB requirement, we have also linked
each idea in the manual to one or more references,
including those which used an intervention and a control group, used a multi-baseline design, reviewed and
synthesized the literature, and explored relationships
among variables. This allows professionals to easily
identify the source of the scientific research supporting each idea or the need to implement a strategy
to improve a skill or set of skills. Educators can use
the strategies and interventions in the manual with
confidence, knowing they are well supported in professional literature.
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13. Langdon, N. A., Carr, E. G., & Owen-DeSchryver, J. S.
(2008). Functional analysis of precursors for serious problem behavior and related intervention. Behavior
Modification, 32(6), 804–827.
This reference supports: Idea 27
14. Lehr, C. H., Sinclair, M. F., & Christenson, S. L. (2004).
Addressing student engagement and truancy prevention
during the school elementary years: A replication of the
check & connect model. Journal of Education for Students
Placed at Risk, 9(3), 279–301.
This reference supports: Idea 5
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3. Cook, C. R., Gresham, F. M., Kern, L., Barreras, R. B.,
Thornton, S., & Crews, S. D. (2008). Social skills training
for secondary students with emotional and/or behavioral
disorders: A review and analysis of the meta-analytic literature Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 16(3),
131–144.
This reference supports: Ideas 25, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32

12. Knorth, E. J., Klomp, M., Van den Bergh, P. M., & Noom,
M. J. (2007). Aggressive adolescents in residential care: A
selective review of treatment requirements and models.
Adolescence, 42(167), 461–485.
This reference supports: Idea 25
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2. Conroy, M. A., Asmus, J. A., Sellers, J. A., & Ladwig C. N.
(2005). The use of an antecedent-based intervention to
decrease stereotypic behavior in a general education
classroom: A case study. Focus on Autism and Other
Developmental Disabilities, 20(4), 223–230.
This reference supports: Ideas 18, 19, 33

11. Kelley, M. L., & Stokes, T. F. (1984). Student–teacher
contracting with goal setting for maintenance. Behavior
Modification, 8(2), 223–244.
This reference supports: Idea 34

PR

1. Campbell, S., & Skinner, C. H. (2004). Combining explicit
timing with an interdependent group contingency program
to decrease transition times: An investigation of the timely
transitions game. Journal of Applied School Psychology,
20(2), 11–27.
This reference supports: Idea 10

10. Kellam, S. G., Rebok, G. W., Ialongo, N., & Mayer, L. S.
(1994). The course and malleability of aggressive behavior
from early first grade into middle school: Results of a developmental epidemiologically based preventive trial. Journal
of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 35(1), 259–281.
This reference supports: Ideas 8, 13, 14, 15, 16

lb
y

Supporting References

9. Hudley, C., Graham, S., & Taylor, A. (2007). Reducing
aggressive behavior and increasing motivation in school:
The evolution of an intervention to strengthen school
adjustment. Educational Psychologist, 42(4), 251–260.
This reference supports: Ideas 24, 25
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The following references are presented alphabetically.
After each reference is a list of the practical idea or
ideas in the manual that are supported by that reference. The references provide interested professionals
with relevant information related to research and prior
practice as well as necessary information for locating
the original research.
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4. Davies, S., & Witte, R. (2000). Self-management and
peer-monitoring within a group contingency to decrease
uncontrolled verbalizations of children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder. Psychology in the Schools, 37(2),
135–147.
This reference supports: Ideas 11, 23, 31, 32

16. Menesini, E., Codecasa, E., & Benelli, B. (2003). Enhancing
children’s responsibility to take action against bullying:
Evaluation of a befriending intervention in Italian middle
schools. Aggressive Behavior, 29, 10–14.
This reference supports: Idea 24, 25

6. Fudge, D. L., Skinner, C. H., Williams, J. L., Cowden, D.,
Clark, J., & Bliss, S. L. (2008). Increasing on-task behavior
in every student in a second-grade classroom during transitions: Validating the color wheel system. Journal of School
Psychology, 46, 575–592.
This reference supports: Idea 10

17. Metzler, C. W., Biglan, A., Rusby, J. C., & Sprague, J. R.
(2001). Evaluation of a comprehensive behavioral management program to improve school-wide positive behavior
support. Education and Treatment of Children, 24(4),
448–479.
This reference supports: Ideas 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 12, 13, 14,
15, 16, 20, 35
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5. Franklin, C., Harris, M. B., & Allen-Meares, P. (2008).
The school practitioner’s concise companion to preventing dropout and attendance problems. New York: Oxford
University Press.
This reference supports: Idea 5

7. Glendenning, N. J., Adams, G. L., & Sternberg, L. (1983).
Comparison of prompt sequences. American Journal of
Mental Deficiency, 88(3), 321–325.
This reference supports: Ideas 17, 18, 19
8. Hirschstein, M. K., Van Schoiack Edstrom, L., Frey, K. S.,
Snell, J. L., & MacKenzie, E. P. (2007). Walking the talk
in bullying prevention: teacher implementation variables
related to initial impact of the Steps to Respect program.
School Psychology Review, 36(1), 3–21.
This reference supports: Ideas 8, 24, 27, 29, 30
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15. Luiselli, J. K., Putnam, R. F., Handler, M. W., & Feinberg, A. B.
(2005). Whole-school positive behavior support: Effects on
student discipline problems and academic performance.
Educational Psychology, 25(2/3), 183–198.
This reference supports: Ideas 16, 20, 22, 35

18. Morrison, J. Q., & Jones, K. M. (2006). The effects of positive peer reporting as a class-wide positive behavior support. Journal of Behavioral Education, 16(2), 111–124.
This reference supports: Ideas 8, 13, 16, 24
19. Paul, G., Elam, B., & Verhulst, S. J. (2007). A longitudinal
study of students’ perceptions of using deep breathing
meditation to reduce testing stresses. Teaching and Learning
in Medicine, 19(3), 287–292.
This reference supports: Ideas 28, 29, 30

20. Polirstok, S., & Gottlieb, J. (2006). The impact of positive
behavior intervention training for teachers on referral rates
for misbehavior, special education evaluation and student
reading achievement in the elementary grades. International
Journal of Behavioral and Consultation Therapy, 2(3), 354–
361.
This reference supports: Ideas 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 12, 13, 14,
15, 16, 17, 20, 21, 23, 24, 26, 27, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35
21. Prater, M. A., Hogan, S., & Miller, S. R. (1992). Using selfmonitoring to improve on-task behavior and academic
skills of an adolescent with mild handicaps across special
and regular education settings. Education & Treatment of
Children, 15(1), 43–55.
This reference supports: Ideas 23, 26, 31, 32, 34

Additional References
American Psychiatric Association. (2000). Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (4th ed., text rev.).
Washington, DC: Author.
U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education
and Rehabilitative Services, Office of Special Education
Programs (2009). 28th annual report to congress on
the implementation of the Individuals With Disabilities
Education Act, 2006 (Vol. 1). Washington, DC: Author.
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22. Rosenberg, M. S., & Jackman, L. A. (2003). Development,
implementation, and sustainability of comprehensive
school-wide behavior management systems. Intervention
in School And Clinic, 39(1), 10–21.
This reference supports: Ideas 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 11, 16,
20, 22
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Supporting References

1 Lunch Bunch

20, 22

2 Good Relationships

17, 20, 22

3 Something Good

17, 20, 22

4 Mentors

17, 20, 22

5 On Time

5, 14

6 Get a Passport

17, 20, 22

7 3-5-7

17, 20, 22

8 Respect

8, 10, 18

9 If You Do, If You Don’t

17, 20, 22
1, 6

11 Talking Tickets

4, 22

12 Great Job Board

17, 20

13 One for the Team

10, 17, 18, 20

14 Show Me

10, 17, 20

15 Countdown

10, 17, 20

16 Bingo

10, 15, 17, 18, 20, 22

17 Don’t Argue

7, 20

18 Repeat/Clarify

2, 7

19 Hand Signs

2, 7
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23 Just Do It (Please)

4, 20, 21

24 Help Your Partner

8, 9, 16, 18, 20
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15, 22

25 Don’t Be a Bully

3, 9, 12, 16

26 Don’t Do It

20, 21

27 Find the Pattern

8, 13, 20

28 Take a Break

3, 19

29 Give Me Five

3, 8, 19

30 Three B’s

3, 8, 19

31 How Did I Do?

3, 4, 20, 21

32 On Track

3, 4, 20, 21

33 Let’s Talk

2, 20

34 Contracting

11, 20, 21

35 Forms

15, 17, 20
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22 Yes or No
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20 Coupons Count
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10 Smooth Transitions
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