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Supporting Students with Problem Behaviors in  
Elementary Classroom Settings: 

Manipulating the Classroom for Student Success

by Jorge Preciado and  
Debby Hudson 

Classroom management plays a criti-
cal role in supporting student academic 
and social outcomes (Fairbanks, Sugai, 
Guardino, & Lathrop, 2007). Although 
academic instruction plays a major role in 
how students learn and behave, pairing aca-
demic outcomes with behavioral practices 
increases the likelihood that students will 
demonstrate a decrease in problem behav-
iors (Burke, Hagan-Burke, & Sugai, 2003; 
Preciado, Horner, & Baker, 2009; Tobin 
& Vincent, 2011). For many educators, 
students who externalize problem behaviors 
are challenging since continuous display of 
problem behaviors (e.g., talking out, out 
of seat, low academic engagement, spit-
ting, hitting, pushing, and yelling) disrupts 
teacher instruction and routines, hinders 
positive interactions amongst peers and 
adults, and models or encourages inappro-
priate behaviors for other students. In short, 
intertwining good instructional practices 
with social skills instruction, and teaching 
students to self-manage their behaviors are 
logical, useful, and evidence-based practices 
that promote learning and safe environ-
ments for all students (Burke et al., 2003; 
Preciado et al., 2009; Jensen, Olympia, 
Farley, & Clark, 2004).

Effective Instructional Practices
This section focuses on critical aspects 

of teaching since the scope of this article 

is not to explain nor explore all aspects 
when teaching subject matter to students. 
Rosenshine (2012) outlines several variables 
related to principles of good instruction 
that can be generalized when teaching other 
subjects, such as language arts, mathemat-
ics, and social studies. It is important to 
note, that a primary principle of teaching is 
to teach to mastery (e.g., proficient level of 
academic success) therefore, when teach-
ing to mastery we should keep in mind the 
following: (a) providing prior knowledge of 
new skill or task to students, (b) provide a 
review of previous concepts, (c) provide a 
good pace when delivering the lesson, (d) 
increase students’ opportunities to respond 
by asking questions, (e) providing immedi-
ate feedback to students, (f ) teaching skills 
to mastery (e.g., not introducing new skills 
if students have not mastered the previ-
ous skills), (g) increasing opportunities for 
students to share information with peers, (h) 
checking for understanding, and (i) progress 
monitoring student outcomes and growth.

Of importance is understanding that 
poor academic outcomes and ineffective 
instructional practices increase the likeli-
hood of student problem behaviors (Moore, 
Anderson, & Kumar, 2005). Therefore, a 
proactive approach is more sustainable and 
cost effective when instruction is delivered 
with the intent and purpose to have all 
students master the concept(s). If mastery of 

concepts is accomplished, the odds increase 
that students are learning and are less likely 
to engage in escape maintained problem 
behaviors (e.g., problems behaviors that 
immerge as a student is trying to avoid an 
academic task). In short, good academic 
instruction plays a vital role for decreasing 
student problem behaviors and increasing 
pro-social behaviors (Fairbanks et al., 2007).

Social Skills Instruction
Teaching social skills to students is 

often misunderstood or simply conceptual-
ized as a skill taught to preschool students. 
In fact, social skills instruction helps to 
decrease problem behaviors when students 
are taught acceptable behaviors in the class-
room and non-classroom settings (Fairbanks 
et al., 2007). Teachers can devote time to 
teaching social skills instruction (e.g., sitting 
on carpet, passing out paper, working at 
a desk, appropriately listening to another 
opinion, appropriately telling a peer to leave 
them alone, sitting in your chair, waiting 
for your turn to be called by the teacher, 
asking for help, waiting to get a drink of 
water, and the like) at the beginning of the 
year and intermittently throughout the 
year. Of importance, is to have the teacher 
model proactive behavior on a daily basis for 
students, while teaching the aforementioned 
skills and reinforcing correct social skills. Of 
note, the reinforcement of correct behaviors 
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increases the likelihood that students will 
do the behavior again, thereby encouraging 
more pro-social behaviors (Alberto & Trout-
man, 2013).

Teaching social skills should be done 
like teaching other academic content so em-
phasis should be placed on the four phases 
of learning a skill: (a) acquiring the skill, (b) 
mastery of skill, (c) maintenance of skill, 
and (f ) generalization of skill (Alberto & 
Troutman, 2013). For example, time should 
be allotted for teaching students social skills, 
such as having students wait their turn to 
drink from a fountain. First, the teacher 
needs to model the behavior and allow for 
students to practice the behavior (acquisi-
tion phase), second, upon learning the skill, 
the students need more practice and oppor-
tunities to master the skill (mastery phase), 
third, upon mastery of skill, the students 
will need intermittent practice, so that the 
skill is not forgotten (maintenance phase), 
and fourth, students will need to perform 
this learned skill in different settings (e.g., 
auditorium, playground, hallways, gym-
nasium) to demonstrate that they have 
generalized the learned skill (waiting your 
turn to drink water) to different settings and 
situations.

Moreover, it is importance to make 
sure that students are firm on a skill before 
implementing the last two phases of learn-
ing (maintenance and generalization). Addi-
tionally, students will benefit from prompts 
and teacher feedback while learning the new 
skill. The prompts and feedback are given 
throughout the four phases, with the intent 
to deliver less prompts as the students mas-
ter the skill. Last, reinforcement of correct 
behaviors should be continuous when first 
teaching the skill, with the intent to fade 
the frequency of natural reinforcement (e.g., 
good job waiting your turn Liz, excellent 
job passing our papers Laura).

Self-Management of 
Student Behaviors

Self-management of student behaviors 
is a pro-social skill that is necessary for 
students to master. As stated, society cannot 
and does not have the mechanisms in place 
to reward or punish appropriate or inap-
propriate behaviors on a consistent basis 
(Alberto & Troutman, 2013). Additionally, 
students with chronic problem behaviors 
benefit from behavioral learning strategies 
that will help them regulate their non-com-
pliant behaviors (e.g., out of seat, talking 
out, not engaged, disagreeing and hitting 
their peers, not completing assignments, hit-

ting or yelling at peers to get access to a tan-
gible, and the like). Therefore, teaching stu-
dents to engage in self-management skills is 
paramount (Jensen et al., 2004). Like most 
things done in classroom settings, teaching 
self-management skills should be modeled 
and taught by the teacher or nearby adult 
for the student. While self-management of 
skills can be done as a whole class, primarily, 
this skill is mostly implemented for students 
with chronic or ongoing problem behaviors.

To get started, the teacher teaches the 
skill like any other subject matter with a 
focus on the following components:

1. Identify the preferred behavior.

2. Determine how often the student 
will self-manage their behavior.

3. Meet with the student to explain 
self-management, identify goals, and 
establish preferred rewards contin-
gent upon achieving those goals.

4. Prepare a student self-recording 
sheet.

5. Model the self-management plan and 
provide the student with an opportu-
nity to practice the behavior.

6. Implement the self-management 
plan.

7. Meet with the student to determine 
whether the behavioral goals were 
attained.

8. Provide the reward(s) when earned.

9. Incorporate the plan into a school-
home collaboration scheme by send-
ing the self-recording sheet home for 
parent review.

10. Fade the intervention by increasing 
the length of intervals between self-
monitoring cues along with fading 
the rewards (Wilkinson, 2008). 

In essence, once the behavior has been 
mastered, the ultimate goal is for students to 
reinforce themselves with natural contin-
gencies (e.g., I am happy that I completed 

Figure 1. Early Grades Self-Monitoring Form

Name:  
Date:

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday
Activities
Sitting on 
Desk
Stars/
Points:
Sitting at 
the Carpet
Stars/
Points:
Standing in 
Line
Stars/
Points:

Total Stars/Points: __________

Points needed for free play: Points needed for free choice:

How Am I Doing?
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the task, I feel good when I help my friend 
complete his assignment, It is nice getting a 
high five from my teacher) since reinforce-
ment with natural contingencies are more 
sustainable, cost effective, and practical 
(Alberto & Troutman, 2013). In sum, 
teaching self-monitoring skills to students 
with chronic behavioral problems is an ef-
fective way of helping students learn social 
skills and increase academic and social skills 
productivity. Additionally, peer and adult 
positive interactions are maintained and 
nurtured since the student with the problem 
behaviors is developing the needed social 
skills to succeed in society.

Conclusion
Like many things in education, 

combining best practices to meet the 
academic and social skills needs of students 
are logical, necessary, and effective (Burke 
et al., 2003; Preciado et al., 2009; Tobin 
& Vincent, 2011). In the aforementioned 
pages we provided information on three 
evidence-based practices that work well 
individually or when coupled together 
to decrease student problem behaviors 
(Fairbanks et al., 2007). More importantly, 
these three practices increase the likelihood 
that students will develop the necessary 
academic and social skills outcomes to 

succeed in the classroom. As many of you 
know, giving students the skills to succeed is 
a one of the primary reasons why individu-
als decide to teach.
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Figure 2. Intermediate and Later Grades Self-Monitoring Form

Name:  
Date:

Look at my Good Work!

Activities Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday
Reading 

Writing 

Academic 
Languages

Mathematics 

Recess 

Silent 
Reading

Social 
Studies

Science 

Physical 
Education

Music 

Computer Lab 

Art 

Total Points: ________  +  Bonus Points:  __________  =  ___________

Benchmark Goal for Each Subject:  ___________

Points for 
Recess

Points for 
Free Play

Points for 
Free Choice

Goal/Points 
for the Day

Bonus 
Points

Points for 
the Week


