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The Top 10 Behavior Problem Areas 

        Although there are countless ways students can misbehave, the 10 categories below cover 
many of the common problem areas for students of all ages. Keep in mind that all behavior has a 
function—there is a reason for it. In general a behavior serves one of three functions—to get 
something desired, to control something, or to avoid something undesired. Although the reason 
behind some behavior is not difficult to discern, the functions that other behaviors serve may not 
be what they seem on the surface. In fact, a particular behavior may be manifested in one context 
that is wholly caused by circumstances in another. The classic example is the “kick the dog” sce-
nario—the man who is frustrated at work but takes out his anger on the family pet when he gets 
home. 
        The information below is not meant to be prescriptive—every situation is unique and must be 
addressed with consideration of the context and individuals involved. Thus, the discussions that 
follow are intended to provide “food for thought.” Each section offers some possible insight into the 
what’s and why’s of common behavior problem areas. For ease of understanding, students’ names 
are used but represent any student, male or female, who exhibits problem behavior.

#        Minor (but Taxing) Diversions 

fThe “Escaper”      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific Strategies for Behavior Problem Areas 

What You See: Chris is always looking 
for the way out. Wherever he is, he thinks 
of a reason to be somewhere else. Chris 
uses all kinds of tactics to get “excused” 
(e.g., frequent trips to the bathroom, need 
to get something from his locker, left his 
book in the library…). Chris is not a “wan-
derer” in the sense of being aimless. Chris 
conceives a plan and seeks permission to 
leave.  

What’s Really Going On: The stu-
dent may be seeking attention by purpose-
ly putting himself or herself in the position 
of having to be noticed and responded to. 
Or, the student may be trying to avoid 
something unpleasant—an academic task, 
a certain person, boredom, or overall fail-
ure. 

What to Do: Some strategies that are 
helpful for students who attempt to ES-
CAPE by claiming that they need to be ex-
cused are: 1) Impose a pre-determined lim-

it on number of allowable requests. 2) If the 
student is taught by more than one teacher, 
check with his other teachers to see if he is 
playing you against each other. (e.g., Chris 
tells his math teacher that his reading teach-
er asked to see him.) 3) Appoint an escort to 
accompany the student on his “trip.” 4) Talk 
privately with the student to allow and en-
courage him to reveal the reasons for his 
frequent “escapes.”    
 

 

 

 

 

What NOT to Do: Do not deny this 
student all requests. He and the other stu-
dents must feel that you will consider and 
allow reasonable requests. Do not make a 
blanket rule for the whole class that is real-
ly just intended for this student. Do not give 
this student any more or any fewer privi-
leges than the rest of the students—tell the 
class what the parameters are and what 
you expect of everyone, then enforce your 
rules equally.  
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f The “Over-Active” Student 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

f The “Excuse Maker”
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What You See: Karen has a short attention 
span and is fidgety. Karen cannot sit still and 
bothers other students. Karen is up and out of 
her seat at any opportunity.   
What’s Really Going On: The teacher 
describes Karen as “hyperactive.” The term 
hyperactive is often used loosely to refer to a 
child who is more active than others, or who is 
not complying with the “sit still” standards of 
an individual teacher. The over-active student 
may not be “misbehaving” at all—at least not 
on purpose. He or she may indeed be hyper-
active and therefore have a physical reason 
for the problem. Or, if the student is very 
young, he or she may just have not yet devel-
oped the capacity to attend to “sit still” type 
activities. The student may also be particularly 
fidgety because of stress at home or school.  

What to Do: Here are some strategies that 
may be helpful for OVER-ACTIVE students: 1) 
Give them short-term goals only. 2) Use con-
tingencies (e.g., If you can sit still  for the next 
10 minutes, then….). 3) Give them jobs/tasks 
that involve movement, such as messenger to 
the office or passing out materials. 4) Allow 
the student to get up and perform an activity 
at given intervals (e.g., do 5 jumping-jacks 

every 10 minutes). 5) Discuss the situation 
with the parents to see if the behavior also oc-
curs at home. Perhaps the parent may want to 
consult a physician, but do not require that.   

What NOT to Do: Do not assume the 
student can sit still but chooses not to. (This 
may not be simply a performance deficit.)  
Do not force the student to sit still for long pe-
riods of time—chances are the student can 
not do it, even if he or she wants to.  
Do not unfairly punish the student for not be-
ing able to adhere to your standard expecta-
tions—this student needs modified expecta-
tions that are attainable.   
 

What You See: Danny doesn’t complete 
assignments or homework. He doesn’t ever 
seem to have the materials he needs. Danny 
borrows things but doesn’t return them. He 
doesn’t use his time effectively and has poor 
self-discipline.  
He may spend most of the period getting 
“ready” to work and then only has time to get it 
started, but never finished. Danny always has 
an excuse. He wants you to think he means 
well, but “outside” factors prevent him from 
completing tasks.    

What’s Really Going On: The teacher 
may describe Danny as “forgetful” or “irrespons-
ible.” Is he? Does Danny “forget” things that he 
cares about? Is he “irresponsible” with his own 
possessions? If not, Danny’s behavior may ac-
tually stem from lack of self-confidence when it 
comes to completing academic tasks. Perhaps 
he believes that if he doesn’t finish something, 
then the teacher cannot be disappointed in him. 
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Or, it could be that Danny is “forgetful” or “irres-
ponsible” because it gets attention from the 
teacher or the other students. Everything stops 
and focuses on him while he looks for his pencil 
or asks to borrow one. Finally, Danny could be 
exerting his need for power and control, which 
he gets when others show exasperation with his 
activities.    
 

What to Do: It is important to hypothesize 
the underlying reason for the EXCUSE MAK-
ER’s behavior. If it appears to be lack of confi-
dence in one or more academic areas try these 
strategies: 1) Give this student a short-term 
goal that is easily attainable and will provide 
immediate success. 2) Allow this student to 
gain your approval outside of the academic 
area by entrusting him or her with a task or job 
that, by completing it, the student would feel he 
or she has been helpful and appreciated.  
 

If you think that the behavior is being exhibited 
as a way of getting attention or power, you may 
want to try these strategies: 1) Give this student 
“power” before he or she asks for it. For exam-
ple, announce out loud something you notice 
that the student has not forgotten: “I see that 
Danny has his book ready for today‟s story.” If 
necessary add, “But Danny will need a pencil. 
Who can lend him one before we get started?” 
2) Take the offensive before the student has the 
chance to make an excuse by offering the 
“missing” material ahead of time. For example, 
you see that Danny does not have a pencil, so 
simply hand him one without stopping or ac-
knowledgment. 3) If the student does draw at-
tention to himself or herself with an excuse, 
simply nod to acknowledge it and move on. 

What NOT to Do: For the excuse-maker 
that lacks self-confidence, do not take away 
privileges as punishment. Instead, ask this 
student how you can help him or her remem-
ber something, be better prepared, or make 
the task more do-able. Do not publicly embar-
rass this student. It will only exacerbate the 
problem. For the excuse-maker that wants at-
tention or power, do not refuse to provide the 
materials he or she needs. This will only serve 
to reinforce the problem because he or she 
can make you the excuse. 
 

Avoid admonishing this student with “I told you 
to” statements. Instead, ask the student to re-
call and state what the directions or assign-
ments were. Although contracts made in pri-
vate are appropriate, do not make on-the-spot 
“deals” with the attention getter (e.g., “If you 
finish this assignment on time, you may be 
first in line for lunch.”) This sends a message 
that not adhering to your expectations can 
lead to a reward. 
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#   Inappropriate or Abusive Language  

f The Constant “Interrupter” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

f The “Foul-Mouth” 

 

 

 

 

What You See: Janet has to comment on 
everything. She will make certain that the dis-
cussion or class is interrupted by her blurting 
out her opinion, asking questions, or making ir-
relevant remarks that lead the class off the 
subject. If not acknowledged, she may mutter 
her comments under her breath, but just loud 
enough to be heard.   

What’s Really Going On: The teacher 
finds Janet’s behavior exasperating. She 
seems to need constant attention and uses in-
terrupting as a means to get it. Janet may feel 
that getting all that attention focused on her 
gives her status which she may feel she oth-
erwise has none. Janet may also use interrup-
tion as a way to cover feelings of inadequacy, 
academically or socially. Janet may or may not 
be aware of what she is doing. 

What to Do: Students who are INTER-
RUPTERS can be challenging. Since attention 
and power are usually their driving motive, the 
first strategy to try is to reward desired beha-
vior with attention and not reward the interrup-
tive behavior with it. Whenever you can, simp-
ly ignore the comment and continue on. When 
the behavior stops the flow of the class, rather 
than acknowledge the interrupter, comment 
generally on the need to stay on the topic or 
ask questions that are relevant. At the end of 
class or privately, tell the student that you val-

ue what he or she has to say when it is relevant 
and does not interfere with the learning process 
for all the students. Explain that you realize that 
he or she has valuable contributions to offer and 
you would rather give him or her the opportunity 
to express them appropriately than to have to 
not allow the student to speak at all in class. 
Then ask which he or she would prefer. If the 
student is not aware of his or her behavior, de-
velop two silent signals that only the two of you 
know to use during class to let the student know 
when his or her behavior is acceptable or not 
acceptable. This student is very likely to respond 
to the “special” attention you offer by having “se-
cret” signals. 

What NOT to Do: Do not give the attention 
the student is demanding by interrupting. Keep 
in mind that negative attention is still attention. 
By acknowledging the student individually, even 
with a “look,” you are giving attention and rein-
forcing the behavior.   

 

What You See: Lee uses inappropriate 
“street” language, including four-letter words. 
He doesn’t care who is listening. Lee seems 
to be trying to impress others and gets plea-
sure from using “shocking” language or get-
ting a “rise” from adults. 
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#        Fighting or Physical Aggression 

f The “Confrontational” Student
 

 

 

 

 

What’s Really Going On: Students who 
use OBSCENITIES or PROFANITY are usual-
ly seeking power or control and use this me-
thod because they thinks it makes them ap-
pear “tough.” It may be that this student is 
simply using the language he or she hears 
outside the school setting, where “being 
tough” (including using foul language) is ne-
cessary to be accepted or to fit in. If that is not 
the case, foul-mouthed students may be 1) 
trying to appear “tough” because they are ac-
tually afraid that others will find out who they 
“really” are, 2) using this language in an at-
tempt to avoid and deflect confrontation with 
adults or other students, 3) attempting to get 
“respect” through intimidation, or 4) demon-
strating hate, anger, or negative feelings that 
have no other outlet.   

What to Do: First, if you have not already 
clearly done so, lay down the law: “No matter 
what language you use outside of school, pro-
fanity, obscenities, name calling, and any lan-
guage that may be offensive to anyone is not 
tolerated in school.” No matter what the stu-
dent’s motivation is for using foul language, he 
or she does not believe that appropriate lan-
guage will fill the need. You may want to try 
these strategies: 1) In a private talk, ask the 
student if there is any place or situation in 
which he or she refrains from using vulgar 
language.  
 
 

If so, ask why. The student may reveal a place 
or situation in which he or she feels “safe” or 
something or someone he or she respects. 
Use this as a springboard to convince the stu-
dent that school is a place where everyone 
(including him or her) is respected. 2) Help the 
student begin to learn new ways to express 
his or her feelings without using offensive lan-
guage. Suggest the use substitute meaning-
less words in place of the foul words (e.g., 
smarf, smarfs, smarfed, smarfing...).      

What NOT to Do:  Do not lecture this stu-
dent about “right” and “wrong.” It would be 
better to acknowledge that different language 
is appropriate in different settings or circums-
tances. Avoid showing anger toward this stu-
dent or putting him or her down in any way.  
Be sure to disapprove of the behavior, but not 
the student. For example, say to Lee, “You 
probably have a lot of valuable contributions 
to make and I would like to hear them, but us-
ing foul language makes it impossible for me 
and the rest of the group to respect what you 
have to say.” 
 

What You See: Ben is continually getting in 
fights or scraps with other students. When he 
is not challenging someone, he is plotting 
about how to “get even.” Ben is defensive and 
will react physically without thinking. He is 
emotional and easily takes offense, even 
when something is unintentional or not di-
rected toward him. 
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f The “Hostile” Student
 

 

 

 

 

 

What’s Really Going On: Students who 
are CONFRONTATIONAL usually perceive 
themselves as vulnerable. This vulnerability 
may be physical, emotional, or both, and 
these students may feel compelled to protect 
themselves. A confrontational student, like 
Ben, probably feels threatened almost all the 
time—perceiving threat even in things that are 
not really threatening. When confronted with 
situations that create the “fight or flight” re-
sponse, Ben has learned to choose “fight.” 
This has become so ingrained in him that, at 
the slightest possibility of “attack” he will im-
mediately go into “fight” mode. Some confron-
tational students even go so far as to initiate a 
fight, with the idea that by taking the offense, 
the “opposition” has to be on the defense in-
stead of them. This is how they are able to 
feel a sense of control and power. 

 

What to Do: 1) Keep in mind that this stu-
dent needs to feel that he or she is a winner. 
The trick is to set up situations in which the 
student can feel like a winner without involving 
a fight or scrap. Look for and identify some 
strength or skill this student has, and then 
create a situation in which he or she will ob-
viously shine. Acknowledge the student’s suc-
cess. 2) As done for the student with foul lan-
guage, again clearly lay down the law. State 
that there is no tolerance for fighting as a solu-
tion to a dispute. Then, have a private or class 
discussion about alternative ways to handle 
conflicts. 3) As a group, role play some 
scenes that would be typical situations that 

would lead your confrontational student into a 
fight. Stop at critical points to elicit ideas on 
the choices, appropriate and not, that the par-
ticipants have. 4) When a student is vindictive 
or revengeful, appeal to his or her “better” 
side. Acknowledge the student’s feelings (va-
lid or not) and then tell the student that he or 
she has more class, honor, and dignity to let it 
go than someone with lesser character would.      

 

What NOT to Do:  Do not automatically 
assume that the confrontational student 
started or is responsible for any particular fight 
or scrap. Be willing to listen objectively. Do not 
expect this student to change overnight. You 
will only get results if you are patient and help 
the student realize that he or she is safe and 
“someone” without fighting will you get results.  
Do not assume that a student who uses phys-
ical means to solve conflicts knows better. He 
or she may not have ever been taught any 
other way. (skill deficit). 
 

What You See: Shandra seems angry 
most of the time. If she’s not mad at someone 
else, she’s mad at herself. Shandra is hostile 
toward anyone and everyone—and balks at 
any form of authority. She strikes out with 
words, and sometimes physically. Shandra 
does not need to be provoked to lash out; she 
has “flash anger” that can burst out at any 
time.  

 What’s Really Going On: The student 
that is HOSTILE may be using anger to hide 
low self-esteem. In the case of Shandra, she 
is the oldest of six children and is left to care 
for them all every evening while her mother is 
at work. Shandra is overwhelmed and resent-
ful of her situation. She lashes out at adults 
because to her they represent the people who 
passed the burden on to her. 
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f The “Bully” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

She is hostile to classmates because they 
have time to do homework and be kids, while 
Shandra does not. A hostile student may have 
any number of reasons for feeling overwhelm-
ing anger, including 1) feeling unfairly or un-
justly treated, 2) feeling helpless and/or stuck, 
3) feeling abandoned, 4) feeling that no one 
listens, understands, or cares, 5) feeling in-
capable or inadequate, and 6) feeling left out 
or different.  

What to Do: Here are some strategies that 
may be effective with the hostile student: 1) 
Always remain calm and professional. 2) Look 
the student directly in the eye. Speak quietly 
and slowly even if the student is ranting. 3) If 
possible, let the student talk until he or she 
runs out of words. The student will be more 
receptive to your response if he or she has 
had a chance to vent first. 4) At a time when 
the student is not in the heat of anger, express 
empathy. Tell the student that you are con-
cerned because he or she seems angry much 
of the time. Offer to listen if the student wants 
to talk and ask how you can help. Because 
this student is used to viewing the world as 

hostile, he or she will not expect you to offer 
compassion, and may respond.  

What NOT to Do: Do not respond to the 
hostile student with hostility. Do not assume 
that this student is just “mean-spirited” be-
cause there is usually one or more valid rea-
sons for the hostility. Do not punish this stu-
dent randomly or inconsistently, and do not 
threaten him or her. Avoid viewing this student 
as “bad.” In reality, he or she is probably a 
good person who has had or is having bad 
experiences that are affecting how the student 
sees the world. 
 

What You See: Carl picks on other stu-
dents. He brags about himself and demeans 
others. He uses intimidation and threats to 
make others afraid of him. Carl may tease 
students who are smaller or younger than 
he is. He may attack them by hurting their 
feelings or hurting them physically. Carl 
makes demands of others and retaliates if 
they do not comply with his demands. 

 
What’s Really Going On: The teach-
er will describe Carl as a BULLY. Although 
he appears to be confident, strong, and po-
werful, it is very likely that in reality he lacks 
self-esteem and craves acceptance by his 
peers. Bullying is often a mask that hides 
insecurity and vulnerability. Carl knows that 
bullying is wrong, but feels that it is his only 
way to be recognized as “somebody.” Be-

cause he does not believe that others would 
voluntarily accept him as he really is, Carl 
uses bullying as a way to force them to recog-
nize and accept him. By controlling others, the 
bullies gain a sense of confidence that they 
otherwise lack, and the power to get the atten-
tion of anyone they choose.  
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#       Defiance, Disrespect, or Noncompliance 

f The “Defiant” Student
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What to Do: Some strategies that are help-
ful for dealing with students who are bullies 
are: 1) The bully believes that being “strong” is 
how one gets respect.  Express frequently to 
the whole group that a “strong” person earns 
the respect of other people by respecting 
them. 2) Make a point of “befriending” the bul-
ly. This student needs a strong, positive role 
model. 3) You may be tempted to “get tough” 
with the bully, but be gentle. The bully expects 
resistance. Chances are that the bully will es-
calate in response to toughness, but will not 
know how to “counter” kindness. 4) The bully 
wants attention, power, and respect. Find 
ways to give him or her those things in alter-
nate ways. (e.g., “Carl, you must be so proud 
of the story you wrote. I would be honored if 
you agree to let me share it with the group.”) 

What NOT to Do: Never belittle the bul-
ly—he or she is already “little” on the inside. 
Parents should be informed of the bully’s be-
havior, but avoid having any “meeting” about 
the student that he or she knows about with-
out inviting the student. You want the student 
to trust you, so do not take any action that 
appears to be “behind his or her back.”  
 

What You See: Linda openly challenges 
authority, including teachers and parents. She 
shrugs off any directions from an adult, 
whether it is a request or a demand. Linda 
may even laugh in response to what her 
teacher says or does. She is quick to talk-
back and dares the teacher to punish her.  

What’s Really Going On: Students who 
are DEFIANT are often not only aware that 
they are disliked, but seem to want to be dis-
liked. In Linda’s case, sometime in the past 
she tried her best and failed. She wanted to 
be praised, but instead was criticized for her 
“faults.” Linda has grown to dislike herself, 
and therefore may think no one else should 
like her either. Other students who are defiant 
may using their cavalier attitude to cover their 
inward feelings of inadequacy. They may think 
that they will fail or fall short whether they try 
or not. Over time, these students fulfill their 
own prophecy. They behave in a manner that 
guarantees they will not be liked, accepted, or 
succeed. Although this student says “Who 
Cares?” in a way that sounds like nonchal-
ance, it is very likely that he or she is really 

asking for someone to care. Failure and fear of 
failure have forced this student to give up on 
getting attention in positive ways, and resort to 
getting attention with negative behavior.   

What to Do: 1) Keep in mind that it is proba-
ble that the student’s negative attitude is not re-
ally directed at you personally. You are not the 
cause of the defiance. Try depersonalizing it by 
speaking as an observer rather than a partici-
pant. (e.g., Instead of, “How dare you speak to 
me like that?” say, “Linda, you seem upset 
about the assignment. What specifically about it 
upsets you?”)  2) This student needs  someone 
to care  and accept him or her as is.  Invite this 
student to a one-on-one conference. Make a 
“pact” with  the student that  you  will  listen 
open-mindedly to anything he or she has to say, 
respect the student’s thoughts and opinions, 
and take into consideration suggestions he or 
she offers, IF he or she agrees to do the same 
for you. 3) Involve the student in any plan to 
modify his or her behavior.    
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f The “Disrespectful” Student 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

What NOT to Do:  Do not let your emo-
tions rule the manner in which you deal with 
the defier. You may feel anger, exasperation, 
and even loathing toward this student, but al-
lowing yourself to argue with the student, make 
threats, or raise your voice only gives the defi-
er more power and you less power. No matter 
what you feel, make every effort to respond ra-
ther than react to what this student says or 

does. Do not threaten defiant students with 
failure. They already see themselves as fail-
ures and by doing so, you are confirming it.  

 

What You See: Sam does not just lack 
common courtesy, he openly expresses dis-
tain for authority by sneering, sighing, or talk-
ing back. Sam does not respond to anyone 
telling him what to do. He may comply even-
tually, but only after a display of rude remarks 
or physical disruption, such as slamming his 
book down. 

What’s Really Going On: Students who 
are DISRESPECTFUL may have been mi-
streated themselves, and in response they 
have no regard for authority and treat others 
as they have been treated (with disrespect). 
Other students may use talking back as a way 
to “show” their power by being able to “take 
on” adults. These students regard rules as 
adults’ way of trying to control them and so 
they resist.  

What to Do: 1) The disrespectful student 
expects you to treat him or her with disres-
pect. Try turning the tables on these students 
by asking them to explain what you did to de-
serve to be disrespected. 2) When the student 
makes a personal comment, say “That seems 
unwarranted. What is the real problem?” 3) 
Respond to an insult or inappropriate remark 
by saying calmly, “I am not sure I heard what 
you said correctly. Would you please repeat 
it?” Most students will either say “never mind,” 
or not respond at all. If so, simply move on 
without further comment. 4) Explain to all stu-
dents: “No one can force you to behave a cer-
tain way; how you behave is a choice you 
make on your own. However, with the free-

dom of choice comes the responsibility of tak-
ing the consequences that result. Anyone who 
chooses to interfere with the flow of learning in 
this class must also be prepared to accept the 
consequences.” Then, spell out the conse-
quences. If the student is old enough to follow 
this line of reasoning, it may be enough of an 
eye-opener to modify behavior.  

What NOT to Do:  Do not get into a “mus-
cle” match with the disrespectful student by 
trying to let him or her “know who’s boss.” This 
approach will only escalate the student’s ef-
forts to resist your authority. Do not get angry 
or lose control. This is what the student wants 
you to do. Avoid getting into a public debate 
with the student. Depending on the comment, 
either address it with a short, matter-of-fact 
statement, or tell the student that you would be 
glad to address his or her concerns at a later 
time, and that he or she can see you after 
class to set up an appointment if he or she 
wants one. 
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f The “Noncompliant” Student
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What You See: Noreen will start a task, but 
rarely finish. She appears to be busy, but 
when the period is over she has not done the 
work. When faced with a new task, direction, 
or request, she balks. She may “fake it” to 
draw attention away from her, or just not do it. 
If asked to do something she does not want to 
do, Noreen may respond by refusing to comp-
ly.  

What’s Really Going On: Students who 
are NONCOMPLIANT may have some traits 
of both those who are defiant and those who 
are disrespectful. The main difference is that 
the noncompliant student is less overt in his or 
her actions. Pay close attention to excuses. 
These will give you clues about why the stu-
dent is noncompliant. “I can‟t” may signal a 
skill deficit. On the other hand,  “I won‟t” is 
more likely a performance deficit. “I don‟t care” 
may be either or both.  

What to Do: The first thing to do is try to 
determine the function, or cause, for the stu-
dent’s noncompliance. Is the student only 
noncompliant in academics? only when asked 
to “obey” authority? only toward certain people 
or certain tasks? Or, is this student unwilling 
to comply with anything? 1) If the problem is 
mainly academics, try modifying the tasks so 
that the student is more comfortable attempt-
ing them and/or is more likely to succeed with 
them. 2) If the student is especially noncom-
pliant with following rules or respecting author-
ity, try showing this student that you value and 
respect him and her and then ask for the 
same in return. 3) If student has essentially 
“shut down” by refusing to comply with any or 
most requests, try reaching him or her on an 
emotional level. You could say (in private), 
“I‟m really concerned that you seem so un-
happy. What is troubling you?” 4) If the stu-
dent claims to not care, it is very likely that in 
reality he or she does care and is just afraid to 
try. Or, the student may not see value in what 
he or she is asked to do and truly doesn’t 
care. For this student, try pointing out the 
benefits of (math, rules, social interaction…) 
to that student specifically. He or she has to 
care about something and has an opinion 

about what he or she would like to be doing as 
an adult. Elicit these things from the student 
and then tie them to what the student is being 
asked to do. (e.g., Noreen won’t participate in 
physical activities. The teacher finds out that 
Noreen wants to be a flight attendant, so she 
explains to Noreen that flight attendants are on 
their feet for hours at a time and need physical 
stamina. Participating in physical activities now 
will help her build that stamina.)  

What NOT to Do:  The worst thing you 
can do is not try to find out why the student is 
noncompliant. To succeed, you must be able 
to build on what this student does value. Do 
not label this student as lazy, contrary, or diffi-
cult. Avoid accepting excuses. Do not assume 
that this student’s noncompliance is defiance 
of you personally.  
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#       Telling Stories, Lying, or Cheating 

fThe “Story-Teller”      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

fThe “Liar”      
 

 

 

 

What You See: Natalie fabricates tales 
about herself and others. Sometimes these 
are so fantastic that no one would believe 
them, yet Natalie insists that they are true.  

What’s Really Going On: This student 
may be using story-telling simply to get atten-
tion. Or, the student may be suffering from low 
self-esteem and feel the need to fabricate 
tales to make him or her look more presti-
gious. The STORY-TELLER may make him-
self or herself seem impressive by inventing 
amazing things he or she has done. In a 
negative situation, such as being confronted 
or having their bluff called, story-tellers may 
invent versions that deflect negative attention 
away from them and onto someone else.   

What to Do: It is important to determine if 
the story-teller is purposely inventing tales he 
or she knows are not true, or if the student ac-
tually believes what he or she is saying. Also 
keep in mind that story-telling is common 
among young children as a way to “test” oth-
ers’ reactions to them. In addition, very young 
children may not have yet developed the abili-
ty to distinguish fact from fantasy. (In fact, our 
culture encourages this with such traditions as 
Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy. Having an 
“imaginary” friend is also not uncommon.) Sto-
ry-telling raises a red flag when it is done by 
older students and/or the student seems to re-

ly on it, even when it is clearly inappropriate. 
In these situations, try pointing out the obvious 
inconsistencies or impossibilities in the stu-
dent’s story by asking questions such as, 
“Wow. How is that possible? I didn‟t realize 
you (had been/were able to…). Where did you 
learn to do that?”   

What NOT to Do: Do not accuse the sto-
ry-teller of lying or being a liar. Do not “brush 
off” the student’s stories or the student. Avoid 
directly contradicting the student; instead 
gently suggest ways that the story does not 
make sense to you and ask him or her to clari-
fy.  

 

What You See: Unlike Natalie who invents 
exaggerated or fabricated stories to feel better 
about herself, Ben’s fabrications are usually in 
response to some perceived threat. Ben will 
say whatever is necessary (sometimes even if 
it is obviously unbelievable) to “wiggle out” of 
something. When “caught with his hand in the 
cookie jar,” Ben will still deny he went any-
where near the cookies. One of Ben’s favorite 
deflective tactics is to blame someone else or 

simply insist that he had nothing to do with it.  
(e.g., “It wasn‟t me. But I did see John there. It 
must‟ve been him.”)       
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fThe “Cheater”      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What’s Really Going On: The LIAR is 
usually avoiding some kind of negative feeling, 
such as disapproval, hurt, inferiority, or shame. 
The student who lies is usually acting out of 
fear. He or she is attempting to deflect the “pu-
nishment” the student assumes he or she will 
receive (whether that is physical or emotional). 
Many liars are covering low self-esteem. They 
may believe that they are unworthy of being 
held in regard, assume they will be judged ne-
gatively, and even judge themselves as inhe-
rently inadequate or unlovable. Other liars are 
quite the opposite. They may believe that they 
are superior and therefore entitled to “get away 
with” things others are not. The arrogant liars 
believe that they are “above” the rules and 
therefore not accountable for their actions.    

What to Do: In the case of students like 
Ben who are lying to cover up their feelings of 
being worthless, the lying is a cry for help. 
Confront the problem with gentleness. Have a 
one-on-one quiet talk with the student without 
mentioning the word lie. Use terms like embel-
lishing, protecting, hiding, and honesty, integri-
ty, taking responsibility, and respecting oneself 
and others. Help this student learn to judge 
himself or herself less harshly and more accu-
rately by pointing out and praising the positive 
traits the student has. Deal with the arrogant 
liars more directly, but tactfully. One strategy is 
to interrupt a remark that you know is a lie so 
that the student is unable to carry it to comple-

tion. (e.g., “I‟m sorry, Jack. We only have time 
to listen to versions of the event that are 
true.”) Another strategy is to ask the student to 
repeat a remark. If the student declines to re-
peat the remark, just ignore it and move on.  If 
he or she does repeat it, ask the student to 
repeat it again. Then, whether the student re-
peats it exactly the same way or not, follow 
with a statement such as, “How many times 
will you need to repeat the comment until it is 
the absolute truth?”  

What NOT to Do: Do not promise to pu-
nish the student if he or she is ever caught ly-
ing again. Liars need redirection, not punish-
ment. Avoid directly contradicting the student 
or making him or her appear foolish. (e.g., 
“Ben, that‟s just plain silly. No one believes 
you.”) 
 

What You See: Denise copies other stu-
dents’ classwork and attempts to cheat on 
tests. She spends more energy on devising 
ways to cheat than studying or attempting to 
do the work. When she is confronted with 
suspicion or actually caught cheating, she de-
nies any guilt.  

What’s Really Going On: Denise prob-
ably has two things going for her that her 
teacher doesn’t realize: 1) She knows full well 
what is expected of her, and 2) She really 
wants to do well and succeed. Most cheaters 
have one or more academic skill deficits. In 
other words, they would do well and come by 

it honestly if they knew the material or had the 
skills needed. The CHEATER wants to be 
successful, but lacks the confidence in his or 
her skill and ability to achieve success without 
cheating.     

What to Do: The key to turning around this 
behavior is to give this student the tools he or 
she needs to succeed. That may be academic 
help or tutoring, adjusting the level of the ma-
terial this student is expected master, break-
ing tasks into smaller parts, modifying the way 
the student demonstrates mastery,  
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#        Harassment, Teasing, and Taunting 

fThe “Tormentor”      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

or any number of other interventions that 
would help this student “make the grade” 
without having to resort to cheating.  

What NOT to Do: Do not accuse a stu-
dent of cheating or call him or a cheater. If you 
suspect a student of cheating, tactfully say, 
“Denise, I‟m not sure you are being complete-
ly honest in representing this work as your 
own. Did you have some help with it?” If the 

student admits she had “help” you can add, 
“Was Nick aware that he was „helping‟ you?” 
This method lets the student know that you 
know, but without humiliating him or her, or 
making a “scene.”  

What You See: Brian is an agitator. He 
“looks for” trouble and is delighted when he 
finds it. Brian purposely stirs up conflict or 
causes a “scene.” He harasses, teases, and 
taunts and revels in the victim’s reactions. 
Brian likes to tout his cleverness and sense of 
humor and put down others who can’t appre-
ciate his “just having a little fun.” Though 
Brian’s relentless tormenting of others is far 
from harmless, when confronted, he is likely to 
take his actions lightly, by either claiming 
complete innocence or laughing. When ad-
monished, he retorts with a statement such 
as, “I can‟t help it if they can‟t take a joke.”  

What’s Really Going On: The TOR-
MENTOR is usually a bright student who is 
adept at escaping culpability. He or she is like 
a predator and is very skilled at identifying 
weak spots in others. Though the tormentor 
usually “preys” on the smaller, weaker, or vul-
nerable, he or she may be bold enough to 
take on adults as well. A tormentor may be 
seeking attention. Some tormentors are des-
perately trying to be “seen and heard” be-
cause they feel they are discounted or even 
“invisible” at home or other circumstances. 
Some tormentors are reacting to having been 
tormented themselves, and are “passing it 
on.”  Other tormentors will use harassment, 
teasing, and taunting as a way to purposely 
prevent others from finding out about their 
own weakness or faults. Finally, a tormentor 
may share motivations for “lashing out” with 

the bully—the behavior is a mask that hides 
insecurity and vulnerability. Like the bully, the 
tormentor feels that it is his or her only way to 
be recognized as “somebody.”  

What to Do: Because a tormentor knows 
exactly what “buttons to push” to get a reac-
tion (including yours), it is especially difficult to 
remain calm and collected. It is important that 
you confront the tormentor directly. First, es-
tablish clear “rank” with this student by matter-
of-factly spelling it out. Look the student 
straight in the eye. Let the tormentor know 
that you are “on” to his or her game. If the 
student is young, point out the difference be-
tween laughing with someone and laughing at 
someone. Young tormentors may not even 
realize that their “jokes” are hurting others. If 
necessary, use the analogy of predator and 
prey. For older tormentors, explain that, like 
them, you appreciate  humor,  but  you  are 
mature enough to know the difference be-
tween creating something from within that is 
genuinely funny and using cowardly and chil-
dish pranks that are cruel and not humorous. 
Then explain that harassing, teasing, and 
taunting can hurt as much or more than if the 
victim were physically punched, kicked, or 
beat up, and so the consequences will be 
equally severe and not at all funny. 
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#        Disruption 

fThe “Distracter”      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What NOT to Do: If this student pushes 
one of your buttons, do not react as he or she 
expects. Do not use sarcasm or ridicule the 
tormentor. Avoid automatically taking “sides” 
when the tormentor has instigated a scene. 
Do not issue blanket punishments to groups 
as an attempt to discourage further incidents. 
Do not allow students to retaliate against the 
tormentor.  

 

What You See: Kelly talks almost inces-
santly. She talks to other students, talks at in-
appropriate times, makes meaningless com-
ments out loud in class, and purposely gives 
ridiculous answers to questions. She inter-
rupts during directions, and frequently asks 
the teacher to repeat what was just said. 
When Kelly is not talking, she is dropping 
things, giggling, or making random noises.  

What’s Really Going On: The DIS-
TRACTER seeks constant attention by any 
means possible. The distracter’s need for at-
tention may stem from something serious, 
such as neglect. Or, the distracter may just be 
used to being the center of attention at home 
and does not know how to share the limelight.  

What to Do: First, try to determine the un-
derlying cause for this student’s constant need 
for attention. Then try these strategies: 1) Use 
a timer. Tell the student that he or she may 
not speak or distract anyone until the timer 
goes off (barring an emergency). Begin with 
brief time periods and gradually increase the 
duration. 2) Develop two silent signals that on-
ly the two of you know to use during class to 
let the student know when his or her behavior 
is acceptable or not acceptable. This student 
is very likely to respond to the “special” atten-
tion you offer by having “secret” signals. 3) 
When giving directions stand beside or near 
the distracter. Give the secret signal as 

needed. 4) Create a Good Citizenship award 
for this student and, together, come up with a 
plan (contract) on how the student can earn 
the award. 5) Set up two different places in the 
classroom as this student’s work area—one 
separated from and one joined with others. 
Use the separated seat as a place for the dis-
tracter to regroup briefly when he or she is not 
complying with your standards, and invite the 
student to rejoin the seating arrangement with 
others when he or she feels ready to use ap-
propriate behavior. 

What NOT to Do: Do not leave this stu-
dent unattended for long. If you are not directly 
engaged with him or her, look directly at the 
student often, or have him or her “report in” to 
you every few minutes by coming up to you to 
show you the progress made. (You could use 
the timer with this as well.) Do not allow the 
disrupter to take control of your class or les-
son.    
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fThe “Clown”      
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

#       Tardiness 

fThe “Always-Late” Student     
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What You See: Jenny is last—last to get to 
class, last to finish the assignment, last to put 
things away. Jenny seems to always be in a 
hurry but no matter what, she is always late or 
behind. Jenny is apologetic, but somehow 
never manages to conform to time restrictions.    

What’s Really Going On: The student 
who is ALWAYS LATE falls into one of two 
categories—LAGGER or TARDY.  The stu-
dent who sincerely tries to be “on time” but 
always lags behind is likely to also be easily 
distracted and disorganized. This student may 
also come from a home environment that is 
disorganized, unscheduled, and undisciplined. 

The lagger who seems to purposely lag be-
hind may be seeking attention or “asking” for 
help. The student that is tardy may also sin-
cerely try to be on time, but circumstances 
prevent it (e.g., having to rely on someone 
else for transportation and that  person is  
chronically late, or  she is required to watch 
younger siblings before school and can’t get 
to school until they are taken care of). Some-
times, though, students will be tardy to school 
on purpose.  
 

What You See: Tim is fanatical about be-
ing in the spotlight. He will say or do just 
about anything to get an audience. He dis-
rupts the class with jokes and wisecracks. 
Tim is “on” even when it is completely inap-
propriate (e.g., during a serious talk given by 
a guest speaker). 

What’s Really Going On: Like the dis-
tracter, the CLOWN is seeking constant at-
tention. And like the distracter, the clown’s 
need for attention may stem from something 
serious, or the clown may have just been 
reinforced by frequent positive reaction from 
others. The clown is often genuinely funny 
and may just enjoy the laughter he creates. 
Sometimes, though, the clown is putting on 
a fake persona of being outgoing and care-
free because the student does not feel the 
“real” him or her is good enough as is. 

 

  

What to Do: Enjoy the clown’s humor when 
it is appropriate. Compliment his or cleverness 
and quick wit. Then explain to the whole class 
that you enjoy the student’s humor as much as 
they do, but that there is a time and place for it. 
Come up with a class signal that means “time to 
be serious.” If necessary, set aside a few mi-
nutes every so often for this student to “per-
form.” Make this privilege contingent upon the 
student’s willingness to curb the clown during 
“no-joke” time. 

What NOT to Do: Never allow this student 
to use inappropriate humor: 1) NO making fun 
of individual people, 2) NO comments about 
races, cultures, disabilities, etc., and 3) NO ma-
terial of a sexual or vulgar nature.  
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#      Skipping Class and Truancy 

fThe “Chronic Absentee”    
 

 

 

 

 

The most obvious possible reason is that they 
are avoiding school or a particular class or 
subject. They may also be avoiding pre-class 
encounters with a particular person. The tardy 
student could be purposely late simply to 
make a scene that draws attention.     

What to Do: First, having a private confe-
rence with the student may help determine the 
cause of the frequent lateness. Once you 
have determined the probable reason behind 
the student’s habitual lateness, try these 
strategies: If the student sincerely wants to be 
on time and simply does not have good organ-
ization skills, you can teach him or her the ne-
cessary skills to manage time more effective-
ly. If the student sincerely wants to be on time 
but is hampered by outside circumstances, of-
fer to make allowances (accommodations) for 
the circumstances. (e.g., letting the student 
make up missed class time during free time). 
Remember, this student may feel pressured or 
embarrassed by being late but helpless to 
control it. If the chronically late student seems 
to be perpetuating the behavior on purpose 
because he or she is avoiding an academic 
task, take measures to make the task do-able 
for the student and alleviate the fear. If he or 
she seems to be avoiding a person, you may 
be able to intervene or at least suggest strate-
gies for the student to use if an encounter 
takes place. Finally, if the chronically tardy 
student is just seeking attention, try seating 
him or her near the door so the student’s “en-
trance” is not so grand. In addition, rather than 
fussing over the student when he or she does 

appear, just ignore him or her and continue on 
as if you didn’t notice. 

What NOT to Do: Do not treat all stu-
dents who are chronically late the same—they 
may have very different reasons for their be-
havior. If you have a blanket policy and con-
sequences for tardiness, make sure that it has 
valid exceptions. Do not assume that a stu-
dent coming in late or lagging behind bothers 
everyone as much as it bothers you. Chances 
are that it disturbs you more than it does the 
students because it interrupts you and your 
plan. For students who are tardy because they 
want attention, do not send them to the office. 
This only gives them an “extra” entrance and 
attention upon their return.   
 

What You See: Jeff is frequently absent 
from school. When he doesn’t skip school al-
together, he skips class—attending only ones 
he wants to. Jeff either makes excuses or is 
unresponsive to inquiries about his absence. 
Jeff does not seem to care that he is “behind” 
or even in danger of failing. Jeff’s parents 
have not responded to inquiries. 
 

What’s Really Going On: Aside from 
students who miss school due to legitimate ill-
ness, the CHRONIC ABSENTEE falls into one 
of two categories—WITH or WITHOUT parent 
knowledge and/or sanctions about the absen-
teeism. When a student is frequently absent 
with a parent’s full knowledge, it may be that 
the parent does not see or understand  



 

New Mexico Public Education Department Technical Assistance Manual: Addressing Student Behavior  Appendix A - 18 - 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

the value of school, and so is unconcerned. 
The parents may be so overwhelmed with 
their own lives, that they do not or can not in-
fluence their children’s actions and therefore 
just let them be. Other parents may sanction 
absenteeism because they need the student 
to help at home or work to help support the 
family. Finally, in some cases, there is no re-
sponsible adult overseeing the student’s ac-
tions.  
       When there is chronic absenteeism with-
out the parents’ knowledge, the student often 
“skips” because of feeling that he or she can’t 
do the work or succeed. This may be due to 
lack of academic ability or skills, or a feeling 
that he or she is already hopelessly behind, 
could never catch up, and so might as well 
give up. This student may attend certain 
classes—those which the student feels he or 
she can handle, or those in which the student 
has established relationships (friends or 
teachers). Another possible reason for 
skipping school or truancy is that the stu-
dent is not placed appropriately. The stu-
dent is academically overwhelmed feels he or 
she can’t live up to the expectations of school. 
Or the opposite—the student is actually bored 
and feels school is not stimulating enough.  
Finally, chronic absentees may just not see 
any real value or relevance of school to their 
lives. 

What to Do: Chronic absenteeism, espe-
cially in those cases in which chronic absen-
teeism is known about and sanctioned by par-
ents, is not just a classroom behavior 
problem. Addressing these students’ behavior 
requires the support of the administration, 
other school personnel and/or specialists, and 
the involvement of the parents and the stu-
dent. Some things you can do at the day-to-
day classroom level are: 1) Look for a need in 
this student that could be met in school. For 
example, the science teacher notices that Jeff 
has intricate pencil sketches on his notebook. 
She inquires and discovers that Jeff likes to 
draw. She gets Jeff some books from the li-
brary about drawing technique. She invites 
Jeff to make an illustrated poster for the class 
showing the five classes of animals (or any 
current topic she is teaching). 2) Whenever 
the student does show up, greet him or her 
and make the student feel welcome. 3) Rather 
than dwell on all the work the student has 

missed, try pointing out a few of the fun and 
interesting things he or she chose to miss by 
not coming to class. (Stating it this way em-
phasizes that coming to school is the stu-
dent’s choice.)  

What NOT to Do: Do not give up on this 
student or assume he or she doesn’t care. Do 
not criticize or threaten the student. Do not 
give the student a litany of all the ways he or 
she is behind, or of all the work the student 
needs to make up. Your first objective is to 
convince the student to attend school—not 
worry about his or her achievement. If and 
when the student does come to class, avoid 
making a big deal about it and NEVER make 
a sarcastic comment (e.g., “Well, look who 
decided to get an education!”) Do not “spring” 
a missed test or big assignment on this stu-
dent.  Do not humiliate or embarrass the stu-
dent. In fact, when he or she comes to class 
say sincerely, “Well, hello Jack. I‟ve missed 
you. Glad you are here.” (NOTE: Speak only 
for yourself. Use the word “I” not “we” because 
the student knows that not everyone in the 
group missed him, but he may believe that 
you did.) 
 
Important Notes 

 New Mexico schools must imple-
ment their local attendance poli-
cies, as well as procedures in 
state statutue at 22-12-1 to 22-12-9 
NMSA 1978 and state rule at 
6.10.8 NMAC for Compulsory 
School Attendance. 

 Per New Mexico state rule at Sub-
section B (3) of 6.10.8.8  NMAC, 
suspension and expulsion is not 
an appropriate consequence for 
truancy.  
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#            Property Damage 

fThe “Destructive” Student 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

What You See: Michael is easily frustrated 
or angered. He expresses these feelings by 
being destructive. He purposely breaks things, 
writes on his desk with marker, scribbles on or 
rips pages out of books, and misuses school 
property and materials.       

What’s Really Going On: The DE-
STRUCTIVE student is likely acting out hostili-
ty toward an individual, a situation, or every-
one in general. This student may feel 
persecuted but lacks the feeling of power to 
do anything about it. The student may or may 
not be making conscious choices to destroy 
property. Those who are choosing destructive 
acts deliberately may be doing so in an at-
tempt to intimidate others or simply trying to 
release anger or frustration by “taking it out” 
on something rather than someone. When you 
see a student intentionally causing damage, 
consider that the student may be responding 
to feeling that he or she has been damaged in 
some way.  

What to Do: Destructive behavior will likely 
anger you, but in order to change the behavior 
you must keep your composure to avoid giv-
ing the student more cause to lash out or to 
become defensive. If you only witness the end 
result—the marred or destroyed property—but 
do not know for certain that the student you 
suspect is responsible, discuss the situation 
as a group before making any accusations. 
When you do know that the student is respon-
sible for destruction of property, inform an 
administrator of any incident and prior to any 
parent contact regarding the behavior. When 
contacting the parents, ask them for their help 
rather than telling them to “do something” 
about the student’s actions. You want the par-
ents to be on your side. Try holding a confe-
rence with the parents and the student in at-
tendance. Rather than dwell on what was 
done, focus on finding out why the student 

feels destructive. If feasible, have the student 
suggest consequences of the behavior. If he 
or she (or the parents) ask, allow the student 
the chance to restore what has been ruined, 
either directly or indirectly. Make every effort 
to work with the parents to discover the rea-
son for the child’s hostile feelings, give him or 
her appropriate channels for expressing fru-
stration, and teach responsibility and respect 
for property.   

What NOT to Do: Do not accuse a stu-
dent based on suspicion (even if past occur-
rences warrant suspicion). Avoid showing 
your anger. Attempt to “get to the bottom of” 
the incident through calm, rational discussion 
about respect for property. (e.g., Show the 
group the damaged property and ask for their 
ideas about why someone might do such a 
thing.) Do not assume that the student’s de-
structiveness is aimed at you. Even if it is, re-
main professional and keep it from getting 
personal.    
 


