Helping Students with Behavior Challenges

.Jessica Minahan and Diana Baker

B8 here's a disconmnect between the needs of stu-
dents with mental health issues and teachers’
skills. Twenty-one percent of U.S. teenagers
have struggled with a debilitating mental health
problem at some point during their school years
(Menkangas et al,, 2010), yet programs for elementary and
special education teachers typically provide one course—it
that—in mental health and behavior management. Thus,
most teachers lack the skills and knowledge to intervene
effectively with students facing mental health challenges.
Teachers realize they need such skills. They want to
create positive outcomes for students who are struggling.
And some fear that a disruptive student might jeopardize
. the academic performance of their entire class—a fear that
has become more prominent in light of contemporary ini-
tiatives that yoke teacher pay and school funding to student
performance.

When a teacher struggles with a particularly troubled
student, he or she often seeks guidance from a team
composed of the school psychologist, special educators,

_administrators, and other colleagues. But this strategy often
doesn’t live up to its potential.

A New Lens

Conversations at these problem-solving meetings are often
emotionally charged. With good intentions, participanis
let discussion drift to outside-of-school topics—a par-
ent’s arrest, a family’s eviction, or the student’s seemingly
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daunting psychiatric profile. Students’ home lives and
diagnoses profoundly affect their behavior at school, so
such topics shouldn’t be off-limits. The problem is that
conversations focused on life problems don't fic well within
the short time allotted for team meetings, and the solutions
to such problems—if there are any—are generally beyond
what a teacher can implement. Too often, problem-solving
meetings become long and entotionally draining—and don’t
result in concrete strategies teachers can try.

Consider this scenario. In early March, after countless
previous meetings with the principal and school psychol-
ogist, 3rd grade teacher Mrs. Shin is in the conference room
with them again. She’s concerned about the approaching
standardized tests and how a very troubled student of hers,
Jared, is likely to fare. Jared has been diagnosed with post-
traummnatic stress disorder, anxiety, and oppositional defiant
disorder. He's currently being tested to determine whether
he’s eligible for an individualized education program {IEP).
He has refused to do any writing all year and hasn’t pro-
duced math work in three months.

Lately, Jared has been displaying aggressive behavior
on the playground. Mrs. Shin hasn't been able to discuss
the problem with his foster mother because the mother’s
car broke down and she missed a scheduled conference.
This Monday, Jared mentioned he had received a birthday
card from his biological mother—and he’s looked angry all
week. What is Mrs. Shin supposed to do?

Here’s where using a skill-building lens helps. Ie's
important for administrators to create an environment
in which teachers like Mrs. Shin who ask for help feel
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Teachers often feel overwhelmed by a student’s
mental health challenges. The key to helping is to

focus on what teachers can do—build student skills.

empowered and optimistic-—evern
when it feels like every conceivable
intervention has been tried. A teacher
should leave a problem-solving
meeting with a plan—and with the
confidence that he or she can carry it
out.

Breaking Big Challenges

into Smaller Skills

In The Explosive Child, Ross Greene
(2014) writes that children would
behave if they could. We can generally
interpret any inappropriate student
behavior as the manifestation of an

underdeveloped skill—and educators
can teach these missing social, behav-
joral, and emotional skills alongside
academics, even in busy classrooms.
Breaking down an overwhelming
challenge into smaller skiil areas can
make the problem seem manageable,
while giving the teacher a road map to
address it.

For example, the avoidance Jared is
displaying toward work is a behavior
common to kids with emotional
issues that can become increasingly
troublesome in the upper grades. Kids
like Jared often experience the flight
response when faced with a daunting
task. Teachers can address such work
avoidance by teaching skills many stu-

" dents lack: how to initiate a task, how

to persist when facing difficulties, and
how to seek help. Simply shifting the
conversation from how many months
Jared has been avoiding work to how
we might teach him to ask for help
can result in a much more productive
conversation.

Five Skills No Learner

Should Be Without

Let's look at five skill areas that are
often wnderdeveloped in disruptive
students and things classroom teachers
can do to help kids strengthen

them (Minahan, 2014; Minahan &
Rappaport, 2012).

1. Self-regulation
Most students who exhibit challenging
behaviors need to be explicitly taught
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self-regulation skills, such as how to
identify their feelings and recognize
warning signs that they're about to
lose control (like clenched fists or a
racing heart). Providing a cue such as
saying “self-check” allows the student
to notice and reflect on the clues his
body is giving him. Over time, this
will help him catch himself getting
frustrated and use a self-calming
strategy before he becomes explosive.
A small box of comforting items and
sell-regulation strategies put together
with the student can be kept available.
Cognitive distraction activities like
word games or hidden-picture bocks
are great for self-calming.

Another innovative strategy is
biofeedback, which uses electronic
monitoring—usually a senssor on
the finger connected to a device that
- displays signals like heart rate in
real time—to teach a student how
to control her body’s responses. The
display helps a student know whether
a self-calming strategy worked.

2. Social skills

Perspective taking, the ahility to
understand others’ thoughts and
feelings, improves people’s ability to
navigate social situations. It's often
underdeveloped in students with
social-emotional disabilities.

Setting up an alternative small-
group lunch or recess helps these kids
tune in better to others, reduces social
anxiety, and facilitates positive social
interaction. Social successes improve a
student’s self-esteemn and often lead to

fewer negative interactions throughout

the day.

3. Executive functioning
Executive-functioning skills are key
to setting goals and solving problems.
They help students start tasks,
organize materials, plan projects,
manage time efficienily, and stay on
task. Students with poor execuiive
functioning often have difficulty han-

dling frustration and completing work.

To boost executive functioning,
use checklists and how-to lists, break
long assignments into smaller chunks,
and help students organize through
catendars, time organizers, and mne-
monics. Communicating expectations
visually—such as a giving a student
a laminated phote (“Iiere’s how your
desk should look when you're ready to
go ta lunch™), rather than saying “Get
ready for lunch!”"—helps an organi-
zationally challenged child remember
what needs to be done.

4. Positive thinking _
Students who struggle with positive
thinking engage in. all-or-nothing
thinking (“I hate math”) or have fre-
quent catastrophic thoughts (“1f T fail
this test, Tli never get a good job!™).
This can lead to shutring down before
even trying an assignment—or out-

right refusing to participate in a certain

subject. To promote more positive,
realistic thinking,

& Take photographs of a student’s
successtul moments during the schoel
day (and send them home).

s Provide a daily check-in and
check-out sheet. In the morning, the
student jots down what he or she
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thinks will be difficult that day; at
day’s end, he or she reflects on what
happened with that task, perhaps
talking with a teacher. If the task was
difficult, did he persist? What helped
her cope?

m Try a similar strategy with chal-
lenging assignments. Before the
student tries the assignment, ask
“How hard will this be, from 1 to 3?7
and after the assignment, ask, “How
hard was it?” Reflecting over time on
the differences between the recorded
numbers helps learners realize that
assignments often aren't as difficult as
they fear they'll be and reduces their
initial negative thinking.’

5. Flexible thinking

Flexible thinking enables students

to manage unpredictable events and
disrupted routines. Tmproving flexible
thinking helps a learner adapt to new
situations and improvise to meet dif-
ferent types of challenges.

A great way to heighren this skill is
to catch kids being flexible and rein-
force them for it. Set up a Flextibility
Jar and add a pom-pom to it every
time the student demonstrates flex-
ibility. Displays of flexibility might
include calmly allowing a peer to use
the computer fixst or saying “Oh well!”
when there’s an unexpected change
like the class not being able to warch
a planned movie. For young children,
define fexibility as any time the child
stops, stays calm, and makes a new
plan. '

Three More to Grow On

We should also empower teachers to
strengthen weak skills connected to
work avoidance—initiation, persis-
tence, and seeking help.

Initiation

Some students womn't even attempt to
start an activity once they perceive it
might be too difficult for them. Pro-
crastination increases their stress and
reduces the time they have to complete




the assignment. The teacher often has
a 30- to 60-second window t¢ jump
i and help an overly anxious student
start working with confidence before
negative thinking leads 1o a shutdown.
If several students have this issue,
provide a nonthreatening warm-up
activity like a word search until
you have time to help each student
start the assignment. Or preview the
assignment before the whole class
tackles it. For example, do the first two
problems on a math worksheet with
vulnerable students in the morning:
When you hand back that worksheet
later during math class, these sradents
have an entry point and won't he so
scared of the task.

Persistence ,

When some students make a mistake
or struggle, they stop working to avoid
feeling inadequate. Teach persistence
by pointing cut that the brain actually
grows when a person pushes himself
out of his comfort zone to leam hard
things (Dweck, 2008). Have part of
the student’s grade reflect not just the
product, but also a self-reflection on
how well he or she persevered (“Did
lattempt more problems today than
yesterday?”).

- Seeking Help

Overwhelmed students can be too
embarrassed to ask for help—or not
know how. It’s invaluable to teach

'students how fo ask for specific help

(“T don’t know how to start this
assignment. Pleasé help me think of
what to write about.”) Often, a student
will feel more comfortable when you
set up a subtle system for asking for
help, such as agreeing on an object

the student will put on her desk to
indicate she needs assistance.

Toward Empowered
Problem-Solving Meetings

A problem-solving team that
approached a situation like Mrs. Shin’s
with the view that behavior is both a

way of communicating and a symptom
of underdeveloped skills would have a
better shot at helping. Team members
might reframe a concern like “Jared
hasn't done any math work in months”
inte a conversation around questions
like, “Are we teaching Jared the skill
of initiation? How does he typically
react to challenging work? How are we
teaching him to persist?” Such ques-
tions would lead into brainstorming
ways to build up weak skills.

Meetings about student behavior
are more constructive when certain

It's important for administrators to create
an environment in which teachers who

~ ask for help feel empowered.

systems, such as looking at data on
the student in question, are in place.
s especially effective for the stu-
dent’s teacher to come with ABC data
{O'Neill et al., 1997): information
about antecedents (what happened
just belore a problematic incident);
behavior (what the student did); and
consequences (how peers and adults
responded). For many students like
Jared, common hot spots or condi-
tions throughout the school day
trigger episodes of anxiety-fueled,
oppositional behavior (Minahan &
Rappaport, 2312}, These hot spots
include unstructured times (like recess
or lunch); transitions (such as shifting
between classes or activities); any
writing task; situations that require
social skills; or unexpected changes—
for example, indoor recess because

of weather {Minahan & Rappaport,
2012).

With ABC data in hand, educators
can look for tendencies, differentiating
between one-time events and larger
patierns, and formulate hypotheses
about what the student is trying to

communicate and which skills need to
be bolstered. For example, if a student
has a meltdown every rime theres a
math quiz, a team might hypothesize
that he’s motivated by escape. He may
need further support because of an
underlying math disability.

A series of guiding questions, like
the following, helps team members
spend a problem-solving meeting
brainstorming productively.

1. In three sentences, what is the
behavior or concern?

2. Which underdeveloped skills do

you think underlie the behavior? (It's
helpful to review the student’s IEP and
recent test results.)

3. Which helpful interventions are
currently in place to address these
underdeveloped skills?

4. Which interventions have been
tried consistently and weren’t helpful?

5, What are the antecedents of
the behavior? When and where is it
most ltkely—or least likely—to occur
(O'Neill et al., 199732

6. Which interventions are in place
to mitigate these antecedents?

7. What is the typical response or
consequence for the student when this
behavior happens? Do these responses
maintain the behavior {for instance, by
letting a student consistently get out
of work by yelling) or help solve the
problem?

8. What should our next steps be?
(List the agreed-on recommendations
and what each team member’s role will
be and set a time to meet again and
report on results.)

Fostering a skill-building lens
creates a community of practice that
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enables teachers to coach one another
through analyzing behavior problems,
empowers them to be less dependent
on. administrators and external con-
sultants, and gives them confidence to
keep trying with a challenging student.

How It Worked for Jared

Let’s look at how adopting a skill-
building lens helped the tear help
Mzs. Shin work with Jared. The
principal asked her to report Jared’s
behavior in three sentences. She did so
and indicated work-avoidant behavior,
especiaily in writing and math, and
playground aggression as her top
COLCETTS.

The school psychologist, drawing
from her recent testing and inter-
actions with Jared, described his
underdeveloped skills: positive
thinking, initiation, and persistence.
She explained that when Jared looks at
a blank piece of writing paper or math
work, he automatically thinks he can’t
do the task. Recess is difficult because
of Jared's weak social skills—he often
misperceives social interactions and
gets upset—and self-regulation—he
goes quickly from zero to 60 and
becomes aggressive.

After reviewing some ABC data
Mrs. Shin brought, team membpers
realized that typical antecedents for
Jared’s work avoidance included any
academic demand with an open-ended
writing component and math work.
His aggressive incidents usnalty hap-
pened when he faced an tmstructured
time with. a social demand. They
agreed that Jared’s work avoidance
resulted largely from his lack of ini-
tiation skills, which were fueled by his
negative thinking.

Because there were no successful
interventions in place, the group
brainstormed some. Mrs. Shin agreed
to preview all writing and math assign-
ments, helping Jared start his work

- individually the day before she handed
an assignment to the class. Looking
at a paper on Tuesday that he'd

Fostering a skill-
building lens creates a
community of practice

in which teachers
coach one another
through analyzing

behavior problems.

already started on Monday helped him
bypass negative thinking. He began to
approach work during class with more
confidence. Mrs. Shin added poiats 1o
his math grade whenever she saw any
sign of persistence.

The group agreed to provide Jared
with an alternative recess-—a time
when a small group played non-
competitive games facilitated by an
adult. The principal assigned an expe-
rienced paraprofessional to faciiitate
this alternative recess; the physical
education teacher provided equipment
for the games. The school psychologist
helped Jared learn to take deep breaths
and draw in the sand when he caught
himself becoming frustrated on the
playground. She followed up with
Jared’s foster mom and outside coun-
selor so they could help him process
interactions with his biological mother

and his negative thinking around work.

Jared’s improvement in starting
tasks and sticking to them helped
him become more successful during
writing and math and stop maneu-
vering to avoid work. Aggressive
incidenis decreased, and he found
social success with peers. With his
foster mother’s permission, Mts, Shin
took photos of Jared working on his
assignments—and of his completed
work—which she sent home. Jared
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began to talk and think about himself
as a competent student.

When educators structure problem-
solving meetings using this skill-
building lens, teachers feel more
empowered and revitalized. This
attitude transfers to students, Everyone
Wins.
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