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Abstract 
Classrooms in the 21st century have by law become inclusive, typically comprised of general edu-
cation and special needs students. Included students are those who present with mild to moderate 
learning and behavioral challenges. They add another layer of complexity to classroom manage-
ment, requiring teachers to be highly structured, consistent and reinforcing. Teacher fidelity to 
behavioral expectations that have been established for the classroom is essential. Classroom 
management strategies discussed include changing the teacher approval to disapproval ratio, us-
ing selective ignoring, focusing on structure and routine, increasing student locus of control, 
de-escalating student aggression and hostility, and limiting the use of punishment. Hands-on 
strategies are highlighted. 
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1. Introduction 
Every teacher regardless of where they teach, what they teach, or who they teach, needs to be effective. Nothing 
less will do, especially in this era of increased accountability. Teachers must demonstrate depth of knowledge in 
the content area or areas that they will be expected to teach. After all, isn’t this assessed by taking and passing 
standardized examinations for grade and subject matter that serve as requirements for teacher certification? 
While a given teacher could score highly on a certification examination that tests content knowledge, without a 
solid grounding in classroom management strategies, the teacher’s knowledge cannot be communicated effec-
tively to students who are off-task and engaged in disruptive behaviors. The common denominator that is most 
closely linked with effective teaching beyond academic content preparation is strong classroom management 
(Lemov, 2010). 
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Most classrooms of today are inclusion classrooms which have a blend of students with special needs and 
general education students. The students with special needs in inclusive classrooms often present with mild to 
moderate learning and/or behavioral challenges. For students who might be identified as having learning disabil-
ities, 45% of the time they also have an attention deficit and struggle with organization and executive function 
(DuPaul, Gormley, & Laracy, 2013). Creating a learning environment for inclusive classrooms that is well ma-
naged with clear structures and routines is of the utmost importance for student success (Wong & Wong, 2014). 

The classroom management strategies that will be offered in this article are basic to any inclusive classroom. 
While tomes have been written on classroom management, the strategies presented are often tied to creating 
points systems, requiring too much additional effort on the part of teachers to implement and maintain over time. 
Typically if we can get teachers to adopt such a strategy, they soon realize that the use of “points systems” re-
quires a tremendous “bookkeeping effort”. Further, the need to vary reinforcers and fund the purchase of these 
reinforcers presents additional challenges. Over time, teacher use of points systems will begin to wane because 
these systems can be burdensome and costly. 

Once the management system begins to appear inconsistent, the students receive a clear message that violat-
ing classroom rules and norms may not be met with consequences with any consistency. This absence of consis-
tency functions as a “disinhibition effect” and may contribute to students engaging in more inappropriate beha-
vior over time to test the limits. For teachers, effective classroom management and the consistency that is re-
quired are rooted in the statement “say what you mean and mean what you say!”. According to Wong and Wong 
(2014), consistency is an important key to success.  

2. Creating a Reinforcing Classroom Environment 
Creating a climate conducive to students complying with behavioral expectations, volunteering answers or tak-
ing on more challenging assignments is closely tied to the “emotional temperature” of the classroom. Students 
need to know that if they take a risk and respond to a challenging question or assignment, they will be “safe” 
from criticism. “School must be a safe and protected environment, where a student can come and learn without 
fear” (Wong & Wong, 2014: p. 11). A classroom where the “emotional temperature” is warm and congenial is a 
classroom where students will be more willing to take on academic and/or behavioral challenges—more willing 
to venture a bit outside their comfort zone. 

How do we create this safe and emotionally warm environment? The answer is closely linked to the ratio of 
teacher approvals to disapprovals that occur throughout the day. In classrooms where teachers are high approval 
(very reinforcing), they recognize appropriate behavior and acknowledge such acts verbally with a high degree 
of frequency. Research on the ratio of approvals to disapprovals emitted by teachers in a variety of classroom 
settings indicates that most classrooms are high disapproval (very punitive) (Polirstok & Greer, 1977). High 
disapproval teacher behavior over time can often serve to maintain high levels of inappropriate behavior. On its 
face, this statement seems odd because being admonished should serve to lessen the frequency of inappropriate 
behavior. However, if students are accustomed to receiving negative feedback almost exclusively, providing 
such attention, serves to not only maintain the existing inappropriate behavior but may actually contribute to an 
increase (Scott, Anderson, & Alter, 2012). By issuing a disapproval immediately following an undesirable beha-
vior, the disapproval can function not as an intended inhibitor of the problematic behavior, but inadvertently as a 
reinforcer. For students whose reinforcement history outside of school has typically been negative, they are 
likely to seek negative attention from their teachers.  

Unwittingly teachers often find themselves caught in a “cycle of mutually aversive behavior”, the more the 
teacher tries to limit inappropriate behavior through the use of disapproval or punishment, the more the behavior 
surges or asserts itself. This cycle of interaction could be thought of as a “dance of anger”, which can continue 
to escalate over time. Such a cycle of interaction could create an environment where teachers and students may 
well engage in confrontational behaviors which can readily escalate into serious behavioral incidents. Class-
rooms where the emotional temperature is hostile can be characterized by this “dance of anger” and teachers 
who are caught in such cycles leave at the end of each day emotionally drained. According to Scheuermann and 
Hall (2012), “changing inappropriate student behavior requires changing the teacher’s behavior”(p. 21). 

In classrooms where the teachers are high approval, the students acknowledge that approval by increased 
smiles, hand rising, sustained eye contact, and/or increased on task time. Similar to the disapproval cycle dis-
cussed previously, a different cycle of interaction develops. This cycle is characterized by “mutually pleasing 
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interactions”, and these classrooms are places where teachers and students leave at the end of the day feeling 
very positive. If the cycles of interaction are mutually pleasing, we see classrooms that are very warm emotion-
ally and students who are willing to take risks and try things that might be difficult because they believe that the 
teacher will not provide comments that would be personally embarrassing, negative or hostile. Conversely, if the 
“cycles of interaction are mutually aversive”, then the emotional temperature in the classroom would be highly 
negative and students would be less willing to engage in anything that would be pro-academic or behaviorally 
appropriate.  

What we learn from these cycles is that approval and disapproval are reciprocal; approval begets more ap-
proval and disapproval begets more disapproval. Cycles of interaction that are either mutually pleasing or mu-
tually aversive can develop (Polirstok & Greer, 1977; Polirstok & Gottlieb, 2006). Given this understanding of 
approval and disapproval, the key to maintaining an emotionally warm environment is to keep disapproval 
comments to students to a minimum. In order to accomplish such a task, a technique known as “selective ignor-
ing” needs to be utilized.  

3. Using Selective Ignoring 
Selective ignoring may be one of the most difficult techniques to learn. Short of students being engaged in be-
haviors that would be “harmful to self” or “harmful to others”, the teacher always has a choice as to how to re-
spond to inappropriate behavior. Through the teacher’s lens, the key question is whether the glass is half full or 
half empty? “Using planned ignoring is a consequence strategy to reduce minor misbehaviors in an invaluable 
part of a teacher’s repertoire” (Scott, Anderson, & Alter, 2012: p. 239). It’s all about the teacher’s perspective 
and the end goal in mind. Here are some choices the teacher might make: 
 Should the teacher provide disapproval comments about the problematic behavior? Or  
 Should the teacher ignore the inappropriate behavior? Or 
 Should the teacher ignore the inappropriate behavior? “Catch other students being good?” and Provide ap-

proval for their appropriate behaviors?  
If you selected the last choice, you are correct! Providing positive feedback or approval for appropriate beha-

vior reinforces classroom expectations. Teachers fail to understand that disapproval does not teach the target 
behavior—“disapproval teaches what not to do”. Using selective ignoring is only part of the process. Approving 
students for engaging in the correct behavior reinforces expectations and gives the students who are engaging in 
the problematic behavior an opportunity to not only see the correct behavior, but to see their peers earning rein-
forcement for that behavior. 

However, if students are engaging in behaviors that are harmful to self or harmful to others, this cannot be 
ignored. The teacher has little choice but to provide verbal feedback that is disapproving to inhibit the behavior. 
If the disapproval doesn’t work, then the student or students need to be removed from the classroom for their 
dangerous behaviors. If the students who are engaged in harmful behavior refuse to leave the classroom (and 
that sometimes happens), then the teacher’s next action would be to remove all of the other students from the 
potential danger in the classroom and bring them out to the hallway while help is summoned. 

Using selective ignoring provides teachers with an opportunity to focus on appropriate behaviors and to rec-
ognize students for their compliance. By choosing to adopt this perspective, teachers can limit the constant neg-
ative barrage often seen in classrooms where teachers are continuously naming students who are off-task and 
noncompliant. Selective ignoring provides the teacher with an alternative strategy that can help to limit disap-
proval and focus on keeping the classroom emotionally safe and well regulated. 

4. Focusing on Structure and Routine 
Creating an emotionally safe classroom environment where students can be successful involves not only high 
approval interactions between students and teachers, but also requires an emphasis on structure and routine. 
There is safety for students, especially those with mild to moderate learning and behavioral challenges, in struc-
ture and routine. Helping student to learn the day to day expectations requires consistency in the daily routines 
(Wong & Wong, 2014). Often teachers believe that teaching the routines and expectancies occur during the first 
weeks of school. In reality, routines and expectations are taught each day through the teacher’s use of approval 
of student appropriate and compliant behaviors.  

Any change in daily schedule or routine requires that the teacher prepare the student in advance to understand 
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what change or changes will occur. For some students, reminders as to the change in schedule or routine need to 
occur for several days in advance of the change. For example, if there will be a special assembly program on 
Thursday morning, the teacher needs to announce this change every day leading up to the event. Not only is an 
announcement required, but a discussion with students about expectations for how they should manage their be-
havior for that special event is needed. What behaviors should the teacher discuss in advance? 
 How should each student behave while the class walks in the hallway to the special assembly and then back 

to their classroom after the event? 
 What behavior is expected when sitting in the assembly for a special program?  
 What follow up classroom assignment will occur after the assembly (a cue for what students should pay 

close attention to) that students will be required to complete? 
 How will the teacher reward students for their compliance with these expectations? 

The more deliberately this advanced preparation is done, the greater the likelihood that the students will meet 
those expectations. 

Structure and routine also involve behaviors that support academics. When giving instructions for assign-
ments, teachers must be very deliberate and use this opportunity to reinforce listening skills on the part of the 
students. If the assignment requires several steps, the teacher might ask students what should be done first. What 
should be done next? What would be the final step? Asking students to repeat an answer or a direction just given 
helps reinforce the notion that everyone has something to contribute. Such a deliberate procedure will help to 
lessen “unwarranted questions about what should be done”. Creating this listening opportunity helps to rein-
force not only the task, but the students for attending to the direction giving process. As a consequence unwar-
ranted questions will diminish and students will begin to ask better (warranted) questions about the task itself. 

When selecting academic tasks for students to do independently at their seats, the teacher must be confident 
that each student has the ability to do the task that is assigned to him or her without needing continuous teacher 
attention and support. By definition, doing a task at one’s independent level would require little to no additional 
teacher input. There needs to be a good fit between the student’s ability and the demands of the task for inde-
pendent at-seat work. Choosing the right independent tasks for students depends on a teacher’s understanding of 
the difference between independent, instructional and frustration levels of student reading as per Lipson and 
Wixson (1991): 
 A student at the independent level can decode 95% or more of the reading material and comprehends 90% or 

more. 
 A student at the instructional level can decode 90% - 94% of the selection, but comprehends 75% - 90% or 

less. 
 A student at the frustration level can decode 90% or less of the selection, but comprehends only 50% or less. 

Understanding the differences between these levels can have a significant impact on the tasks teachers select 
for students to complete independently. Hence an independent assignment is one that a student can complete 
with little teacher direction. At the instructional level, a student may require much more teacher support. When a 
task is assigned that is not a good fit for a given student, at his/her frustration level, it is likely that the student 
will lose interest quickly, ask excessive questions, leave his/her seat without permission, and may engage in 
some inappropriate behavior that may warrant the student’s removal from class. For many students, especially 
those with learning and behavioral challenges, being removed from class is preferable to having others note that 
you cannot complete the assigned task; a student may feel that it is always more preferable to be perceived as 
“big and bad” than perceived as “stupid.” 

It is precisely at moments like this when students are engaged in behaviors that may be confrontational with 
the intent (consciously or unconsciously) of avoiding the assigned task, that teachers need to be vigilant about 
not escalating the student behavior.  

5. De-Escalating Behavioral Crises 
When teachers are confronted by students who are verbally abusive and/or threatening, teachers need to be 
aware of their own responses to this behavior. When a teacher responds to a student’s abusive behavior on a 
personal level and not on a professional level, the likelihood that the teacher might say or do something that 
would be less than professional is increased. It’s important for teachers to maintain professional control and not 
respond on a personal level. When the controls are absent, teachers often respond to student verbal abuse and/or 
threatening behavior with hostility, thereby increasing the volume of the exchange and contributing to the 
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“dance of anger” described earlier. If this exchange continues to be more and more hostile, then it may set the 
stage for the student to become physically aggressive. 

To avoid the chance that a student could become aggressive and to avoid the chance that a teacher could say 
or do something that is less than professional, there are actions teachers can employ that can help to prevent the 
crisis from escalating: 
 Teachers need to recognize that when the emotional temperature of the interaction is becoming heated, that 

they should drop their voice tone as one way of preventing a situation from escalating. 
 Teachers should be cognizant not to move into the student’s personal space. In the heat of an exchange, a 

teacher can lose control and violate a student’s space, putting themselves at-risk for injury. 
 Even if there is a reasonable space between the teacher and the student, the teacher should take a step back 

from the student so as not to be in range in case the student loses control and throws a punch. 
 As the teacher moves out of the way, deliberately if possible, the teacher should lower hands to his/her side. 

This is a good visual cue to the student that they are not going to be physically threatened. 
 While keeping the teacher’s voice tone at a modulated level, the teacher should keep asserting what the stu-

dent should do. Teachers need to remember that when students are agitated, less teacher talk is preferred. 
Use calm, focused language that is short and clipped; the less verbose the better. For example, the teacher 
might keep repeating “return to your seat; find your seat; sit down now.”As long as the voice level is not in-
creasing, repetition of the direction simply maintains the teacher’s request without escalating the situation. 
“Repeating a ‘what to do’ with greater specificity” can be used effectively in a crisis situation (Lemov, 2010: 
p. 81). 

 If the confrontation seems to have passed, then the teacher needs to give the student an opportunity to find 
the way back to his/her seat without “losing face.”As soon as the student complies, the teacher needs to pro-
vide positive reinforcement for making a “good behavioral choice.” Should the student not return to his/her 
seat, the teacher should remind the student that (s) he is not making a good choice and that the teacher will 
need to follow up with the student later. This statement is really an announcement for the rest of the class so 
that they understand that the teacher is well aware of what rule(s) the student is violating and that there will 
be consequences, albeit just not at that very moment. 

6. Increasing Student Locus of Control 
An important component of classroom management is helping students to recognize that some of the choices 
they make regarding their behaviors are better than others. When they make good choices, these need to be 
reinforced and celebrated. When they make poor choices, they need to understand why what they chose to do is 
a poor choice and what alternative responses they could have chosen that would have been better choices. For 
many included students who have learning and behavioral challenges, accepting responsibility for the choices 
they make is identified in the behavioral literature as “internal locus of control”. Most students with learning 
and behavioral challenges typically blame others or external factors for the problematic choices they make—it’s 
everyone else’s fault, certainly not theirs! This is referred to in the behavioral literature as having an “external 
locus of control”.  

Part of the confusion for students is that they typically have difficulty discriminating what the behavioral ex-
pectations are in different settings. As a consequence, they may “overgeneralize” a way of behaving that may be 
appropriate in one setting but is definitely not appropriate in another. For example, if students are out of school 
on the weekend and speaking to each other using language that would be considered “inappropriate”, it might 
be okay given that they are in a less than formal setting. On the other hand, when in school or at a job site or in a 
place of worship, such language would not be appropriate. So good behavioral choices begin when students can 
discriminate between the behavioral demands and expectations of different settings (Polirstok & Gottlieb, 2006; 
Polirstok & Houghteling, 2006). 

In inclusion classes, there are many students with mild to moderate learning and attention disorders who have 
an external locus of control (Tarnowski & Nay, 1989). A teacher who is working to improve student indepen-
dent function needs to help students begin to shift the locus of control from an external focus to an internal focus. 
How can a teacher accomplish this? There are some steps, which if applied consistently over time can help stu-
dents to accept more responsibility for their choices. Here are some steps to follow: 
 Begin by asking a student to explain the problem behavior and what happened. 
 Have the student identify what classroom or school rule was violated in this incident. 
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 Explore other options for responding to the same situation the next time.  
 Once these alternative behavioral choices are identified, then the question becomes: What’s the best choice? 

What’s the 2nd best choice? What’s the worst choice? Why? 
By following this kind of procedure, teachers are able to help students recognize that behavior is situationally 

governed and that one way of responding may not be appropriate given different demands by setting. The most 
important element in this procedure is the question about the next time a specific situation presents itself. Good 
behavioral intervention should always be focused on how to improve the next time (Polirstok, 2010). 

7. Limiting the Use of Punishment 
Most classroom management systems usually over rely on the use of punishment. Students with attention deficit 
problems often present with reduced sensitivity to rewards and punishments, a neurological consequence of the 
disorder. Over time, teachers will feel the need to keep increasing punishments in severity or duration because 
mild punishment doesn’t seem to be having the desired effect on students with attention deficits. The problem 
with this approach is that over use of punishment does not teach the target behavior and engenders resentment 
on the part of students. In the behavioral literature, mild aversive punishment produces avoidant behavior, not 
the outcome one would hope for in helping students learn to behave more appropriately. The key for teachers is 
to predominantly use positive behavior supports and strategies; punishment can work only if it is used sparingly.  

All too often, classroom teachers use punishment strategies as a first option in managing challenging behavior. 
That translates into teachers saying the following things to students “if you continue this behavior, you can’t go 
on the trip on Friday”, “you just lost 15 minutes of recess time”, “you won’t be able to participate in the art 
show next week”, etc. Most of the time when privileges are lost, they are typically activities that involve the arts, 
or physical education, or some school event or service. These are the very activities that students with learning 
and behavior disorders look forward to the most in their school day because they are less academic and students 
tend to excel in these activities. Overreliance on removing privileges or favored activities like these carries emo-
tional resentment and produces “punishment resistant kids”. When students have nothing left to lose like privi-
leges they have earned or points they have acquired for following the rules, students can become resentful and 
deliberately challenge authority (Scott, Anderson, & Alter, 2012). 

Whatever management system you have in place, the goal is to let the student earn the privileges or reinforc-
ers so that they can have a positive experience with following the rules or with improving their academic 
achievement. Pulling reinforcers or privileges away comes with an emotional cost (Zirpoli, 2012). Students who 
work hard to earn these reinforcers are resentful when they lose them. Instead of the “take away approach” 
teachers need to clarify that when students engage in inappropriate behavior, they lose the opportunity to earn 
reinforcers or privileges going forward, but should not lose reinforcers or privileges for what they have already 
earned. This is more than a semantic difference; it represents a difference in philosophy that effective teachers 
embrace. While students may miss opportunities to earn privileges or reinforcers, as soon as they begin to be-
have more appropriately, it will be the teacher’s job to “catch them being good” and provide them with rein-
forcement for their compliance. 

8. Conclusion 
The strategies that have been presented in this article provide an approach to classroom management that is rela-
tively easy to implement. The key ingredient in this approach is teacher fidelity to the behavioral expectations 
that have been established for students. A teacher cannot choose to use selective ignoring and catch students be-
ing good on Monday and then fail to do just that for the remainder of the week. What makes this approach work 
is teacher consistency with his/her use of approvals and teacher disapprovals in response to student behavior, a 
commitment to structure and routine, and a belief that students can be taught to take responsibility for their own 
actions. Changing the approval-disapproval ratio in classrooms can go a long way towards making teaching and 
learning fun!  
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