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Discipline is of utmost concern to educators and is viewed by the American public as a 
major problem in education (Gallup, 1984, 1994). State legislators and Congress also view it 
as a major problem in our nation's schools--one that must be solved. Many reasons are cited 
for the lack of discipline in school settings: for example, low teacher salaries, insufficient 
funding for education, lack of parental support, and a disregard for authority by students. 
Many of these problems are beyond the control of educators but must not be used as an ex-
cuse for why discipline problems cannot be ameliorated. Rather, educators must focus on 
identifying and addressing the individual needs of students, improving the educational envi-
ronment, using effective prevention and intervention techniques, and building collaborative 
partnerships. 

Although the majority of students do not present discipline problems, even a small 
number of students who engage in negative behavior can disrupt the learning environment 
and divert teacher time from instruction to manage the situation. Therefore, educators must 
establish a system of order that clearly defines the boundaries for acceptable behavior and 
provides consequences for appropriate and inappropriate behavior. 

Discipline can be defined as" ... order among pupils so learning can take place without 
competition from unproductive factors. It is a system of rules for conduct and a mechanism 
for ensuring that conduct codes are followed" (Smith & Rivera, 1993, p. 2). A system of 
classroom order can be achieved when principles of effective discipline are implemented: 

1. Establish a positive climate. 
2. Build a foundation for a positive learning environment. 
3. Use prevention techniques. 
4. Establish collaborative relationships with parents and other professionals for dealing with 

discipline concerns and promoting a positive learning climate. 
5. Match intervention to behavior problem. 
6. Establish an evaluation system to monitor student progress frequently. 

When these principles are incorporated into educators' instructional repertoires, an environ-
ment for success and learning can be fostered and more time can be devoted to teaching. Pro-
viding a learning environment based on the principles of effective discipline can help stu-
dents understand the relationship between specific behaviors and their consequences and can 
result in all students learning important social skills. 

Deborah Smith is a professor and the director of the Alliance 2000 Project at the University of New Mexico. Di-
ane Rivera is an assistant professor of special education at the University of Texas at Austin. 
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Today's educators must consider many factors when plan-
ning their discipline programs (for example, students' cul-
tural and linguistic diversity or disabilities). Educators from 
various fields (special education, general education, counsel-
ing, remedial reading) must work collaboratively to accom-
modate the needs of all students. As students with disabilities 
spend more of their school day in the general education set-
ting, special education and general education professionals 
must develop discipline plans collaboratively. General educa-
tion teachers need to be comfortable with the needs of stu-
dents with disabilities as they implement their discipline pro-
grams. The purpose of this article is to present what we 
believe are the components of an effective discipline pro-
gram. We begin by providing possible reasons for discipline 
problems, followed by a discussion of prevention and inter-
vention techniques. We conclude by explaining some tech-
niques for evaluating discipline programs. 
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WHY DISCIPLINE PROBLEMS OCCUR 
Just as students come to America's public schools with a 

great variety of learning styles and needs, some have a variety 
of reasons for not conforming to school rules and expecta-
tions. A few of those are briefly discussed in the following 
sections. 

Types of Disruptions 
Almost all students exhibit some kind of discipline prob-

lem or disruptive behavior during their 13-year school career. 
It is the kind, degree, place, and amount of disruption that de-
termine whether the behavior requires a comprehensive disci-
pline plan. Often there is a fine line between what is accept-
able deportment and what is not, and many students have 
difficulty understanding where the line falls and what behav-
ior crosses it (Krumboltz & Krumboltz, 1972). In many cases, 
school personnel need to help students understand the subtle 
discriminations required to meet the behavioral demands of the 
various educational settings they experience. Students need to 
learn when it is appropriate to talk in class and when it is not. 
They must learn which teachers tolerate a noisy class and 
which do not. Educators must help students learn to discrimi-
nate between the behavioral demands of each school situation 
and match that situation with the proper behavior pattern. Ef-
fectively matching the situation with the appropriate behavior 
pattern is an important skill to learn. In other words, some 
conduct problems occur simply because students do not know 
how to read the environmental cues-some subtle and some 
not so subtle-that indicate the acceptability of behavior. 

Circumstances 
Sometimes conduct problems occur because teachers' ex-

pectations are unrealistic. For example, expecting a class of 
first-graders to sit quietly for a symphony orchestra's hour-
long rehearsal is probably unreasonable, as it is unreasonable 
to expect bright students to sit and wait 20 minutes for the rest 
of the class to complete a seatwork assignment. Teachers 
who judge the attention span of their students will help avoid 
conduct difficulties. 

The arrangement of the environment should also be con-
sidered. Sometimes behavior problems occur because traffic 
patterns are congested or seating arrangements are poorly ar-
ranged. Simply observing how students interact socially can 
help teachers decide what might be appropriate seating ar-
rangements. 

Transitional times also can invite disruption. When stu-
dents are free to move about the classroom from one activity 



to the next, change from one lesson to another, or freely line 
up to go from the classroom to another area without supervi-
sion or clear rules or expectations; the result is often confu-
sion and disruption. 

Instructional Procedures 
Effective instructional procedures include practices that 

minimize behavioral problems. For example, when students 
are left to complete work independently when they are not 
equipped to do so, the environment is open for disruption. 
Sometimes students are disruptive because they don't under-
stand what is being taught and fail to ask questions for clarifi-
cation. For other students the lesson may move too slowly, al-
lowing students time to create diversions to occupy their 
attention until the teacher is ready to move on to the next ac-
tivity. 

Boredom or Frustration 
Many behavioral problems occur because students are ei-

ther bored with an activity that is too easy or frustrated be-
cause it is too difficult. One important study (Center, Deitz, & 
Kaufman, 1982) evaluated the relationship between task dif-
ficulty and inappropriate behavior. The relationship is dra-
matic and clear. When there is a mismatch between student 
ability and academic assignments, disruption occurs at a high 
level. The need for flexible educational programming is a 
pervasive reality in today's schools because of federal re-
quirements to· include students with disabilities, to bus pupils 
to achieve social integration, and not to track or group stu-
dents by ability. Because of these mandates, teachers must 
now accommodate students with an increasingly wider range 
of abilities and plan flexible activities that will hold the inter-
est of diverse class members. 

Motivation 
Admittedly, many students come to school with a well-de-

veloped ability to disrupt the learning atmosphere. These stu-
dents know how to read the environmental cues and deter-
mine what the behavioral expectations are in various school 
settings. They are neither bored nor frustrated. For whatever 
reasons, they are not motivated to become active participants 
in the learning situation and instead seek to disrupt the learn-
ing climate. Their behavioral repertoires are counterproduc-
tive to their own and their classmates' learning. Because even 
one student can destroy the learning environment for an en-
tire class, behavior problems must be confronted. Although 
many preventive measures are sufficient to encourage most 
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students to behave appropriately, many students are candi-
dates for more direct intervention procedures. 

Students with Behavioral Disabilities 
Some students are the source of considerable disruption. 

Many of these students have disabilities and are included in 
regular classes. They seem unable to meet the behavioral ex-
pectations of typical classroom situations for extended peri-
ods of time. Their inability to conform, their frequent frustra-
tion over learning activities, and the recognition by their 
peers that they are different often lead to disruptive situations. 
Although many of these students need a considerable amount 
of structure to meet setting demands, they are integrated dur-
ing parts of the school day when the structure is at a minimum. 
This may contribute to their difficulties in meeting behavioral 
expectations. They also are easy targets for teasing and rebuff 
by general education students, which often leads to further 
disruptive occurrences. When these students are the center of 
disruption, there are generally two basic reasons for the dis-
turbance: their inability to act appropriately and their nondis-
abled counterparts' temptation to bait, chide, and encourage 
inappropriate behavior from these students. An analysis to 
determine the causes of inappropriate school behaviors can 
help educators select specific preventive and intervention 
measures aimed at reducing disruption. 

PREVENTION TECHNIQUES 
Successful discipline plans are based on a foundation of 

prevention. These techniques require teachers to be familiar 
with the strengths and weaknesses of their students, curricu-
lum, instruction, and classroom management. Prevention 
techniques establish the foundation on which teachers can 
implement additional interventions and promote a positive 
classroom environment. Several prevention techniques are 
highlighted for consideration, along with some guiding prin-
ciples that foster effective discipline programs. 

Rules 
Students must be aware of the teacher's expectations of ac-

ceptable and unacceptable conduct. These expectations typi-
cally are addressed through the use of classroom rules-an 
important prevention technique because they provide param-
eters of acceptable behavior. Without rules students are left 
on their own to devise guidelines for establishing predictabil-
ity and a sense of security in their environment (Windell, 
1991). Most students follow the rules; however, teachers 
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should schedule classroom time for the discussion, imple-
mentation, and enforcement of the rules if they are to be an 
effective part in the discipline plan. 

Specific suggestions for establishing and implementing 
rules are provided by Smith and Rivera (1993): 

1. Establish a list of rules. Keep the list short and positive 
(e.g., instead of "No talking," try "Raise your hand to 
speak"). Be sure the rules can be enforced, are age-appro-
priate, and are general enough to encompass several be-
haviors. 

2. Involve students in developing the classroom rules. Stu-
dents can assist in establishing classroom rules at the be-
ginning of the school year and as the need arises. Students 
can discuss their classroom environment and how specific 
rules can create a positive climate for learning. 

3. Promote student understanding of the rules. Ensure that 
students understand teachers' expectations by stating the 
rules, providing specific examples of following and break-
ing the rules, and practicing the application of the rules. 
Intermittently praise students who follow the rules, and 
implement consequences for those who break the rules. 

4. Provide students with reminders about the classroom rules. 
Several occasions may arise that warrant reminders about 
proper classroom conduct. For example, when rules are 
first initiated, students may need cues and warnings. Pair-
ing reminders with specific praise is a good strategy to 
teach the rules. At times of high probability of rule viola-
tions, reminders may prevent problems from occurring. 

Manage the Environment 
The classroom environment can play a major role in the 

management of student behavior and the prevention of disci-
pline problems. Teachers who are well prepared and cog-
nizant of student interactions within the environment can cre-
ate a physical environment and implement management 
techniques that promote discipline. For instance, high traffic 
areas are good opportunities for disruptive behavior to occur. 
Students can talk to each other, initiate physical contact, and 
be disruptive just in the course of sharpening a pencil or 
walking to their desks. To prevent such problems, teachers 
can (a) observe traffic patterns and determine high frequency 
areas that could be problematic, (b) keep work areas sepa-
rated to minimize excessive student movement, ( c) provide 
plenty of space, and ( d) ensure that areas have easy access 
(Evertson, Emmer, Clements, Sanford, & Worsham, 1984). 

Teachers can also better manage student learning by organ-
izing the materials to be used by students or teachers during 

instruction. Classroom organization also promotes more en-
gaged instructional time, minimizes "down time," and increases 
opportunities for students to initiate appropriate behavior. 

Plan for Transitions 
Transitions between lessons and activities or physical envi-

ronments can be successful or disastrous. The key to effective 
transitions, and thus appropriate conduct, is planning. Several 
steps can ensure smooth transitions. For instance, teachers 
can provide a readiness signal so students know it is time to 
finish their activity. "In 10 minutes we will go to lunch" is an 
example of a signal that prepares students for the upcoming 
transition. A second step is for teachers to tell students how 
the transition will be made (e.g., line up by rows or students 
with last names beginning with M through Z) and what be-
havior is expected (e.g., no talking, have all materials ready). 
Finally, teachers should provide reinforcement for students 
who conduct themselves appropriately during transitions. 

Guiding Principles 
Some basic principles help establish effective discipline 

practices. Although many of these principles have been noted 
in the discipline and behavior management literature for 
years, they warrant mention because of their effectiveness. 
The principles include (a) "with-it-ness" or "eyes in the back 
of your head" technique, (b) "ripple effect" (Kounin, 1970), 
( c) avoidance of power struggles, ( d) avoidance of grudges, 
(e) focus on student's behavior, not on their character, (f) 
preparation to teach, (g) anticipation of problems, and (h) im-
plementation of stress management techniques. 

INTERVENTION TECHNIQUES 
Discipline problems often occur or continue to occur even 

though teachers have implemented preventive measures as 
part of the overall discipline plan and system of order in the 
classroom. Teachers should address disruptions of classroom 
rules directly and shape and encourage an instructional envi-
ronment conducive to learning. There are many ways of 
achieving discipline and reducing or eliminating behavior 
problems. For example, mild and positive forms of interven-
tion can be used when preventive measures have proven un-
successful. The use of severe and negative measures should 
be kept to a minimum to avoid a serious long-term impact on 
the climate of the school, overuse of punitive techniques, and 
the perception that the one who administers the negative pro-
cedure is a punitive person. 



The most important technique for promoting a climate for 
learning is to match the disciplinary infraction with the inter-
vention. To do this, educators must be fully aware of many 
different intervention techniques and intervene systematically 
and sensibly. The Intervention Ladder (see Figure 1) graphi-
cally depicts a hierarchy of disciplinary interventions that can 
be used as a guide for selecting an appropriate disciplinary 
action. The interventions are arranged in a hierarchy from 
mild to intrusive interventions. Tactics that are found lower 
on the ladder should be selected first because they tend to re-
mediate a large number of behavioral problems. Those inter-
ventions on the higher rungs are more intrusive and should be 
reserved for use only when other tactics have not been suc-
cessful. Table 1 presents a definition and an example of each 
intervention on the ladder. 

EXCLUSION 

PUNISHMENT 

TIME-OUT 

OVERCORRECTION 

PARENT ACTION 

SELF-MANAGEMENT 

PEER MANAGEMENT 

GROUP CONTINGENCIES 

FINES 

CONTINGENT OBSERVATION 

CONTINGENT INSTRUCTIONS 

RULES 

IGNORING 

SPECIFIC PRAISE 

PREVENTION 

FIGURE 1 
Intervention Ladder 

Source: From Effective Discipline (p. 17) by D. D. Smith and D. M. Rivera, 
1993, Austin, TX: PRO-ED. 

Prevention is the foundation of the ladder and consists of 
the techniques discussed in previous sections. Sometimes, how-
ever, preventive measures are not applied soon enough to avoid 
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the development of discipline problems. If direct intervention 
becomes necessary, educators should select techniques that 
reflect a sensitive match between infractions and the inter-
vention procedures. We selected several intervention tech-
niques from the Intervention Ladder in Figure 1 that have 
been used effectively to manage an individual 's or group's 
behavior in both general and special education settings to dis-
cuss here as illustrative examples. 

Specific Praise 
Specific praise means giving students positive feedback 

about their appropriate behavior. It is specific in the sense 
that students are told which behaviors they engaged in that 
were appropriate and they are praised for those actions as 
well. The following examples illustrate both the correct and 
incorrect applications of specific praise. 

The secondary teacher tells a student privately, "Samantha, I 
appreciate your coming to class on time and bringing all of 
your books." This statement tells the student specifically what 
she has done that meets the teacher's expectations. 

Brian was able to read quietly for one-half hour without dis-
turbing his neighbors. The teacher commented to Brian, "I ap-
preciate how quietly you have been reading without talking to 
your neighbors this afternoon." 

Mrs. Dodger, the second grade teacher, thanked Alexandra, 
Mikayla, and Samuel for coming to the reading table for in-
struction the first time she called them. 

"Brett, you certainly did well today'' is not specific. A comment 
such as "Brett, thanks for remembering to raise your hand 
when you wanted to speak" is specific to the expected perfor-
mance. 

Specific praise is easy to use and when used correctly has a 
powerful effect on behavior. It can be provided in writing or 
verbally, publicly or privately, depending on the student who 
is being praised. At first, specific praise should be used each 
time the targeted behavior occurs; later, as the student learns 
the desired behavior, it should be intermittently delivered. 

Specific praise can serve both an instructional and rein-
forcing role. For example, the specific feedback students re-
ceive about their positive performance tells them what behav-
ior is expected and desired. This is important for those 
students who do not fully understand what is expected of 
them because they have not completely mastered the unspo-
ken rules of conduct. Also, the student is given attention and 
positive comments about the desired or expected behavior, 
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Tactic 

SPECIFIC PRAISE 

IGNORING 

RULES 

CONTINGENT INSTRUCTIONS 

CONTINGENT OBSERVATION 

CRITERION-SPEC! FIG REWARDS 

FINES 

GROUP CONTINGENCIES 

Dependent 

Independent 

Interdependent 

FOCUS ON EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN 

TABLE 1 
Glossary for the Intervention Ladder 

Definition 

Providing students with positive state-
ments and feedback about their appropri-
ate conduct. 

Systematically and consistently not pay-
ing attention to each occurrence of the 
target behavior. 

The entire class (teacher and pupils) de-
termines a code of conduct for all to fol-
low. 

After an occurrence of the target behav-
ior, the teacher quietly and on a one-to-
one basis tells the individual specifically 
not to engage in that activity. 

Removal of a disruptive student from a 
group activity, but still allowing the indi-
vidual to observe the proceedings. 

JANUARY 1995 

Example 

"Juan, thank you for waiting until every-
one has finished their work to sharpen 
your pencils." 

When Susan came to the teacher's desk 
and interrupted Ms. Miller and Pete, who 
were working together on a special as-
signment, Ms. Miller and Pete paid no at-
tention to her. 

After several weeks of school, the class 
reviewed and finalized the guidelines 
about the behavior expected from each 
member. In addition to establishing a 
classroom code of conduct, they decided 
on some consequences for infractions of 
the rules. 

While Steven was chewing gum in class, 
the teacher went to his desk and said to 
him quietly, "Don't chew gum at school, 
Steven." 

During a group science activity, Bill was 
disruptive. His teacher had him return to 
his desk for 5 minutes while the others 
continued the science experiment. 

The student earns a special privilege only Because Tyler was not absent for a week 
for reaching the desired behavior. of school, he was allowed 10 minutes of 

extra gym time on Friday afternoon. 

The student loses privileges for engaging 
in the target behavior. 

A person earns privileges or rewards by 
behaving appropriately. 

Individuals earn reinforcement when they 
achieve a goal established for the group. 

The class or group earns a special re-
ward when the entire class meets the es-
tablished goal. 

Emily became ineligible for this week's 
monitor duty because she was disruptive 
in the hall before school. 

Susan earned the entire class 5 minutes 
of extra lunch time because she didn't ar-
gue with her teachers all morning. 

Each student who returned to campus on 
time after lunch break for 2 school weeks 
is rewarded with bonus points toward 
their semester grade. 

When the entire class was not disruptive 
during history period Monday through 
Thursday, the weekly history test was 
canceled. 



Tactic 

PEER MANAGEMENT 
Tutoring 

Behavioral managers 

Environmental restructuring 

SELF-MANAGEMENT 
Self-regulation 

Self-evaluation 

Self-reinforcement 

PARENT ACTION 

OVERCORRECTION 
Positive practice 

Restitution 

Definition 

One student proficient in an academic 
assignment serves in the role of teacher 
for a classmate who needs additional as-
sistance. 

One whose classroom behavior is usually 
appropriate earns the privilege of becom-
ing the dispenser of praise and rewards 
for a peer. 

The class is instructed and reinforced for 
encouraging a classmate's appropriate 
behavior. 
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Example 

Sally had difficulty learning her arithmetic 
facts and, therefore, was very disruptive 
during the time scheduled for arithmetic. 
Her teacher paired her with a classmate 
for extra drill and practice, which resulted 
in less disruption and Sally's mastery of 
arithmetic facts. 

After training in behavioral techniques, 
Brian became the behavioral manager for 
Kevin. Brian modeled correct behavior 
and reinforced Kevin when he acted ap-
propriately. 

Franklin had a history of disturbing class 
during study and seatwork assignments. 
In the past, the class laughed at Franklin 
and encouraged his disruption. After dis-
cussion and training sessions, the class 
learned to praise his quiet working be-
havior and ignore his disruptions. 

Individuals monitor their own behavior, When Bill realized that he and Lonnie 
seek to avoid those situations that precip- were about to begin to fight, Bill left the 
itate inappropriate behavior, and stop that playground and returned to his class-
behavior if it is initiated. room. 

Correcting one's own performance, 
recording the frequency, and graphing 
the resulting data. 

Rewarding oneself for correct behavior. 

Involves parents in the design and imple-
mentation of an intervention plan. 

Extreme practice of the desired forms of 
the target behavior. 

When the environment is destroyed or al-
tered, the student must restore it to an 
improved state. 

Judy marked each time she talked out 
during school on a score sheet kept on 
her desk. At the end of each day, she to-
taled the tallies and graphed the score. 

Because Leroy did not get into trouble 
that day in the lunchroom, he stopped at 
a convenience store after school and 
treated himself to a soda. 

Young-il's parents worked with his 
teacher to develop a plan to promote 
homework completion at home with rein-
forcement by the teacher. 

Megin pushed and shoved her way into 
class after recess. For the next 5 school 
days, she had to hold the classroom door 
open for her classmates. This made her 
the last one returning to class after re-
cess and lunch breaks. 

In a mood of defiance, Gail tipped over 
her desk. As her consequence, she had 
to straighten the entire classroom. 
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Tactic 

OVERCORRECTION ( continued) 

Exclusion 

Seclusion 

TIME-OUT 
Exclusion 

Seclusion 

PUNISHMENT 

EXCLUSION 
In-school supervision 

Suspension 

Expulsion 
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Definition Example 

Upon substantial disruption, the student 
is excused from class. 

For severe, out-of-control behavior, the 
pupil is placed in an isolated room. 

Upon substantial disruption, the student 
is asked to leave the class. 

As a result of severe, disruptive, out-of-
control behavior, the student is placed in 
an isolated room for a short period of 
time until the behavior is brought under 
control. 

The application of an aversive event after 
an occurrence of an undesired behavior. 

Removal of a student from one or more 
classes while requiring him or her to 
spend the time in a designated school 
area. 

The removal of an individual from school 
for a specified number of days, not usu-
ally longer than 10 school days. 

Removal of a student from school either 
permanently or for an indefinite time, usu-
ally exceeding 10 school days. 

Sarah was too noisy during music, so the 
music teacher had her return to her 
homeroom. 

Whenever John had a violent temper 
tantrum, he was sent to a time-out room 
for a minimum of 3 minutes. 

Reginald was loud and uncooperative 
during science class. The teacher's at-
tempts to curb the behavior failed, result-
ing in Reginald being asked to report to 
the principal's office. 

Elizabeth became extremely angry as a 
result of an altercation with another stu-
dent. She became verbally abusive, 
threatened other students, and refused to 
cooperate with the teacher by sitting 
down and returning to her task. Elizabeth 
was removed to the isolation room to al-
low her time to calm down and regain her 
composure. 

For refusing to do her seatwork assign-
ment, Nancy had to stay after school and 
wait for her parents to pick her up, after 
her parents consulted with the teacher 
about Nancy's inappropriate behavior. 

After considerable unruly and disruptive 
conduct in Algebra and English, Mary 
Jane was assigned to spend that time in 
the counselor's office for 3 school days. 

After a variety of interventions were 
scheduled unsuccessfully and a hearing 
was held, Nathan was suspended for 1 
week because he defiantly disobeyed his 
teachers, destroyed school property, and 
threatened other students. 
School personnel had tried all means 
available to them to control Mark's con-
duct. Despite their attempts, Mark fought 
with other students, threatened his teach-
ers, and destroyed the learning environ-
ment for his classmates. After a formal 
hearing, Mark was expelled from school 

Source: From Effective Discipline (pp. 96-97, 154-156) by D. D. Smith and D. M. Rivera, 1993, Austin, TX: PRO-ED. 



which can be very reinforcing to some youngsters. This tactic 
also often produces a "ripple effect" (i.e., other students en-
gage in the behavior that was praised to earn their own praise 
from the teacher). Following are some ideas for implement-
ing the specific praise intervention technique. 

1. Identify the target behavior. 
2. Provide a positive comment about the expected behavior. 
3. Make the statement specific to the behavior. 
4. Provide specific praise orally or in writing, publicly or pri-

vately depending upon the situation and the student. 
5. Apply specific praise consistently and then intermittently. 
6. Evaluate the effectiveness of the intervention frequently. 
7. Develop a plan of how to increase the use of specific 

praise in the classroom. 
8. Consider how the "ripple effect" and the use of specific 

praise could change students' behaviors. 

Ignoring 
Ignoring requires educators to systematically withdraw at-

tention for every occurrence of the problem behavior. It can 
be a powerful intervention when used correctly in appropriate 
situations. For example, it is effective only when the person 
whose attention is being sought is the one who withholds at-
tention. In the following example, ignoring Jim's talking be-
havior worked only when the attention of the students around 
him in study hall was withdrawn and he was aware of this sit-
uation. 

Jim talked to several students around him during study hall. 
The study hall teacher chose to ignore Jim's disruption, but 
the behavior only worsened. When the teacher told the stu-
dents privately that they were not to talk to Jim and when he 
realized that he was being ignored, Jim's disruptive behavior 
ceased. 
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Below are guidelines for the use of ignoring. Teachers must 
use discretion when ignoring behaviors (Sabatino, 1983). 
Some behaviors (e.g., tattling, whining) indeed can be ig-
nored safely without risk to instruction. Other behaviors (e.g., 
throwing objects, hitting), however, can interfere with in-
struction or pose a threat to the student, teacher, or other stu-
dents. In these cases, ignoring is obviously not the appropri-
ate intervention to use. 

1. Identify the behavior of concern. 
2. Identify whose attention the student is seeking; that person 

should implement the intervention. 
3. Ignore the student when the target behavior occurs. 
4. Provide attention and praise to the student when the target 

behavior does not occur. 
5. Use the "ripple effect" to obtain appropriate behavior. 
6. Identify ways that nonverbal communication can be used 

as part of the ignoring technique. 
7. Identify behavior problems where specific praise paired 

with ignoring would be effective interventions. 
8. Consider ways to teach students to ignore the target stu-

dent. 

Criterion-Specific Rewards 
Teachers can encourage discipline by implementing vari-

ous reinforcement procedures. The use of criterion-specific 
rewards implies that the student earns a privilege only for 
reaching the desired level of the target behavior, such as in-
creasing academic performance or decreasing inappropriate 
behaviors. Rewarding students for engaging in appropriate 
behavior is positive and most often successful. If reinforce-
ment is used to reduce disruption, it should be used to im-
prove academic performance as well. When implementing a 

TABLE 2 

Elementary-Level Students 
Happy face stars and stickers 
Student of the week 
Super stars 
Good work displayed on bulletin board 
Puzzles and games 
Choice of playground equipment 
Assignment reduction 
Principal's helper 

Examples of Rewards 
Secondary-Level Students 
Grades 
Certificate of recognition 
Honor roll club recognition at the end of each grading period 
Bulletin board decoration 
Age-appropriate board games 
Library pass 
Choice of seat 
No homework 

Source: Adapted from Effective Discipline (p. 77) by D. D. Smith and D. M. Rivera, 1993, Austin, TX: PRO-ED. 
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criterion-specific reward system, several considerations must 
be addressed: selecting reinforcers, establishing criterion for 
earning reinforcers, and identifying schedules of reinforce-
ment. 

Rewards selected for students do not have to be expensive 
or tangible, and the system for earning rewards does not need 
to be complicated. (See Table 2 for examples.) Simple sys-
tems are often more effective than complex ones. The follow-
ing suggestions are offered for identifying reinforcers and re-
wards: 

1. Determine the activities students prefer through observa-
tion and questioning. 

2. Have a variety of age-appropriate reinforcers available to 
meet individual preferences and to provide options. 

3. Try new rewards as student preferences change. 
4. Select reinforcers that are inexpensive, are easy to locate 

and implement in the classroom, and can be enjoyed in a 
short amount of class time. 

5. Schedule time daily or weekly for students to enjoy the 
earned reinforcers. 

The criteria for earning a reward will vary. Criteria can of-
ten be determined from behavioral objectives, teacher's 
guides, or common sense. For example, most academic skills 
should be taught to mastery, which means from 85% to 95% 
accuracy. However, certain academic skills, such as counting 
money and telling time, should be taught to a 100% criterion 
level. Criteria for decreasing disruptive behavior also varies. 
Some behaviors (e.g., hitting, stealing) must be reduced to 
0% occurrence, whereas others (e.g., out of seat, talking out) 
may be acceptable at just a few occurrences during a certain 
period of time. Criteria for decreasing or extinguishing inap-
propriate behavior can be determined from behavioral objec-
tives, social skills programs, and experience. 

The schedule of reinforcement used depends on the indi-
vidual needs of the students. For example, some students 
need continuous reinforcement contingent on achieving the 
specified criterion for performance when they are first acquir-
ing a new skill. Some students who have recently learned a 
skill still require reinforcement on an intermittent, unpre-
dictable basis to maintain the criterion level. 

Interdependent Group Contingency 
A group contingency involves a reward being given to stu-

dents based on the behavior of other students. An interdepen-
dent group contingency is when the class or group earns a re-
ward when the entire class meets the established goal. That 

is, everyone must perform the behavior in order for all stu-
dents to reap the benefit of the reward. In this intervention, 
the entire group either does or does not benefit from the ac-
tions of the group. In other words, all who participate in the 
appropriate or inappropriate activity participate in its conse-
quences. Classic research (e.g., Barrish, Saunders, & Wolf, 
1969; Broden, Hall, Dunlap, & Clark, 1970; Sulzbacher & 
Houser, 1968) has demonstrated the efficacy of the interde-
pendent group contingency to manage student behavior and 
establish an environment of discipline. Additionally, this tech-
nique has been recommended for use in cooperative learning 
teams to minimize disruptive group behavior (Maurer, 1988). 

Interdependent group contingencies have several advan-
tages. First, they can be used to manage student behavior in 
large- and small-group situations. Secondly, they work effec-
tively with all age groups, including high school students, to 
foster improved academic or social performance. Third, inter-
dependent group contingencies can be fun and result in effec-
tive discipline and management without the heavy atmo-
sphere that a rule-laden environment can foster. Below are 
several ideas for implementing this intervention technique. 

1. Identify a target behavior maintained by the group. 
2. Determine implementation details (e.g., game-like format, 

points). 
3. Identify the criterion level and a reward. 
4. Establish the reward schedule. 
5. Tell students that to earn the reward everyone is account-

able for the target behavior. 
6. Collect data to determine the success of the interdepen-

dent group contingency. 
7. Think of ways an interdependent group contingency can 

be implemented schoolwide by faculty working together 
to eliminate problems. 

Peer Management: Peer Tutoring 
Whether in the general or in the special education setting, 

students can be a very valuable resource in attaining aca-
demic and social skills. Peer tutoring implies that students 
proficient in certain academic skills assist other students who 
need additional help. This technique can be useful in meeting 
individual needs of students with disabilities, promoting aca-
demic achievement, and thus diminishing disruptive behav-
ior. Peer tutors are beneficial in several situations: (a) work-
ing together to finish tasks; (b) assisting other students when 
the teacher is involved with small-group instruction; (c) serv-
ing as group leaders at learning centers, in committees, and in 
the library; and ( d) helping other students who require assis-



tance (Evertson et al., 1984). Once the decision has been 
made to institute a peer tutoring program in the classroom, 
teachers must address several considerations. Smith and Rivera 
(1993) offer the following guidelines for establishing a peer 
tutoring program. 

Guidelines for Tutoring Situations 
Regardless of the tutoring assignment a student is given 

(academic tutor or behavioral manager), some important fac-
tors relating directly to the success of tutoring situations must 
be included: 

1. Select the tutors carefally. Select students who want to en-
gage in tutoring relationships and have a good command 
of the content to be taught. Also be sure there is a good 
match between tutors and tutees. 

2. Train the tutors. Tutors must receive instruction in effec-
tive techniques to impart subject matter, to manage behav-
ior, and to reinforce the tutee. Teacher modeling and tutor 
role-playing can be used in practice situations to help tu-
tors acquire effective techniques for working with tutees. 

3. Provide incentives and rewards for tutors. Students se-
lected as tutors may be motivated and inspired at the onset 
of the tutoring experience and then lose interest. Tutors 
must be provided with reinforcement for doing their job 
successfully. 

EVALUATION 
We have described a number of proven intervention proce-

dures for modifying disruptive and disobedient behavior, but 
these strategies are not always effective with all children all 
of the time. We advocate the use of tactics lower on the Inter-
vention Ladder first and the application of more stringent 
procedures only when less intrusive techniques are not suffi-
cient to change the target behavior to meet the requirements 
of desired school and classroom deportment. Educators need 
to use evaluation procedures that provide immediate feed-
back about the influence of the tactics applied. Therefore, we 
suggest that evaluation be concurrent with the implementa-
tion of intervention techniques. The evaluation methods dis-
cussed here are simple but powerful enough for the purposes 
of judging the effectiveness of intervention procedures and 
communicating those effects to others. For those unfamiliar 
with plotting student data, numerous sources of information 
are available, but see especially Cooper, Heron, and Heward 
(1987) and Gardner et al. (1994). 
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What Should Be Measured? 
The behaviors of primary concern should be the targets of 

the measurement. Measurement should center directly on the 
behavior the educator seeks to change. That behavior must be 
defined carefully and in observable terms. It must be some-
thing that can be consistently observed over a period of time. 
Moods, feelings, and self-concepts are very difficult to mea-
sure this way, but the ways in which they are manifested are 
not difficult to measure. A child might be called "moody," but 
when that child verbally assaults her classmates and teachers, 
swears at classmates, or announces that she will not do her 
work or follow classroom rules, measurement is an easy task. 

Identification of the target behavior(s) can be easily ac-
complished by informal observations and anecdotal record 
keeping. Notes about what specific behaviors comprise dis-
obedient acts can be very helpful in determining exactly what 
behaviors need remediation. During this observation period, 
many teachers often find that the behaviors of concern are 
neither as pervasive, general, or unmanageable as they had 
thought. This identification period must be complete. Its main 
purpose is to identify what is to be measured. If the teacher 
changes his or her mind in the middle of the evaluation phase, 
the data gathered become useless. One key to successful eval-
uation is consistency in what behaviors are measured and the 
strategy scheduled. Thus, to determine what to measure: 

1. Select a behavior of great concern (e.g., causing destruc-
tion, interfering with instruction, hurting self or another 
student). 

2. Define precisely the behavior to be measured (i.e., must be 
observable, countable, and have a beginning and end). 

3. Observe consistently over a period of time (i.e., observe 
the same time each day for tI:ie same amount of time). 

How Should Behavior Be Measured? 
Behavior should be measured in the simplest way possible 

and with as much immediacy as possible. Evaluations of in-
tervention programs should not become terribly complex. 
Evaluation of a behavioral intervention is not inherently bet-
ter because it took hours to complete and involved an un-
wieldy measurement system requiring outside data takers. 
Often a simpler system results in easier application and com-
munication. 

Once the behavior or set of behaviors targeted for remedia-
tion are identified precisely, the teacher must decide what 
measurement system to use. The measurement system to be 
selected depends on the type of behavior change desired ( e.g., 
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Is the teacher concerned with the frequency or with the dura-
tion of the behavior?). The amount or frequency of the fol-
lowing behaviors is usually what constitutes the problem: lit-
tering on school grounds, defacing or destroying property, 
talking back to the teacher, not completing homework or seat-
work assignments, or not returning library books. However, 
for some behaviors teachers are more concerned about the 
duration of the target behavior: for example, the amount of 
time wasted during class or spent changing from class to class 
or activity to another activity, preparing to leave school at the 
end of the day, or corning from the school bus to the class-
room. 

In some cases, both the frequency and duration of the be-
havior can be of concern. In these situations the educator 
should decide which aspect is more important ( or take both 
frequency and duration data concurrently). Although often re-
lated, the frequency and duration of behaviors are not neces-
sarily dependent on each other. For example, a student can be 
out of his or her seat once, but for the entire class period. 
Thus, when determining how to measure behavior: (a) use the 
simplest technique and (b) select a system that is sensitive to 
the target behavior. 

When Should Behavior Be Measured? 
Behavior should be measured in the same way and at the 

same time each day the teacher and student work together. The 
notion of consistent and daily ( or very frequent) applications 
of tactics and measurement systems is critical to successful 
intervention. The purpose of collecting precise information 
about student performance is to determine whether the infrac-
tion is serious and whether the scheduled intervention causes 
the desired improvement. To judge the effectiveness of the 
intervention, the teacher must be able to compare one day's 
performance with another and one week's performance with 
the next. For this to occur, the measures of the target behavior 
must be equivalent. They must be taken frequently (preferably 
daily) on the same behavior or set of behaviors with the same 
measurement system under similar conditions. Frequent mea-
surements provide a more accurate and complete picture of 
the student's behavior patterns. Teachers need to know as soon 
as possible whether the initiated programs are producing the 
intended results, particularly for serious infractions. Pre- and 
posttesting with several months between each evaluation is a 
luxury educators and school environments cannot afford. Also, 
subsequent educational planning is best when information is 
readily available. When deciding when behavior should be 
measured: 

1. Use the measurement the same way and same time each day. 
2. Select a consistent time daily to measure the behavior. 
3. Compare the data from one day and week to the next. 
4. Measure frequently, preferably daily. 

Who Should Conduct the Measurement? 
The school day is filled with many noninstructional tasks, 

and teachers' time is consumed with activities that limit their 
abilities to concentrate on instruction. The elimination or re-
duction of various behavioral distractions results in increased 
instructional time; however, it is not necessary for only teach-
ers to spend time collecting information about student deport-
ment. 

There is no mystique about measuring student perfor-
mance or collecting data on students' school behavior. Once 
the target behavior has been identified, the proper measure-
ment system selected, and the time period for measurement 
determined, the collection and display of the evaluation data 
are relatively simple tasks. With some initial guidance and 
periodic monitoring, practically anyone can be assigned the 
task of collecting the data on which evaluation decisions will 
be made. Both experience and research indicate that people 
other than teachers-parent volunteers, para-educators, the 
targeted students, other students--can collect accurate infor-
mation. If students are used, however, they might initially 
need assistance so they will be neither too stringent nor too 
lenient. 

Measurement Systems 
Many different measurement systems are available for 

evaluating the effectiveness of intervention procedures on the 
improvement of student performance. Some of these (e.g., 
correct and error rate scores, percentage correct scores) are 
more applicable to instructional situations; others are more 
complicated than necessary for most instructional or disci-
pline situations. Simple data collection systems usually meet 
the need. In particular, three measurement systems are most 
useful to assess student deportment: frequency, duration, and 
the percentage of those two indicators of performance. 

Frequency indicates how many times the student engaged 
in the target behavior. It is a tally or count of the number of 
times the behavior occurred over a constant period of time or 
of how many students engaged in the target behavior. 

Duration data answer the question "How much time did 
the student engage in a certain activity?" The person collect-
ing the data should be given a stopwatch that can accumulate 



time. Each time the targeted behavior begins, the stopwatch is 
started, and each time the episode concludes, the stopwatch is 
stopped. At the end of the period, the total amount of time 
spent engaged in the target behavior appears on the face of 
the stopwatch, and that becomes the day's data to record. 
When this method of collecting duration data is used, the 
teacher knows only the total time the student engaged in the 
undesirable behavior for the observation period, not how long 
each episode lasted. Since, however, the major concern usu-
ally is the total amount of instructional time being misused, 
information about the time involved for each occurrence of 
the target behavior during the period is not as important. 

In middle and high schools, academic periods last for fairly 
consistent lengths of time. On the rare days when the sched-
ule is altered, those data could be discounted and not entered 
into the permanent record. Tardiness is usually observed un-
der constant conditions, and simple duration data are suffi-
cient for the purposes of daily and weekly comparisons. In el-
ementary schools, teachers usually schedule their school day 
according to a constant set of time periods. Some keep records 
of school deportment for the entire school day. In these cases 
simple frequency and duration data suffice. 

Percentage of occurrence is a type of measurement system 
that adjusts for observation times that are not consistent. As 
just mentioned, if frequency or duration data are collected, 
the time period for data collection must be constant since the 
purpose of data collection and the application of a measure-
ment system is for a comparison of one day's data with an-
other. In many school situations, observation times cannot be 
consistent. Many factors contribute to this problem, including 
abbreviated school days and inconsistent class periods. When 
consistent observation times are not possible on a daily basis, 
simple frequency and duration data are not useful without an 
additional calculation turning the raw data into percentage 
scores. 

Evaluation Phases 
Four basic phases comprise most behavioral evaluation 

plans: assessment, intervention, maintenance, and follow-up. 
The assessment phase has many obvious purposes: identifica-
tion of the seriousness of the infraction, the intensity of its oc-
currence, and the conditions under which it occurs. Consis-
tent daily assessment before interventions are scheduled has 
many benefits. Often the teacher finds that the correct behav-
ior for change has not been identified and other behaviors 
need to be identified and measured precisely. Sometimes the 
seriousness of the problem leads to selection of a procedure 
higher on the Intervention Ladder than originally planned. Of 
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course, the primary benefit of the assessment phase is for 
later comparisons. Only when teachers know the original lev-
els of the behavior under consideration can an evaluation of 
long- and short-term effects be made. 

The intervention phase follows the assessment or baseline 
period. The intervention selected shoµld be in effect each ob-
servation day during this phase. After several days of explain-
ing the intervention strategy to the students, daily instructions 
are not necessary. The intervention phase should last as long 
as necessary. There are two fundamental reasons for termi-
nating an intervention: either a criterion has been met or the 
intervention is unsuccessful. Data should guide teachers mak-
ing such determinations. Sometimes an intervention is effec-
tive initially but loses its power with time. When the evalua-
tion data indicate that this has occurred, another intervention 
strategy should be planned that adds to or replaces the first. 
Unfortunately, not all interventions work as hoped or ex-
pected. If evaluation data indicate that the behavior worsened 
or that the intervention did not produce the desired results, 
another plan must be put into effect. Therefore, many remedi-
ation programs include more than one intervention phase. 

When interventions are terminated, the previous undesir-
able behavior patterns may return. Thus, it is necessary to im-
plement a maintenance phase by continuing to measure the 
target behavior after the intervention phase is concluded. For 
several weeks the teacher in charge of the project should con-
tinue measurement of the target behavior according to the 
schedule followed during the assessment and intervention 
conditions. If the desired deportment is maintained, then peri-
odic checks should ensue in afollow-up phase. 

When designing an intervention plan for a targeted behav-
ior, remember to: 

1. Conduct an assessment phase (baseline) to obtain infor-
mation about initial performance. 

2. Select a measurement system that is sensitive to the tar-
geted behavior. 

3. Measure daily at the same time. 
4. Graph and utilize decision rules. 
5. Implement the intervention systematically and on a daily 

basis. 
6. Establish a criterion for mastery. 
7. Compare assessment with intervention phase data to de-

termine if progress is being made. 
8. Conduct periodic checks to assure maintenance. 
9. If students don't maintain their performance, intervene 

immediately and consistently so data can guide decision 
making. 

10. Match infraction and intervention using data collected. 
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Displaying Data 
For ease of analysis and communication with other educa-

tors, the school community, parents, and students, the display 
of the evaluation data need not be complicated. Graphs do not 
have to be constructed or maintained only by the adult super-
vising the intervention project. Students can contribute to this 
task while applying the basic mathematics skill of graphing. 
A disruptive student could earn the privilege of keeping a 
class graph for a period of time, or a responsible student can 
be assigned the task. Students whose behavior has been tar-
geted for remediation could chart the evaluation data gath-
ered on themselves. Although not terribly time-consuming, 
constructing and keeping graphs current can be one more un-
necessary task to ask teachers and other school personnel to 
assume. Therefore, whenever possible, consider asking stu-
dents to construct and enter the data on the graphs. 

CONCLUSION 
With recent calls for more inclusive schools (NASBE, 

1992; Sailor, 1991), general education teachers are seeing a 
higher rate of integration of students with disabilities in their 
classrooms. One result is a greater diversity of ability, moti-
vation, skills, and achievement. A frequent by-product of 
such diversity is higher levels of disruption, which, unfortu-
nately, can negatively impact the learning environment. All 
teachers, and particularly those working in inclusive class-
rooms, must work diligently to ensure that students receive as 
much instructional time as possible. Without direct attention 
to this factor, positive instructional time can drop to ex-
tremely low levels (Pemberton, 1994) and negatively influ-
ence students' academic achievements. 

High levels of disruption can alter the positive learning en-
vironment, remove the teacher from instruction, and result in 
classroom chaos. In this article, we suggest that discipline in-
tervention can and should be helpful. Teachers must create 
learning environments that prevent and deter disruption. They 
must be armed with a wide array of interventions ranging 
from mild to severe and subtle to intrusive. When adminis-
tered in a systematic and hierarchical fashion, intervention 
can result in an exciting situation where students are free to 
explore and learn to their levels of ability. We hope that this 

brief exploration of the context of discipline, the creation of 
positive learning environments, and the Intervention Ladder 
will assist you in developing a rich classroom where disci-
pline is not a concern. 
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