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Academic Achievement of Students with 
Emotional and Behavioural Disorders: 

A Review of the Research

Jenn de Lugt
Queen’s University

Abstract

Although students with emotional and behavioural disorders of-
ten have academic defi cits, the interventions provided for these 
students usually focus on their behaviour. The result may be that 
the academic needs of this population are neglected and possi-
bly increase due to neglect. While the research is inconclusive, it 
suggests that there may be a reciprocal relationship between poor 
academic achievement and problem behaviour. Without early and 
effective intervention, students with emotional and behaviour dis-
abilities (EBD) are likely to be at risk for poor academic as well 
as psychosocial outcomes. The purpose of this review is threefold: 
(a) to review the recent research on the academic achievement, 
particularly reading achievement, of students with EBD; (b) to de-
scribe the current classroom instruction provided to students with 
EBD; and (c) to review the research on what constitutes effective 
instructional practice for this population. The paper closes with 
recommendations for future research.
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Introduction

The research shows that students with emotional and behavioural disor-
ders (EBD) often have academic defi cits (Levy & Chard, 2001; Pierce, Reid, 
& Epstein, 2004; Strong, Wehby, Falk, & Lane, 2004). Academic failure, par-
ticularly in reading, is a major predictor of larger failures academically and 
socially in school and beyond school (Scott & Shearer-Lingo, 2002; Strong et 
al., 2004). In addition, research has shown that without effective intervention, 
elementary students with behavioural disorders are likely to have diffi culties 
throughout their school years, are at risk of dropping out of school, and tend 
to experience social problems as adults (Laffey, Espinosa, Moore, & Lodree, 
2003; Levy & Chard, 2001; Trout, Nordness, Pierce, & Epstein, 2003).

The comorbid nature of emotional and behavioural disorders is common 
and therefore this term is frequently used to describe students with a range of 
problems that adversely affect their interaction with peers and teachers. So-
cially, students with EBD are often excluded from regular education environ-
ments because of behaviours such as non-compliance, aggression, disruption, 
self-injury, property damage, and antisocial responses (Scott & Shearer-Lingo, 
2002). In addition, children with EBD are often characterized by poor aca-
demic performance that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health 
impairments (Reid, Gonzalez, Nordness, Trout, & Epstein, 2004). There is 
little consensus on a defi nition of behaviour exceptionalities, and in the Cana-
dian context defi nitions vary from province to province (Dworet & Rathgeber, 
1998). In the classroom setting, behavioural exceptionalities are generally de-
fi ned as those behaviours that differ signifi cantly and chronically from socially 
accepted norms, interfering with the learning of the individual and the class as 
a whole (Hutchinson, 2007). Behavioural disorders range in severity from mild 
through moderate to severe. The characteristics of these disorders include a 
number of externalizing (e.g., aggression, hyperactivity, and non-compliance) 
and internalizing (e.g., anxiety, depression, and stress-related disorders) char-
acteristics that inhibit a child’s ability to successfully build and maintain social 
relationships with peers, teachers, and adults. These behaviours are exhibited 
over an extended period of time, in more than one setting, and with more than 
one person. In addition, students identifi ed as having behavioural disorders 
usually have not responded well to regular classroom management strategies 
(Hutchinson, 2007). According to Lewis and Sugai (1999), problem behav-
iour is the single most common reason why individuals with disabilities are 
removed from regular school, work, and home settings.

This paper is presented in six sections. The fi rst section provides an in-
troduction to the paper including its purpose, rationale, and the method used. 
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The second section focuses on what is known about the academic and read-
ing achievement of students with EBD. The third section summarizes current 
classroom instruction for this population, and the fourth section reviews re-
search on effective instructional practices for students with EBD. The fi nal two 
sections provide a summary of the data and a conclusion to this review.

Rationale

Much less attention has been paid to the nature of academic and read-
ing defi cits, and to what constitutes effective academic instruction for students 
with EBD, than to their behavioural and social needs and to behavioural and 
social interventions. This lack of academic focus could mean that existing aca-
demic defi cits are exacerbated. Furthermore, several authors have suggested 
that with effective instruction that ensures academic success for the student, 
behaviour problems can be ameliorated (Adelman & Taylor, 2001; Lane et al., 
2002; Scott & Shearer-Lingo, 2002; Vandergriff & Rust, 1985; Wehby, Falk, 
Barton-Arwood, Lane, & Cooley, 2003).

Two recent papers, a literature review (Trout et al., 2003) and a meta-
analysis (Reid et al., 2004) reviewed the literature between 1961 and 2000. 
Trout et al. (2003) reviewed the research on the academic status of children 
with EBD and found that, of the 70 data sets in which the academic status of 
students with EBD was described (in 35 studies), none reported that students 
achieved above grade level. Furthermore, 32 out of the 35 reports (91%) in-
dicated that students with EBD were academically defi cient (particularly in 
reading and mathematics). In this study, the authors reviewed the literature on 
student characteristics, students’ academic status, and trends in research. This 
review confi rmed that students with EBD generally perform one to two years 
below grade level, and that intervention programs that focus solely on social 
behaviour ignore the students’ academic defi cits.

One could argue that, like all literature reviews, this study by Trout and 
her colleagues (Trout et al., 2003) is confi ned by its search criteria. Because 
a number of descriptors can be used to identify the target population, it is 
possible that some articles were missed. The authors reported that they hand-
searched two journals (Behavioral Disorders and the Journal of Emotional and 
Behavioral Disorders). The selection criteria for inclusion of papers required 
articles to report a quantifi able measure of the students’ achievement compared 
to peers. The authors reported that this restricted the number of included data 
sets so that only 56% of those available were described in the review. In spite 
of what might be seen as limitations, this study supported the conclusion that 
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students with EBD often have signifi cant academic defi cits; the authors sug-
gested that more work is needed to address specifi c academic accommoda-
tions, interventions, and individualized programs for students who have EBD 
and coexisting academic defi cits.

A meta-analysis by Reid et al. (2004) provided an estimate of the mag-
nitude of the difference in academic performance between students with EBD 
and their same-age, non-disabled peers by quantitatively synthesizing the re-
search on the academic status of students with EBD. Through their literature 
search of relevant studies published between 1961 and 2000, 25 studies were 
found that met the inclusion criteria. These criteria stipulated that participants 
met specifi c criteria that identifi ed them as having EBD, the study included a 
mean score and standard deviation on a standardized test in at least one aca-
demic area, and the study sample included children and youth between the ages 
of 5 and 21. The 25 studies included 2,486 participants with EBD, where 80% 
were boys and 20% were girls. The fi ndings demonstrated a moderate to large 
(-.69) overall difference in the academic performance of students with EBD, 
compared to those without; 75% of the students in the EBD group scored be-
low the mean of the contrast group. This study also showed that students with 
EBD performed signifi cantly below their peers in all academic areas, with the 
greatest absolute defi cits in mathematics and spelling; however, the differences 
across academic areas were not signifi cant. 

A longitudinal study by Anderson, Kutash, and Duchnowski (2001) 
compared the academic achievement of students with EBD to that of students 
with learning disabilities (LD). The academic progress of the two groups was 
assessed after a 5-year period by identifying changes in standardized math-
ematics and reading achievement test scores. Forty-two students with EBD and 
61 students with LD were tested at Time 1 (Kindergarten or Grade 1) and again 
at Time 2 (Grade 5 or 6). Anderson et al. found that although both groups were 
initially below the norm in mathematics and reading achievement, after 5 years 
of receiving special education services only the LD group had made signifi cant 
progress in reading even though their scores had been substantially lower than 
those of the students with EBD at Time 1. This result is particularly alarming 
considering that the students with EBD had received signifi cantly more spe-
cial education services during this period. Several limitations suggest that this 
study should be interpreted with caution. The researchers conducted secondary 
analysis of an existing data set, preventing any control by the researchers over 
data collection. Secondly, as the authors reported, it was not possible to track 
and assess the individual special education services provided to the partici-
pants, and the type and quality of these services could have affected academic 
outcomes. In addition, this research was conducted on data collected from one 
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school district in the southeastern United States, restricting generalization. In 
spite of these limitations, this study by Anderson et al. highlights the possibil-
ity that students with EBD require academic interventions.

Of the elementary exceptional student population in Ontario, 4.4% is 
receiving special education services for behaviour disorders (Weber & Ben-
nett, 2004). More than 50% of students with EBD have been shown to meet 
one or more of the criteria for identifying students as having an LD (Glassberg, 
Hooper, & Mattison, 1999). Even with this considerable overlap, researchers 
and teachers have focused almost exclusively on managing the behaviour of 
students with EBD, while working to improve the academic success of stu-
dents with LD. With intervention programs that focus solely or predominantly 
on behaviour, the implications are obvious; any existing academic defi cits are 
likely to be exacerbated.

This paper reviews research in three areas relevant to these issues: (a) the 
academic and reading achievement of students with EBD, (b) current classroom 
instruction provided to students with EBD, and (c) what the research shows 
constitutes effective instructional practices for this population. The research 
on the academic achievement of students with EBD, published between 1961 
and 2000, has been thoroughly reviewed (Reid et al., 2004; Trout et al., 2003); 
however, a number of studies on the topic have been completed between 2001 
and 2007. Thus, this paper will bring the review on academic achievement to 
the present. It will also enable a contrast of the descriptive studies of current 
classroom instruction for students with EBD with what the research documents 
as effective instructional practices for these students. Merging these three areas 
of research may suggest fruitful directions for future intervention research and 
classroom interventions to meet the academic as well as social and behavioural 
needs of students with EBD.          

Method

This review is not intended to be exhaustive, but rather examines the 
recent literature (from 2001 to the present) regarding the relationship between 
academic achievement and behaviour, the status of current instructional prac-
tices, and what is known about effective instruction for students with EBD. 
The criteria for inclusion were that: (a) the publication date should be between 
2001 and 2007, (b) the article must refer to the academic achievement of stu-
dents with EBD, (c) school-aged children (between the ages of 4 and 17) are the 
participants, and (d) the interventions are school-based. The literature search 
was initiated by consulting four core education research databases (the Profes-
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sional Development Collection, Education Full Text, Canadian Education, and 
ERIC Databases). Keywords used in the search included but were not limited 
to combinations of behaviour disorders, EBD, behaviour problems, academic 
achievement, reading, literacy, students, and effective academic instruction. 
Subsequent to the initial search, additional leads were followed that were in the 
reference lists of relevant papers.

Academic and Reading Achievement of Students with EBD

Although causality has not yet been determined, the evidence suggests a 
reciprocal relationship between poor academic achievement and problem be-
haviour (Hinshaw, 1992). In some cases, underachievement has been shown 
to foster inappropriate behaviour (Morgan, Farkas, Tufi s, & Sperling, in press; 
Trout et al., 2003) while in others, problem behaviour has been shown to nega-
tively infl uence academic performance (Wehby, Lane, & Falk, 2003). In an 
investigation using the Environmental Risk (E-Risk) Longitudinal Twin Study, 
Trzesniewski, Moffi tt, Caspi, Taylor, and Maughan (2006) found that for boys, 
a reciprocal causation model best explained the relationship between reading 
achievement and antisocial behaviour. For this group of 5- and 7-year-olds, 
poor reading led to antisocial behaviour and vice versa. For girls, however, 
it was found that behaviour problems led to reading problems, but reading 
problems did not lead to behaviour problems. This distinction has important 
implications for interventions for both groups.

Several studies have shown that students with EBD have below-average 
cognitive functioning (Coleman, 1996) and large academic defi cits with exter-
nalizing behaviours, particularly related to reading, mathematics, and written 
language achievement (Nelson, Benner, Lane, & Smith, 2004; Trout et al., 
2003). Ruhl and Berlinghoff (1992) suggested that between 33% and 81% of 
children with behavioural disorders have academic diffi culties.

A cross-sectional study by Nelson et al. (2004) with a random sample of 
155 Kindergarten to Grade 12 students with EBD (of all the students with EBD 
in an urban school district) examined the extent to which students with EBD 
experienced academic achievement defi cits. These students (126 boys and 29 
girls) were receiving special education services for EBD in a mid-sized urban 
public school district in the American Midwest. Data were collected over a 4-
month period on the academic achievement (mathematics, reading, and written 
language skills) of the students, their age and gender, and problem behaviours 
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as recorded on the Child Behavior Checklist: Teacher Report Form (Achen-
bach, 1991). Three principal fi ndings from this study were highlighted. First, 
they found that the sample as a whole (both boys and girls) experienced large 
academic achievement defi cits in all content areas compared to the group on 
which the achievement test was normed. Second, academic achievement levels 
in reading and written language remained constant through the grades, while 
math defi cits tended to increase with age. Third, they found that students with 
EBD who exhibited externalizing behaviours such as attention, aggression, and 
delinquency were more likely to experience academic achievement defi cits in 
all content areas than students who evidenced internalizing behaviours. 

Although this investigation described the academic achievement of stu-
dents with EBD across the school-aged population, there are several limita-
tions that should be noted. Because of the cross-sectional research design, the 
sampling of students may not have been representative of students with EBD; 
for example, this sample was representative of severity but not of ethnicity or 
SES of the EBD population in general, according to the authors. Furthermore, 
as this study reported on one school district in one geographic area, generaliza-
tion to other groups and areas should be done cautiously. Nevertheless, and 
with these limitations in mind, this study does confi rm earlier work in two 
important aspects: a relatively large proportion of students with EBD also have 
academic problems, and academic underachievement is often associated with 
externalizing behaviours such as aggression, attention, and delinquency.

From these studies it is clear that the academic performance of students 
with EBD is problematic. What is less clear is what cognitive process or pro-
cesses can be implicated. The unique role of attention problems was identifi ed 
by Barriga et al. (2002) in their investigation into the relationship between 
problem behaviours and the academic achievement of adolescents. This study 
examined the relationship between eight teacher-reported problem behaviours 
(withdrawal, somatic complaints, anxiety/depression, social problems, thought 
problems, attention problems, delinquent behaviour, and aggressive behaviour) 
and standardized measures of academic achievement (overall, reading, spell-
ing, and mathematics). The participants were boys (n = 41) and girls (n = 17) 
aged 11 to 19 years who were attending an alternative school for students with 
disruptive behaviour (especially aggression) and poor interpersonal relation-
ships with peers and teachers. The Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT3; 
Wilkinson, 1993) was used to measure academic achievement in three areas: 
reading (letter recognition and naming, and word pronouncing out of context), 
spelling (writing dictated names, letters, and words), and mathematics (count-
ing and reading number symbols, and solving oral problems). Achenbach’s 
(1991) Teacher Report Form was completed by each student’s teacher within 
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one week of the achievement test and was used to assess the adolescents’ aca-
demic and adaptive functioning, and their problem behaviours. Through cor-
relation and regression analyses the researchers found that fi ve of the problem 
behaviours – withdrawal, somatic complaints (internalizing behaviours), and 
attention problems, delinquent behaviour, and aggressive behaviour (external-
izing behaviours) – were signifi cantly correlated with the academic achieve-
ment measures. In contrast, anxiety/depression, thought problems (internal-
izing behaviours) and social problems (externalizing behaviours) were not 
signifi cantly correlated with academic achievement. By conducting multiple 
regression analyses to assess the relationship between these behaviours and 
achievement, while controlling for attention problems, the authors found that 
the same pattern of signifi cance emerged for each analysis. Attention problems 
contributed to the unique variance in each of the academic achievement mea-
sures. The authors concluded that many problem behaviours (both external-
izing and internalizing) are not directly related to academic underachievement, 
but rather that they are associated with attention problems that in turn have a 
negative impact on academic achievement. These fi ndings are in contrast to the 
fi ndings of Hinshaw (1992); he concluded that the mediating role of attention 
was evident in childhood, but not in adolescence where delinquent behaviour 
was a signifi cant predictor of underachievement, even when attention prob-
lems were controlled for. 

Although the literature indicates that students with EBD are generally 
defi cient across all academic subject areas (Nelson et al., 2004; Reid et al., 
2004), reading has most frequently been cited as a particular concern (Levy & 
Chard, 2001; Nelson et al., 2004; Strong et al., 2004; Trout et al., 2003). This 
is likely due, in part, to the prevailing public concern regarding the develop-
ment of literacy skills, in recognition of reading as an essential life skill. In 
addition to reading, several studies have also indicated mathematics (Nelson et 
al., 2004; Reid et al., 2004; Trout et al., 2003) and spelling (Reid et al., 2004) 
as areas of defi ciency for students with EBD.

Negative externalizing behaviours are often found to be associated with 
low achievement outcomes in language skills and mathematics (Barriga et al., 
2002; Nelson et al., 2004), while internalizing behaviours were less clearly 
and less consistently associated with underachievement (Barriga et al., 2002). 
The academic defi cits of this population seem to stabilize over time indicating 
a need for early and effective intervention, without which students with EBD 
are at risk for negative outcomes in both school and life, more so than students 
with other disabilities (Levy & Chard, 2001; Trout et al., 2003).
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Reading Achievement and Students with EBD

Reading disabilities and behaviour problems are the two most pervasive 
childhood disorders (Levy & Chard, 2001). Without early intervention, both 
are likely to lead to costly and long-term negative outcomes for the individual 
and for society. Literacy profi ciency is a critical component to learning and to 
functioning within society. With improved literacy skills, other academic areas 
can potentially be improved and workplace success is more likely.

A number of studies have specifi cally investigated the reading achieve-
ment of students with EBD. Couthino (1986) compared the past and subse-
quent reading performance of students with EBD to that of their peers without 
disabilities. She found that the reading achievement of the students with EBD 
was signifi cantly below that of their peers. More disturbing was the fact that 
the achievement discrepancy between the two groups increased as they pro-
gressed through school. A study (Wehby, as cited in Strong et al., 2004) com-
pared 21 high school students with EBD to a sample of typically achieving 
students, matched on their grade-level reading ability. The results indicated 
that the students with EBD performed signifi cantly lower on word attack skills, 
reading fl uency and accuracy, and overall reading rate.

Some variation in the reading ability of students with EBD was identi-
fi ed by Coleman and Vaughn (2000). The teachers in their focus group found 
that it was diffi cult to separate the emotional and behavioural problems of this 
population from their academic diffi culties. Interestingly, they found that some 
students with EBD were very strong readers and used reading as a means of 
escape, while others could barely read. Most of the teachers agreed that stu-
dents who had “pure” EBD (without any coexisting disabilities) were likely 
to be good readers. Conversely, the teachers believed that those students who 
had additional challenges such as ADHD or learning disabilities were likely to 
have signifi cant problems with reading.

Current Classroom Instruction for Students with EBD

The focus of most EBD programs is behaviour management, not aca-
demic instruction. Recent evidence has revealed that teachers in self-contained 
classrooms for EBD students devote only 30% of the school day to academic 
instruction (Wehby, Lane, et al., 2003). In a regular classroom setting there is 
little focus on the specifi c academic needs of students with EBD. Wehby, Lane, 
et al. suggested four possible factors that contribute to this lack of academic 
instruction:
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1. Student behaviour interferes with instruction. The social and behav-
ioural challenges of students with EBD frequently disrupt the class, 
interfering with the instruction and learning of the student and of the 
class in general.

2. Students infl uence teacher behaviour. Because the most consistent 
interactions between the student with EBD and the teacher are likely 
to occur around instances of inappropriate behaviour, there tends to 
be a lack of praise or positive statements, low rates of instructional 
demands, and high rates of reprimands.

3. There is a lack of teacher preparation. The training of most pre-
service teachers centres on the management of antisocial behaviour, 
placing little or no emphasis on effective instruction for this popula-
tion. 

4. There is a lack of research on the academic needs and best instruc-
tional practices for children and youth with EBD. 

According to Wehby, Lane, et al. (2003), the last of these is the most dis-
concerting because students with EBD often have academic defi cits similar to 
students with learning disabilities but do not receive the same academic focus. 
Furthermore, as several authors have indicated, these defi cits do not appear to 
be remediated over time.

Observational studies provide insights into the reading instruction pro-
vided to students with EBD. A recent review of published observational stud-
ies revealed that 40% or more of EBD students’ instructional time in reading 
is spent doing independent seatwork (Vaughn, Levy, Coleman, & Bos, 2002). 
In general, the results of this review indicated that the overall quality of read-
ing instruction was poor, with too much of the allocated reading time spent on 
waiting, seatwork, and independent work. On average, more than half of the al-
located reading time was spent on independent seatwork and completing work-
sheets, regardless of the setting (general education, special education, and/or 
remedial reading). Little time was devoted to the reading of text or to direct in-
struction, even though current research emphasizes the need for systematic and 
explicit instruction. Furthermore, and despite the evidence supporting small- 
group instruction, studies conducted before 1990 showed a greater emphasis 
on small-group instruction than do more contemporary studies. 

Levy and Chard (2001) conducted an observational study of reading in-
struction in elementary self-contained classrooms for students with EBD and 
confi rmed these fi ndings. Independent seatwork dominated the instructional 
time and although half of the teachers did provide instruction in phonological 
awareness and word analysis, these skills were not applied when the students 



Academic Achievement of Students with EBD

Exceptionality Education Canada, 2007, Vol. 17, No. 3  121

were reading. Furthermore, the emphasis was on managing student behaviour 
and little instruction was teacher-directed. 

Based on the observational research, it appears that academic and reading 
instruction for students with EBD may not refl ect the most current knowledge 
about effective instruction. There is little focus on improving the academic 
status of this population in regular and special education classroom settings. 
The academic instruction these students receive is often far from engaging and 
often over-dependent on individual seatwork. At minimum, instruction for stu-
dents with EBD should follow current best practices that the evidence suggests 
benefi t most students. The following section reports on what research suggests 
constitutes effective instruction for students with EBD.

Effective Instructional Practices for Students with EBD: 
What the Research Shows

Emerging evidence suggests that many of the academic characteristics 
associated with other students experiencing diffi culties in learning to read (de-
velopmental delays and specifi c reading disabilities) are similar to those of 
students with EBD (Levy & Chard, 2001). However, assessment and interven-
tion research for the EBD population has focused almost exclusively on social 
skill development and effective behavioural supports. Reviews of academic 
interventions for students with EBD (Coleman & Vaughn, 2000; Ruhl & Ber-
linghoff, 1992) indicate a scarcity of academic treatment-outcome studies. All 
academic intervention studies reviewed here involve some component of lit-
eracy instruction, indicating the pervasive concern about reading.

Pierce et al. (2004) reviewed 30 studies that used a variety of teacher-
mediated interventions and found that they were successful across all academic 
subject areas. The majority of the studies focused on reading (50%). Although 
most of the interventions were implemented for a short period of time (the 
average length of intervention being 22 days), the authors found that overall, 
most (90%) teacher-mediated interventions were effective in improving the ac-
ademic performance of students with EBD. Because a variety of interventions 
were used, it was diffi cult to fi nd commonalities to defi ne effective interven-
tion. However, several studies suggest that providing the student with choice, 
using reinforcements, structuring academic tasks, and using contingency plans 
and sequential prompting were effective in improving the academic perfor-
mance of students with EBD. Nevertheless, these fi ndings should be interpret-
ed with caution because the results were drawn from only a few studies and, in 
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most of studies, participant and program details were limited, thus restricting 
generalization (Pierce et al., 2004).

Effective Reading Instruction

The teaching of reading has been a critical issue in education for almost 
a century. Research on the most effective means of instruction for promoting 
success in learning to read and comprehending text is ongoing. For the general 
population, there is now considerable agreement on the need for systematic 
and explicit instruction in phonological awareness, decoding, fl uency, and 
comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000). There is also a large body of 
research on effective instructional practices for students with other disabilities 
(e.g., learning disabilities); unfortunately this is not the case for students with 
EBD (Wehby, Lane, et al., 2003).

Reading interventions become a necessary component of reading in-
struction when students exhibit a signifi cant delay in their ability to read. 
There are multiple causes of this delay that can act either independently or in 
combination. Developmental delays, dyslexia, learning disabilities, attention 
defi cit (hyperactivity) disorder (ADD/ADHD), emotional/behavioural prob-
lems, and myriad other neurological, biological, and environmental factors 
can result in reading diffi culties. In choosing the appropriate intervention it is 
crucial to understand the underlying causes and degree of diffi culty, as well as 
the student’s reading developmental stage. In Chall’s (1996) model, there are 
six stages through which a reader progresses in order to become a fl uent and 
critical reader. Each stage emphasizes a specifi c aspect of reading develop-
ment which is necessarily achieved before progression to a subsequent stage. 
The developmental stage of the student indicates which dimensions of reading 
need to be targeted (Figure 1). Instruction can then be directed to the specifi c 
needs of the student.

Phonemic Awareness (PA) is the ability to perceive and manipulate the 
sounds in spoken language. It is evaluated and instructed by specifi c tasks such 
as phoneme isolation, identifi cation, categorization, blending, segmentation, 
and deletion. Phonemes are the smallest units in spoken language. Effective 
PA instruction includes explicit and systematic instruction in phoneme ma-
nipulation. Small-group teaching with a focus on one or two phoneme types 
is considered to be the most effective instructional method (National Reading 
Panel, 2000).

Phonemic awareness and letter knowledge are the two best predictors 
of how well students will learn to read (National Reading Panel, 2000). Pho-
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Figure 1
Stages of Reading Development 

(based on Chall, 1996) and Focus of Instruction

nemic awareness is necessary before children can make use of letter-sound 
knowledge. The decoding of words is enhanced by explicit instruction in letter-
sound relationships (phonics) and the major word chunks such as affi xes, base 
words, blends, and diagraphs. In addition, students need multiple opportunities 
to sound out words (Pressley, 2000).

Fluency in reading is the rapid, accurate, and expressive reading of text. 
Fluency develops as the need for decoding decreases and more sight words are 
accumulated. Fluency aids in comprehension as more memory is freed from 
the process of decoding. Two main types of fl uency instruction (unassisted and 
assisted) have been shown to improve reading fl uency (Kuhn & Stahl, 2003). 
Repeated reading is the independent (unassisted) strategy most commonly 
used to improve fl uency. Assisted fl uency instructional strategies provide a 
model of fl uent reading. Both methods have been shown to improve fl uency in 
readers in terms of speed and accuracy (automaticity), while assisted methods 
are more effective in improving expressive reading of text (prosody; Kuhn & 
Stahl, 2003).

Along the continuum of developing reading skills, fl uency encompasses 
accurate word recognition and is foundational for higher-order reading skills 
such as reading comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000). Early fl u-
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ency-based reading indicators can therefore be used as predictors of reading 
diffi culties and to inform educational decisions and interventions in order to 
improve the reading outcomes of students identifi ed as being at risk of reading 
diffi culties (Good, Simmons, & Kameenui, 2001). In their longitudinal study, 
Good et al., examined the utility and predictive value of fl uency measures of 
four cohorts from Kindergarten through Grade 3. The fl uency-based indicators 
of foundational reading skills consistently indicated that students who scored 
low on one indicator were at serious risk of not attaining acceptable levels of 
performance (according to the Oregon Statewide Assessment) on subsequent 
measures. Prevention-oriented assessments, such as the fl uency-based indica-
tors in this study, can be used to inform instructional decisions to remediate 
reading diffi culties in the early stages of reading development.

The ultimate purpose of reading is to gather meaning from text. Compre-
hension depends primarily on three variables: word-level skills, background 
knowledge, and comprehension strategies (Pressley, 2000). It follows that, in 
order to improve the level of comprehension, word-level decoding is critical 
(Kuhn & Stahl, 2003; Lovett, Lacerenza, & Borden, 2000; Pressley, 2000). 
Freeing memory from word identifi cation allows for more of the working 
memory capacity to be devoted to comprehension. 

A fi rm foundation in reading should be established in the early primary 
grades in order for further growth and development. Without this foundation, 
“Matthew effects” (Stanovich, 1986) mean that poor readers will get poorer, 
while good readers get better. This theoretical framework emphasizes the ef-
fects of reading on cognitive development; good readers read more frequently 
and read increasingly diffi cult text, further improving their ability to read, 
while the reverse is true for struggling readers. Readers who are experienc-
ing diffi culties do not advance at the same rate. Because reading is diffi cult, 
they seldom read and therefore do not get the same decoding practice and 
opportunities for sight word acquisition. The struggling reader is further chal-
lenged when confronted with relatively more diffi cult text. They are less likely 
to develop the automaticity (speed and word recognition) that is essential to 
becoming an accomplished reader. If unresolved, this limitation will mean that 
struggling readers are at risk of falling increasingly further behind their nor-
mally achieving peers as they progress through school.

Reading Instruction for Students with EBD

Reading instruction for students with EBD should be based on the same 
multidimensional framework established by the National Reading Panel (2000). 
However, given the unique social, emotional, and behavioural characteristics 



Academic Achievement of Students with EBD

Exceptionality Education Canada, 2007, Vol. 17, No. 3  125

of students with EBD, their specifi c needs must be understood and addressed 
before an effective reading program can be developed. Little is known about 
the demographic characteristics of students with comorbid EBD and reading 
disorders and few intervention studies assess academic outcomes (Pierce et 
al., 2004). The published research on reading interventions for students with 
emotional and behavioural problems is particularly sparse for the intermediate 
and senior grades (Strong et al., 2004). In their review of the literature between 
1975 and 1998 regarding reading interventions for elementary students with 
EBD, Coleman and Vaughn (2000) found only eight publications that met their 
selection criteria, most of which were conducted with early primary children. 
A review of these publications yielded two commonalities:

1. Five of the eight studies used a single-subject design (the remain-
der were group design), suggesting that this is the design of choice 
among researchers for this population.

2. Three of the eight studies assessed the impact of peer tutoring on 
the reading and social behaviour of students with EBD, and pro-
vided evidence that peer tutoring may be an effective practice for 
this group, especially in the elementary grades.

All three tutoring studies were cross-age tutoring interventions, and two of 
them had students with EBD as both tutors and tutees. In all three studies, 
improvements in reading skills were found on various reading measures (sight 
word acquisition, standardized reading tests, and reading inventories). 

Because Coleman and Vaughn (2000) found so few publications describ-
ing reading interventions for students with EBD, they supplemented and ex-
tended their fi ndings by conducting a 2-hour focus group with eight elementary 
school teachers. These teachers taught reading to students with EBD for at 
least 60 minutes each day. The results of the focus group discussion yielded 
six themes: the emotional variability demonstrated by the students with EBD, 
an issue related to a fear of failure and lack of trust, the need to keep students 
engaged, instructional practices, assessment and monitoring, and daily read-
ing. The teachers agreed that because students with EBD were on a variable 
emotional level from day to day, the progress in their reading was irregular, 
rather than steady. Also, the teachers indicated that a fear of failure was so in-
grained in many of these students that they would often refuse to even attempt 
to read, unless they felt certain to succeed. Trust building was also considered 
to be an essential precursor to instruction of any type (Coleman & Vaughn, 
2000; Weaster, 2004). The teachers stressed that if students with EBD were 
to succeed at reading, they would have to maintain a high level of interest 
and engagement. In terms of instructional practices, the teachers reinforced the 
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fi ndings on the effectiveness of peer tutoring. They reported that peer tutor-
ing was highly motivational for students with EBD because they considered it 
to be a worthwhile, real-world application of reading. In addition, the teach-
ers reported that it was important to provide ongoing monitoring of students’ 
progress. The greatest impact occurred when this monitoring was done by the 
students themselves. Finally, several teachers agreed that it was important to 
provide the opportunity to read, every day, allowing students to choose their 
reading material. These six themes may be helpful for guiding and structuring 
an effective reading program for students with EBD. 

The factors posited by Wehby, Lane, et al. (2003) that explain why there 
is a lack of academic instruction for students with EBD might also contribute 
to a framework with which to start. With a clear understanding of the academic 
needs of students with EBD and of best instructional practices for this popula-
tion, effective programs can be designed to meet the specifi c academic needs 
of this group. For example, capturing and maintaining the attention of students 
with EBD is often pivotal in their learning. Instruction should therefore be 
highly engaging if disengagement and possible behavioural problems are to be 
avoided. Furthermore, academic instruction needs to take place in conjunction 
with behavioural programs. Although beyond the scope of this paper, school-
wide interventions are likely to be most effective, with the majority of children 
and adults within the entire school working together to create a proactive, con-
sistent, and positive environment (Bowen, Jenson, & Clark, 2004). 

Pre-service and in-service teachers require clear and feasible guidelines 
about best instructional practices for students with EBD, updated by current 
fi ndings as the research becomes available. Similarly, the six themes identifi ed 
by Coleman and Vaughn (2000) are specifi c to the reading instructional needs 
of students with EBD. Programs that consider and incorporate these dimensions 
will likely advance the academic status of these students. Furthermore, instruc-
tion that fosters the success of the student, permits considerable student input 
and control, and is perceived as having real-world value will likely enhance 
student learning. It is clear, however, that more research is needed to extend the 
knowledge base about effective academic instruction for students with EBD.

Summary

Data on the nature of the relationship between academic achievement 
and behaviour and on effective instructional programs for students with EBD 
is limited. Table 1 categorizes and summarizes the research reviewed in this 
paper – studies that contribute to our understanding of the academic achieve-
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ment of students with EBD and of interventions that might enhance their 
achievement, especially in reading. 

There has been very little recent empirical research on the academic 
achievement of students with EBD and few on effective academic interven-
tions, none of which is Canadian. Dworet and Rathgeber (1998) highlighted 
the diversity of approaches to EBD across Canada, and suggested that the 
large amount of variation from province to province may increase the need for 
multi-site Canadian studies. Most of the intervention studies used a baseline 
approach, and none used a traditional randomized control group experimental 
design, perhaps because it is becoming increasingly diffi cult to implement this 
design in schools. All of the sample sizes were small, ranging in size from 
three to eight participants. None of the reading intervention programs targeted 
all the areas recommended by the National Reading Panel (2000) as essential 
components of effective reading instruction. Nevertheless, the results of these 
intervention studies are remarkably consistent in showing improvements in the 
reading domain, even with minimal and perhaps not optimal academic instruc-
tion.  

Conclusions

Despite the strong relationship between achievement and behaviour, 
there remains a lack of research on effective academic instruction for students 
with EBD. Levy and Chard (2001) suggest that in the absence of such research, 
we should do, at a minimum, what the current research says about effective 
instruction. With reading, for instance, all students, including those with EBD, 
can benefi t from systematic and explicit instruction in phonological awareness, 
word identifi cation, fl uency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Recognizing that 
defi cits in language may be negatively infl uencing the behaviour and academic 
life of students with EBD is vital to creating effective instructional programs. 
Furthermore, these programs need to be highly engaging if they are to be suc-
cessful. Given the poor outcomes for this population, it is urgent that literacy 
instruction become an integral part of their intervention.

In drawing conclusions, it may be helpful to acknowledge the limitations 
of this review. It has provided an update on the research on academic achieve-
ment of students with EBD by reviewing studies published between 2001 and 
2007, and by merging this research with the fi ndings that describe current in-
structional approaches in use with students with EBD and those that describe 
most effective instructional practices. While this is not an exhaustive review 
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or a meta-analysis, it does demonstrate the need for research that focuses on 
meeting the learning needs of students with EBD as well as their social and 
behavioural needs. 

Future Implications

Through this review of the literature, fi ve conclusions can be drawn:

1. A high proportion of students with EBD have concomitant academic 
and reading defi cits.

2. Currently the academic instruction of this population is inadequate.
3. Systematic academic instruction, tailored to meet the specifi c needs 

of these students can result in improved academic performance.
4. Research is needed that assesses the specifi c academic needs of stu-

dents with EBD and the effectiveness of interventions designed ex-
pressly to address those needs.

5. More research is required in the Canadian context.

Although a high proportion of students with EBD have coexisting aca-
demic and reading defi cits, the intervention studies have shown that with spe-
cifi c and systematic academic instruction tailored to meet the needs of the stu-
dents and ensure their success, academic performance can and does improve. 
Furthermore, the results indicate that interventions targeting academic (e.g., 
reading) defi cits for students with EBD, can have positive collateral effects 
on behaviour. Even though the results are generally more varied, several stud-
ies have shown at least modest increases in task engagement and decreases 
in problematic behaviour (Lane et al., 2002; Scott & Shearer-Lingo, 2002; 
Wehby, Falk, et al., 2003). Clearly, however, the research base on treatment-
outcome effects of academic and reading interventions needs to be expanded.  
With further research, instructional strategies such as peer tutoring may be 
shown to be particularly effective for and acceptable to students with EBD.

Students with emotional and behavioural disorders have specifi c needs 
in the academic, social, and behavioural domains. The optimal intervention 
program for students with EBD incorporates two interventions simultaneous-
ly: behavioural/social interventions and those that target the academic defi cits 
of the student. Effective instruction that takes into account the dichotomous 
needs of the student with EBD, can have positive academic and behavioural 
outcomes. From this review, four specifi c recommendations can be made. 
Interventions need to be: (a) engaging, (b) based on the individual needs of 
the student, (c) informed by research, and (d) transitional, in that they help 
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the student progress from a segregated classroom setting back into a regular 
classroom. It is possible that with an emphasis on effective instruction, aca-
demic achievement and student success, there will also be positive behavioural 
outcomes. Furthermore, because the achievement level of students with EBD 
tends to decrease over time while their behaviour becomes more resistant to 
change, early and effective intervention is imperative.
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