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Mental Health reporting that 10-15% of 
children are diagnosed globally (Kids 
Mental Health, 2015).  These students may 
express aggressive behavior including hit-
ting, kicking, biting, spitting, destruction 
of property, and/or elopement.  EBD is a 
diagnosis that often evokes fear and avoid-
ance in educators due to the problems that 
surround it.  

However, there are ways to alleviate 
causal stressors for students with EBD 
who are integrated into the mainstream 
learning environment.  Four classroom 
management concepts may be utilized to 
facilitate positive student-teacher interac-
tions: 

•	 Community. 
•	 Expectations.
•	 Consequences.
•	 Communication. 
Community or a shared classroom 

sets the tone for the school year creating a 
space where students input is essential to 
success.  When students become involved, 
they	often	find	their	motivation	and	meet	
teacher expectations.  Once students feel 
this sense of community, the cultural 
atmosphere changes, and the learning 
experience for everyone begins.  By mak-
ing	simple	modifications,	an	educator	can	
transform an ordinary classroom into a 
learning community.  Activities to achieve 
this include:

•	 Engaging students in team building 
exercises.

•	 Encouraging students to create a 
class mascot.

The road to equality for children 
with disabilities has been a long, arduous 
one.  Prior to the passing of the Educa-
tion for All Handicapped Children Act 
(Public	Law	94-142)	only	one	in	five	U.	S.	
children with disabilities attended public 
school	(U.S.	Dept.	of	Education,	OSERS,	
2005).  Many states had laws excluding 
children with disabilities who were deaf, 
blind,	or	emotionally	disturbed	(U.S.	
Department	of	Education,	OSERS,	2010).		
Today, more than 6.5 million youth ages 
3 to 21 receive special education ser-
vices	in	the	United	States	(U.S.	Dept.	of	
Education,	NCES,	2015).	In	fewer	than	50	
years, our nation has made great strides in 
providing students with disabilities access 
to high quality education.

In	Washington	State,	approximately	
13.4% of students ages 3 to 21 qualify 
for	special	education	services	(Office	of	
the	Superintendent	of	Public	Instruction,	
2015).		With	this	significant	percentage	
of	the	student	population	identified	as	
students with special needs, it is important 
to ask, “Are these students being provided 
with an opportunity to access the same 
resources as their mainstream peers?”  
Oftentimes special education conjures up 
images of students who are removed from 
the general education classroom, exiled 
to a private, sanctioned classroom with 
limited access to their typically develop-
ing peers.  Whether these pictures are true 
or not, it is no secret that equity, access, 
and achievement, are rare words used to 
describe special education; but they should 
be!

These misconceptions regarding 
special education are the result of a lack 
of education and awareness.  They make 
it	difficult	for	students	with	disabilities	
to achieve equity and access in the use of 
grade-level material. 

Special	needs	children	were	given	a	
voice in 1975 with the passing of the Edu-
cation for All Handicapped Children Act. 
This Act, better known as the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Improvement 
Act or IDEA for short,  has been amended 
six times in the last 4 decades, with the 
most	recent	amendment	in	2004.		It	gives	
children and youth with disabilities ac-
cess to quality educational services and it 
ensures children with a disability the right 
to obtain the most appropriate education 
within the least restrictive environment 
(U.S.	Department	of	Education,	2010).		
The law states, 

No	otherwise	qualified	individual	
with	a	disability	in	the	United	States	
. . . shall, solely by reason of her or 
his disability, be excluded from the 
participation in, be denied the ben-
efits	of,	or	be	subjected	to	discrimina-
tion under any program or activity 
receiving	Federal	financial	assistance.	
(Section	504,	Rehabilitation Act of 
1973,	29	U.S.C.	794(a))

IDEA	has	identified	14	categories	
under which a child is eligible for special 
education services.  One of these, Emo-
tional and Behavioral Disorders (EBD) 
includes the largest yet least understood 
groups,	with	the	National	Institute	of	
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•	 Focusing on the positives with 
rewards! For example, request 
students give one piece of positive 
feedback to a peer in order to earn 
various classroom privileges.

•	 Holding a vote! The peer elected 
“Student	of	the	Week”	position	of	
honor gives each person a chance 
to be selected, while granting each 
student an autonomous voice within 
the electoral process. 

This positive type of behavior 
management is best accomplished when 
classroom expectations are clearly taught 
and reinforced.  When students know what 
to anticipate, they can easily understand 
how to align their actions with acceptable 
behavior.	Uniform		expectations	and	
respect promote student equality, and 
trigger intrinsic feelings of motivation.  A 
few methods to promote student buy-in 
include:

•	 Creating charts: looks like, feels 
like, sounds like charts assist stu-
dents in expressing their feelings 
through words not aggression.

•	 Defining	appropriate	behavior:		
explaining suitable behavior vs. 
unsuitable behavior can defuse 
nonsense before it starts.

•	 Allowing students to create the 
rules and consequences for each 
rule.	It	is	easier		to	adhere	to	a	pen-
alty that was created as a class.

•	 Practicing the rules and expecta-
tions immediately

•	 Demonstrating the right way vs. 
the wrong way to express feelings 
through behavior—actions matter. 

Problem behavior may often be 
curtailed if there is consistent follow-
through with these pre-determined 
consequences.  However, carrying out 
consequences requires empathy.  The 
following example provides a proper 
empathetic response with appropriate 
consequences,	“I’m	so	sorry	you	chose	
not	to	finish	your	work	during	work	time.		
Because you made that choice, you will 
need	to	stay	inside	during	recess	to	finish.”		
Consequence plus empathy is essential to 
creating a sense of community.  Following 
are a few suggestions on positive rule 
enforcement::

•	 Practice drain off.  De-escalate the 
situation by focusing on the skills 
needed to “drain off” the intense 
feelings.

•	 Use	a	timeline.		It	can	help	to	obtain	
and	validate	student’s	perception	of	
the chain of event(s).

•	 Practice good social skills.  Teach 
new or alternative social skills to 
overcome the issue.

•	 Show	empathy.	Always	express	
empathy before delivering a conse-
quence. 

Another essential factor in creating an 
atmosphere of access, equity, and achieve-
ment for students with disabilities involves 
continuous parent communication. Parents 
of children with disabilities often struggle 
with feelings of silent loneliness due to the 
problems that may accompany these dis-
orders.  However, there are ways teachers 
can keep the lines of communication open:

•	 A monthly newsletter.
•	 Parent volunteer opportunities.
•	 A weekly email interwoven with 

positive feedback.
•	 A daily data chart.
Though	each	front-line	educator’s	

plate is always full, it is imperative to ad-
vocate	for	every	student’s	needs.		Students	
with disabilities will shatter the limitations 
placed on them and meet expectations 
if given just a little support.  As Hobbs 
(1982) stated, 

The principles themselves seem—
indeed are—simple enough: that 
young people have a tremendous 
desire to learn and to do well; that 
their feelings are intrinsically valid 
and quite as important as their 
thinking; that destructive and self-
defeating behavior must be faced; 
that young people can help each 
other sort things out and arrive at 
good choices; that the world is rich 
in things to learn; that life is to be 
savored at each moment; and that 
decent, caring adults are absolutely 
essential in the lives of children if 
those children are to grow up strong 
in body, quick of mind, generous in 
spirit. (p. 61)

	Students	with	disabilities	will	strive	
towards success if given a teacher who 
believes in them and opportunities to suc-
ceed. Equity, access, and achievement are 
not futile goals: rather they are noble ones.  
We should all create community, expecta-
tions, consequences, and effective commu-
nication	in	our	nation’s	classrooms.			All	
children	in	Washington	State	deserve	it.			
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