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xiii

PURPOSE

This book was written on behalf of students who experience social, emotional, and 
behavior problems that negatively impact their school success. Compared with students 
with other disabilities, students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) make 
limited academic progress, have high rates of disciplinary actions, and experience seri-
ous problems after they leave school. We have spent our careers committed to creating 
school and treatment settings that enable these students to have much more positive 
and successful educational experiences that allow them to become productive citizens.

Our experience and review of the research indicate that effective interventions 
for this student population include assisting students with EBD to better understand 
themselves, helping them learn to effectively identify and manage their emotions, and 
assisting them in developing behaviors that enhance their school success and help them 
establish positive relationships with others. When student support is combined with 
efforts to create environments that more effectively respond to the needs of students 
with EBD, many if not all of these students can make significant progress toward expe-
riencing greater school success.

This book was also written to advocate for all school staff who have responsibility 
for the educational experiences of these students. More specifically, it is about advocat-
ing for responsible decision making in providing support to students with EBD. This 
requires school staff to understand the developmental experiences and needs of stu-
dents with EBD and to understand the types of decision making and support structures 
necessary to enable them to effectively support these students. Staff members need the 
best possible education in research-based methods for helping these students become 
academically and behaviorally successful learners. Jim Kauffman (2001) stated:

The school, like the family and biological factors, does not operate unilaterally to determine 
students’ emotional and behavioral development, but we can identify classroom conditions 
and teacher reactions to pupil behavior that make behavioral difficulties more likely to 
occur or that could be changed to reduce the likelihood of acting out and other types of 
emotional and behavioral problems. (p. 262)

We present extensive methods for helping students develop new behavior skills while 
we also acknowledge the critical nature of the learning environment. We present meth-
ods for creating classroom settings that meet students’ social and emotional needs and 
help them view the world as more supportive and hopeful.

Preface
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xiv Preface

AUDIENCE

This book is written for individuals who are seeking to advance their knowledge and 
skills in supporting students with EBD. This includes professionals currently working 
with students with EBD and those who are involved in coursework to develop skills 
and professional licenses to serve this student population. We have used the content 
of this book in supporting educators with years of experience; with graduate students 
studying special education, school psychology, and administration; and with upper-
division undergraduate students.

RESEARCH BASE FOR THE MATERIALS PRESENTED IN THIS BOOK

In writing this book, we reviewed a large number of articles, books, dissertations, and 
conference presentations. We strongly support the concept that decisions made to sup-
port students with EBD are most successful and responsible when they are supported 
by evidence-based practice. This is why we have made a concerted effort to provide 
research support for a wide range of concepts and strategies presented in this book 
with more than 1,100 references. We also believe that educators’ experiences, when they 
involve action research with careful detail to the interventions and associated data, are 
extremely valuable sources of information. Therefore, we have included interventions 
that we, and the professionals with whom we have worked, have implemented and 
carefully reviewed the results.

OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

In this book, we present the knowledge and skills that are essential for effectively sup-
porting students with EBD. These include understanding the key concepts involved 
in developing effective supports, an understanding of the developmental factors that 
underlie the behaviors that cause students to be identified as EBD, methods for creating 
school and classroom settings that provide support for students developing essential 
academic and behavior skills, a variety of methods to support individual students in 
developing desired behaviors, and an understanding of how to develop a specialized 
individual and group program for students identified as EBD.

Chapter 1
The first chapter presents an overview of concepts and assumptions that provide a 
foundation for school district personnel to offer effective support to students who expe-
rience EBD. It is our strong belief that the way school staff think and talk about students 
with EBD significantly impact the quality of services provided to these students.

Chapter 2
This chapter describes key factors contributing to the behavior and day-to-day func-
tioning of students with emotional and behavior problems. To effectively manage and 
support students with EBD, it is essential for educators to recognize each student’s 
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 Preface xv

developmental history, their psychological and neurobiological development, and their 
unique skill sets, social perceptions, and personal characteristics as important factors 
influencing their behavior. These factors need to be integrated into educators’ concep-
tualizations of students and intervention planning. An understanding of these impor-
tant personal factors will assist those working with students with EBD in recognizing 
and responding thoughtfully to a full range of variables influencing their students’ 
behaviors. Chapter 2 also provides encouragement for educators who support students 
with EBD to become more familiar with mental health systems and perspectives and, 
when appropriate, collaborate with mental health professionals to broaden their array 
of supports.

Chapter 3
This chapter examines methods for developing positive, supportive personal relation-
ships within classrooms. The climate of the classroom is often an underemphasized 
factor in supporting students with EBD. Classroom factors can have a significant posi-
tive impact on the behavior of all students, but it is particularly important that students 
who experience serious and/or persistent behavior problems in school settings are able 
to demonstrate responsible classroom behavior and improved academic achievement. 
Because students with EBD have often experienced less than ideal relationships with 
adults and peers, the quality of personal relationships they experience in the school 
setting can significantly impact their immediate school behavior and their long-term 
ability to develop attitudes and skills that will allow them to become healthy, produc-
tive adults.

Chapter 4
This chapter discusses how to most effectively involve students in creating behavioral 
standards that support engagement in meaningful instruction within safe and sup-
portive learning environments. The chapter also explores the goal of involving stu-
dents who experience EBD in meaningful, engaging instruction that encourages them 
to demonstrate responsible behavior and become more successful learners.

Chapter 5
This chapter examines methods for responding when students act in ways that dis-
rupt the learning environment by failing to follow behavior standards they have helped 
developed and to which they have committed. The chapter also outlines methods for 
adults engaging students in individual skill-based problem solving and methods for 
assisting students in resolving conflicts.

Chapter 6
Chapter 6 addresses the concept of function-based thinking and how to incorporate 
that thinking into a behavior support plan (BSP) involving a functional behavior assess-
ment (FBA) and behavior intervention plan (BIP).
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Chapter 7
This chapter provides detailed information on the effective use of individualized inter-
ventions to assist students with EBD in developing social–emotional competencies 
that enable them to experience school success. The chapter addresses the importance 
of social–emotional learning (SEL) and factors associated with the successful imple-
mentation of SEL. The chapter concludes with specific methods for helping students 
develop necessary school skills and addressing cognitive and behavior issues related 
to their EBD.

Chapter 8
The final chapter outlines effective practices in more self-contained programs for stu-
dents identified as emotionally disturbed under the Individuals with Disability Edu-
cation Act (IDEA) of 2004 (PL 108-446). We examine the components to an effective 
program and methods for reviewing a program to determine how effectively these 
components are being implemented.

HOW TO USE THE BOOK

This book is intended to prepare you to more effectively support the academic, emo-
tional, and behavioral needs of students with EBD. The first two chapters focus on key 
knowledge and beliefs to support the implementation of the more practical day-to-day 
interventions presented in the remainder of the book. Throughout the book, we have 
incorporated reflection activities intended to support the understanding and applica-
tion of the content. Whether you are first beginning your study of how to most effec-
tively support students with EBD or are in your 20th year of this important and exciting 
work, we believe these activities will help make the ideas and strategies presented in 
this book become part of your professional repertoire. Even though we have written 
these activities as if they were to be done individually, we hope you have opportunities, 
whether directly with your colleagues at your work site, in a university classroom, or 
electronically during an online course, to discuss your ideas with colleagues. Our expe-
riences suggest these interchanges can be an extremely enriching and important aspect 
of your professional growth.

REFERENCE
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, PL 108-446, 20 U.S.C. 1400 (2004).
Kauffman, J. (2001). Characteristics of emotional and behavioral disorders of children and youth (7th ed.). Merrill.
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1

Key Concepts and Assumptions 
Related to Effective Support for  
Students With Emotional and  
Behavioral Disorders

CHAPTER 1 OUTCOMES

At the end of this chapter, the reader will be able to:

• Outline the current state of affairs in supporting students with emotional and behavioral 
disorders (EBD).

• Understand the key factors influencing an educator’s ability to support students with EBD in 
becoming successful learners.

• Describe the key assumptions that support effective school-based supports for students 
with EBD.

Students with special needs, like all students, are our future. If we fail to assist them 
in developing productive behavior, we throw away a valuable resource while creating 
a group of students who will demand educators’ and society’s attention and resources 
for many years. Students with EBD may be among our most effective staff development 
specialists. Staff and students develop skills and sensitivity when responding effec-
tively to students with special learning and behavioral needs. The extent to which we 
learn to respond sensitively to their needs is an indication of our skill, compassion, 
and dedication.

Emotionally disturbed (ED) is a special education eligibility category under the 
current revision of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004). The 
term is used to describe a population of students who have chronic and severe social–
emotional and behavioral difficulties markedly different from the majority of students, 
and through a series of assessments and interventions, they have been found to be 
eligible to receive special education services. Emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) is 
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2 Jones and Greenwood

a synonymous term that is widely used in both research and practical settings. Neither 
ED or EBD is a clinical diagnosis, nor do they represent a clinical condition.

When referring specifically to students identified under IDEA for special educa-
tion services, we have used the term identified as EBD. There are, however, a number of 
students experiencing chronic and significant social–emotional and behavioral difficul-
ties who, for any number of reasons, have not been found eligible for special education 
services (Forness et al., 2012). In order to be inclusive, we use the term EBD in this book 
as it refers not only to students with special education eligibility but also to those non-
identified students experiencing persistent problems in school due primarily to social–
emotional and behavioral factors. The population of students with EBD includes those 
identified as EBD under IDEA; students with other identified disabilities who, whether 
determined eligible as EBD or not, struggle with these issues; and students who have 
not or should not be identified under IDEA but whose social and emotional struggles 
are a significant factor limiting their ability to benefit from their educational experi-
ences. Although their application may vary depending on student needs and severity 
of challenges, the concepts, strategies, and methods we promote in this book apply to 
the inclusive EBD population.

When available, we have used research based directly on studies with students 
identified as EBD. We have also cited supporting research based on work with students 
with unidentified behavioral challenges who are served in general education settings. 
In other cases, we have cited our experiences based on observation or unpublished data. 
We agree with noted writers in the field of EBD:

Finally, successful and pragmatic reform recognizes and legitimizes that educators and 
others who directly work with students with EBD will of necessity base their instructional, 
management, and other decisions on a variety of approaches and styles, including scientific 
thinking, logical judgment, common sense, personal experiences and attitudes, and so 
forth. (Simpson et al., 2011, p. 233)

SERVICES AND LEVELS OF SUCCESS FOR STUDENTS WITH EBD

In a national study on programs serving students with EBD, Knitzer and colleagues 
(1990) reported a negative picture of special education programs focused on control 
rather than innovative, individualized interventions. In response to the level of con-
cern expressed in this report, a group of leading scholars who named themselves the 
Peacock Hill Working Group (1991) met to develop a summary of current research-
based practice and recommendations for providing services for students with EBD. 
Twenty years later, a group of scholars noted that little progress had been made in 
implementing current research into practice in serving this student population (Lewis 
et al., 2010). About the same time, another group of leaders in the EBD field summarized 
services to this student population.

There is little reason to believe that most students identified as EBD are currently receiving 
an education based on effective methods and that all educators who work with these 
learners are well prepared to use strategies, curriculum and procedures that are associated 
with the best outcomes. (Simpson et al., 2011, p. 231)

Bettini and colleagues (2016) reported similar findings in their review of the 
research on the working conditions of special education teachers serving students 
with EBD in self-contained classrooms. They noted that “conditions necessary for 
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learning and implementing evidence-based practices are seldom present in these 
settings” (p. 83).

Nearly 30 years after publication of At the Schoolhouse Door and the Peacock Hill 
Working Group’s findings, a group of 25 scholars, called the Creek Bend Consortium, 
met for 2 years to review the most current issues related to educational services for 
students with EBD. In 2019, members of this consortium published five articles in the 
Journal of Behavioral Disorders to present their findings. Several of these articles support 
the concept that although strategies exist for serving students with EBD, these are too 
seldom implemented with fidelity, and the outcome is continued low rates of academic 
and behavioral success for students identified as EBD.

The complex needs of students with EBD require school personnel to make concerted 
efforts to provide multifaceted, synchronized, and validated supports (Zaheer et al., 2019, 
p. 118).

Unfortunately, widespread implementation of effective interventions to prevent the 
development of ED or ameliorate the problems of these students when they first appear 
has not been achieved (Mitchell et al., 2019, p. 78).

At the classroom level, teachers of students with EBD infrequently use evidence-based 
practices (EBPs) in their instruction (Lloyd et al., 2019, p. 88).

Our experiences working with general education administrators, general education 
teachers, and special educators serving students with EBD validate these findings. 
Although we have seen instances of excellent services for students with EBD, the deliv-
ery of services both in general education and special education programs rarely reflects 
current best practices. This has been especially true for students with the most severe 
behavior problems. This book is written to provide educators with the tools to improve 
these conditions.

Leaders in the field of serving students with EBD indicate that at any one time at 
least 12% of students in Kindergarten (K)–12 classrooms have a relatively serious behav-
ioral and emotional disorder, and 20% experience mild to serious problems. In addition, 
approximately 38% of all students will experience severe or moderate emotional and 
behavior problems during their K–12 school years (Forness et al., 2012). As many as 12% 
of students in the United States experience serious emotional and behavior problems 
(Ringeisen et al., 2016), and individual students with serious and/or frequent behavior 
problems are responsible for between 15% and 28% of behavior violations within class-
rooms (Owens et al., 2018). Researchers discovered that when universal mental health 
screening was incorporated, there was a 180% increase in students “identified with 
behavioral risk or need for mental health interventions” (Splett et al., 2018). These num-
bers help explain why many teachers report that students with ongoing and serious 
behavior problems are their greatest concern (Alter et al., 2013; Burkman, 2012) and why 
43% of teachers agree or strongly agree that student behavior problems interfered with 
their teaching (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018). Perhaps surprisingly, 
given the impact their behavior has on their learning and that of others, less than 1% of 
all students are determined eligible for services as emotionally handicapped (National 
Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).

Students identified as EBD are almost three times as likely as children with any 
other disability to be removed from school and to receive either an in-school or out-
of-school suspension (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). Students with emotional 
and behavior problems in childhood require the most extensive and expensive soci-
etal resources (Groenman et al., 2017; Institute of Medicine, 2009). Research suggests 
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that significant numbers of students with an eligibility of EBD show decreases in aca-
demic engagement and increases in disruptive behavior across time in school (Gage 
et al., 2017). Students with externalizing behavior problems struggle with academic 
achievement during the transition from elementary to middle school (Palmu et al., 
2018). In a study of students identified as EBD and receiving services in self- contained 
and full-inclusion classes and in high- and low-poverty schools, these students made 
no significant progress on reading or math achievement or behavioral progress 
( Siperstein et al., 2011).

Behavior problems during preschool years are the best predictor of a variety of 
negative long-term outcomes (Chen et al., 2011; Whitted, 2011). Although some students 
with EBD—especially those less severely affected—do make progress similar to their 
peers (Ysseldyke et al., 2017), the majority of students with EBD “consistently lag behind 
their peers academically and behaviorally, are likely to be excluded from school, drop 
out more frequently, and face higher incarceration rates and a host of other negative 
outcomes as adults” (Freeman et al., 2014, p. 97).

Students with behavior problems experience less-than-ideal educational experi-
ences in both general education and special education classrooms. In general education 
settings, they receive higher rates of negative feedback, only one positive statement for 
every 3.8 negative or corrective statements, and many fewer opportunities for academic 
responses; they also have lower rates of academic engagement than their classmates 
(Hirn & Scott, 2014; Scott et al., 2017). Students with behavior problems also receive 
higher rates of reprimands, and they respond to these reprimands with increased nega-
tive behavior (Downs et al., 2019). Research suggests that general education teachers 
seldom adjust their behavior management or instructional methods for students with 
EBD (Scott et al., 2017).

Another important area requiring improvement is the overrepresentation of certain 
groups of students in the EBD category. A higher proportion of African American stu-
dents is identified as EBD, and African American students are overrepresented in more 
restrictive placements (Downs et al., 2019; National Center for Educational  Statistics, 
2019). In a study of data from Wisconsin, African American students were seven times 
more likely and Latino/a and Native American students were twice as likely as White 
students to be identified as EBD (Bal et al., 2019). Cultural awareness, culturally sensi-
tive teaching, and the quality of adult–student relationships are important issues that 
must be addressed when considering how school personnel think about and respond 
to behavior that they believe is disruptive to the learning environment. Welsh and Little 
(2018) offer an insightful and important examination of discipline disparities and why 
currently popular schoolwide methods for reducing discipline problems may not be 
having a significant impact on reducing the overrepresentation of African American 
students in school suspensions. These authors note:

Black students are disciplined more irrespective of behaviors, and the vast majority of 
disciplinary infractions for which students receive a disciplinary consequence are subjective. 
This suggests that student-teacher matches and interactions, teacher discretion, as well as 
cultural mismatches play a key role in explaining the discipline disparities. (p. 780)

Given the information presented in this section, it is not surprising that attrition 
among teachers who educate students identified as EBD is extremely high (Bettini, 
Cumming, et al., 2020; Billingsley & Bettini, 2019). “Special education teachers (SETs) 
who teach students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) in self-contained 
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settings are often less qualified, more stressed and burned out, and more likely to leave 
teaching than other SETs” (O’Brien et al., 2019, p. 41). An analysis of data from North 
Carolina reported that “teaching students with emotional/behavioral disorders was 
associated with a large increase in the odds of turnover for all categories of teachers” 
(Gilmour & Wehby, 2020, p. 1042). Strikingly, special educators serving 100% of students 
identified as EBD were nearly 2.5 times more likely to leave the profession than those 
serving no students identified as EBD (Gilmour & Wehby, 2020). One of our goals in 
writing this book is to provide educators with knowledge and skills that will enable 
them to more effectively serve all students with EBD and thus to experience a higher 
level of job satisfaction and a longer career.

Educational institutions have a long way to go to provide optimal services for stu-
dents with EBD. All students deserve the right to an educational experience designed to 
effectively assist them in developing academic and social skills that will enable them to 
become happy, productive citizens, and the staff who serve them deserve the necessary 
support to help make this possible.

REFLECTION 1.1
Based on what you have just read, list the facts about the experiences of students identified as 
EBD that were most dramatic to you.

KEY ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLYING  
EFFECTIVE SUPPORT FOR STUDENTS WITH EBD

The way educators think about students, the language they use, and the beliefs they 
hold when planning and implementing interventions for students with EBD impact 
the professional decisions they make. Figure 1.1 presents a visual demonstration of 
this important process. Educators’ thoughts about and conceptualizations of a student 
influence their internal language or self-talk and also the nature of their communica-
tion with others. If a teacher thinks of a student as irresponsible or unmanageable, 
that conceptualization will be embedded in communication. Similarly, how educators 
think and talk about their students impacts the type and quality of interventions 
they provide.

Figure 1.1. How assumptions influence our thinking and behavior.

Thinking/
Assumptions

Language/
Self-Talk

Decisions/
Choices

Personal
History

Behavior
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6 Jones and Greenwood

The following discussion presents key assumptions that are imperative to 
understand and incorporate into beliefs and actions to effectively support students 
with EBD.

Assumption 1: When Developing Methods to Support  
Students With EBD, Incorporate a Wide Evidence Base

Methods used to support students with EBD will be most effective when they are 
founded on research-based evidence. A number of professional organizations, includ-
ing the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), the American Psychological  Association 
(APA), the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) created by the U.S.  Department of 
 Education, and the Promising Practices Network (PPN), have developed criteria for 
determining what constitutes evidence-based practices. In this book, we have attempted 
to consistently provide research evidence supporting the efficacy of the methods we 
recommend, and we have provided more than 1,000 references from peer-reviewed 
journals. When available, we have used research based directly on work with students 
identified as EBD. We have also cited supporting research based on work with students 
with unidentified behavioral challenges who are served in general education settings. 
In other cases, we have cited findings from our experiences and the efforts of educators 
with whom we have worked.

There is a significant difference between the conceptualization of research and 
 evidence-based practice and the effective implementation of these practices. The actual 
real-time implementation of best practices does not take place in the perfectly tailored 
environments that research calls for. There is a host of variables that affect the outcomes 
of interventions, and it is important to bear this in mind when attempting to apply 
research and evidence-based practice effectively in a school or specialized setting.

Both practitioner experience and scholarly research must be considered when 
developing the best possible support for students. Action research occurs when those 
involved in working with students on a daily basis collect ongoing data to determine 
the impact of interventions that they implement to assist students in experiencing 
greater school success. “[R]egarding knowledge derived from research and knowledge 
drawn from practice, neither should be discounted in favor of the other” (Fitzpatrick & 
Knowlton, 2009, p. 260).

REFLECTION 1.2
Consider the information you use to make decisions about supporting students with EBD. What 
are the information sources to which you most often refer? What new information sources do 
you believe would be most helpful for you to strengthen your knowledge base for working with 
students with EBD?

Assumption 2: An Understanding of the Complex Factors  
That Contribute to EBD Helps Educators Develop Effective Supports

Educators are often confused by the terms emotional and behavioral disorder (EBD), 
emotionally disturbed (ED), or seriously emotionally disturbed (SED) that have been used 
by the educational community to describe students with a complex array of significant 
social–emotional and behavioral difficulties. We have chosen to use the term emotional 
and behavioral disorder (EBD).
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Regardless of what term is used, students experiencing significant emotional and 
behavioral challenges are a unique population that can challenge educators’ emotional 
and instructional skill sets. Therefore, to effectively support this population of students, 
educators must have a solid understanding of EBD. Students identified as EBD are a 
heterogeneous population who have widely varied needs and competencies. As such, 
there is no “one-size-fits-all” explanation for the emotional and behavioral challenges 
this population of students’ experiences, nor is there a menu of social and academic 
supports that will meet the needs of every student with EBD.

Educators supporting students with EBD must have enough knowledge about 
emotional and behavioral disorders to view challenging behaviors and emotional man-
agement difficulties within the context of unique developmental histories, possible clin-
ical diagnoses, and current environmental conditions. This knowledge also includes 
information about a student’s ethnic background and cultural priorities, social and aca-
demic strengths and weaknesses, and the student’s understanding of their emotions 
and behavior. With this knowledge, educators can develop a useful understanding that 
is free from bias about any challenging behaviors a student may exhibit.

To achieve accurate and bias-free understanding of students with EBD, educators 
must give a high priority to learning about important developmental factors and life 
experiences that can contribute to the presence of EBD. The unique backgrounds of 
students with EBD can provide clues that inform and guide educators in their relation-
ship building and in the development of effective supports. Most students displaying 
EBD have experienced a developmental journey including but not limited to adverse 
childhood experiences (ACEs), troubled relationships, and diminished opportunities to 
learn and practice skills necessary to be successful in the academic and social learning 
community. Educators must remember that it is not just the behavior of students with 
EBD that is unique, but it is also their background.

Educators need to learn about and appreciate how developmental events and con-
ditions can influence the trajectory of a student’s psychological and neurobiological 
functions, how a student interprets other people’s words and behavior, how they per-
ceive their school or classroom environment, or how much trust they have in others 
can be greatly influenced by their life experiences. Even if a student’s history does not 
include trauma or atypical developmental experiences, the ongoing stress involved in 
their struggle to manage emotions and behavior and the resulting feedback from their 
environment affects their perceptions about their world, their personal competencies, 
and how they will respond to cues from others.

For some students, developmental experiences involving significant stress and 
trauma may disrupt the normal course of neurobiological development. There is evidence 
demonstrating how developmental events can alter a child’s neurobiological develop-
ment, resulting in skill delays or deficits that are directly associated with behavioral and 
emotional outcomes (see Chapter 2). If educators do not appreciate the possibility that 
most students with EBD struggle with very real deficits, they may overutilize behavior 
management interventions at the expense of developing an array of supports that include 
skill training and practice to address a student’s emotional and behavioral challenges.

Providing the instructional and social–emotional supports needed to effectively 
serve students with EBD presents considerable challenges for educators. Excessive 
stress and teacher burnout are common among those working with students with EBD. 
A significant contributor to educators’ stress occurs if they personalize the actions and 
words of students. When educators are able to view a student’s needs and  behaviors 
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8 Jones and Greenwood

within a developmental and environmental context, it can help them reduce the 
 tendency to personalize those needs and behaviors. Understanding characteristics of 
students with EBD can help reduce urgency regarding behavior change and general 
progress. Most students with EBD have longstanding habits and learned behaviors that 
are not  amenable to quick fixes. It takes time to develop and learn new ways of relating 
to others. When educators attempt to rush the process of growth and change, or become 
impatient with students, it increases frustration and stress.

Assumption 3: All School Staff Assigned to Work  
With Students With EBD Face Challenges and Require  
Broad-Based Support, Including Attention to Their Wellness

Teachers whose entire caseload involves students identified as EBD leave teaching at a 
rate 2.5 times higher than teachers who do not work exclusively with students identi-
fied as EBD (Gilmore & Wehby, 2020). There are several reason why so many educators 
working with students identified as EBD leave their jobs.

First, many teachers working with students identified as EBD have not been par-
ticularly well prepared for the work they are doing (Prather-Jones, 2011b; State et al., 
2019). Second, because teaching students identified as EBD involves supporting them in 
increasing their academic skills and assisting them in developing productive behavior, 
effectively supporting these students is intellectually and emotionally taxing. Perhaps 
in no other field are professionals required to so consistently engage students whose 
behaviors can be challenging while also examining their own behaviors and emotions. 
Third, for teachers working with students identified as EBD, the demands of work-
ing with colleagues may often nearly match those of working with the students. These 
teachers are often involved in asking their general education colleagues to work with 
students most educators find to be the most difficult to include in their classrooms. Gen-
eral education teachers do not always respond positively to these requests. Similarly, 
teachers of students identified as EBD need and must frequently ask administrators for 
support in working with parents and other community agencies regarding students’ 
behavior. Administrators may find these requests to be difficult and time consuming 
and, like their general education colleagues, may feel unqualified to provide the types 
of support requested.

Paraprofessionals assisting students with special needs face similar personal and 
professional challenges. These individuals typically have the most hands-on involve-
ment with the highest need students (Garwood et al., 2018), yet too often they lack pro-
fessional training and ongoing support for skill development that could improve their 
effectiveness (Feurborn et al., 2018). In addition, hours of employment often limit para-
professionals’ participation on program or school teams that could provide them with 
a sense of personal and professional affiliation as well as valuable professional develop-
ment. This combination of high demand and lower professional and personal support 
puts paraprofessionals at risk for feeling detached, overwhelmed, and vulnerable to the 
same burnout reported by certified teachers.

Special education staff involved in teaching students identified as EBD need ongo-
ing support through access to skilled consultation, opportunities for team building, 
opportunities to share concerns and ideas with colleagues, involvement and support 
that allow them to feel like part of the general staff rather than being isolated, and time 
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to relax and laugh. We have worked with districts in which all elementary, middle, 
and high school teachers working with students identified as EBD met monthly for 
in-service education and opportunities to share their best practices and concerns. In 
another instance, a coordinator of programs for students identified as EBD from a large 
urban school district obtained a grant allowing her to provide her teachers with 12 hr 
of in-service education monthly. This dramatically enhanced the staff’s professional 
skills. In addition, the staff met periodically for events like a softball game or bowl-
ing, and awards and gifts were frequently presented during in-service activities. The 
district went from losing more than 30 special education staff members the previous 
year to losing only one staff member the year she implemented the in-service program. 
Mentoring programs are another approach to providing support for special education 
teachers. Research suggests that mentoring programs can increase teachers’ skills as 
well as increase their intentions to remain in the profession (Whitaker, 2000).

In addition to opportunities to work and socialize with their colleagues, it is impor-
tant for teachers of students identified as EBD to have opportunities to consult with 
other professionals regarding student and program issues. “For staff working directly 
with young people presenting complex problems, there is a substantial body of research 
that points to supervision for staff as not only an invaluable resource but also essential 
in monitoring their well-being as a means of maintaining effective practice” (Rae et al., 
2017, pp. 204–205).

In many specialized programs serving students identified as EBD, this professional 
support has been given by a licensed clinical social worker, psychologist, or psychiatrist 
who was available to staff several times a month to discuss particularly difficult cases. 
It has also involved having a social worker, master’s-level counseling psychologist, or 
other mental health professional on staff at least half the time. Given the often complex 
clinical issues facing students identified as EBD, the high demands of working with 
this student population, and the history of limited effectiveness with these students, it 
is imperative that teachers of students with EBD have ongoing opportunities to discuss 
the decisions they are making and to seek a second opinion.

Another aspect of providing support for staff teaching students identified as EBD 
is to consider the importance of providing daily time for the team to discuss the events 
of the day and debrief critical situations. Unlike general education teachers who often 
may leave school and take their work home with them, teachers involved with students 
identified as EBD benefit from working as a team to discuss and resolve issues occur-
ring during the day. To make this time effective, school team members should be paid 
for after-school meeting times and for clinical supervision. We have worked with a 
program that scheduled two 1-hr after-school sessions per week in which the classroom 
staff met with mental health support staff to discuss program and student issues. All 
team members were paid an extra stipend for this clinical supervision. In this same dis-
trict, all staff working with students identified as EBD met monthly to discuss program 
issues and obtain in-service education. Staff were also paid a stipend for these meet-
ings. In some districts, teachers of students identified as EBD have one less period per 
day of direct contact with students. This provides these teachers with opportunities to 
collaborate with the general education staff and to complete necessary legal paperwork. 
If we are to retain the most skilled teachers for this student population, it is imperative 
that special education teachers and their staff be provided with ongoing personal and 
professional support and that they experience a sense of being valued and appreciated 
for the difficult and important work they perform.
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10 Jones and Greenwood

It is also important that school administrators and EBD teachers meet regularly to 
discuss factors related to the effective function of the EBD program. Too often, these 
meetings only occur following a crisis. It is recommended that these meetings be 
framed as staff support and program planning sessions and are scheduled regularly, 
starting at the beginning of the school year. These meetings will allow opportunities 
to discuss how to best work with individual students, parents, and general education 
teachers. It is important that the on-site administrator is a member of the team and that 
they understand and incorporate the perspectives that the special education staff bring 
regarding their students.

Teacher wellness and the development of teacher’s social–emotional competen-
cies have received increasing attention. “The evidence for the relationship between 
teachers’ emotional well-being and pupil outcomes has been well documented in both 
national and international research” (Rae et al., 2017, p. 200). It is no longer reason-
able for teachers to simply provide instruction in social–emotional learning (SEL). Most 
researchers agree that in order for SEL to be effective, teachers must develop their own 
base of important SEL competencies, model these competencies in their social interac-
tions, and integrate them into their instructional methods and relationships (Osher & 
Berg, 2017; Rae et al., 2017). A solid base of SEL competencies allows educators working 
with students with EBD to develop safe and predictable relationships, address complex 
behavioral needs, and provide the supportive classroom culture and environment this 
population of students so desperately needs.

REFLECTION 1.3
Make a brief list indicating why you believe educators working with students with EBD benefit 
from thoughtful, planned support from their colleagues. Next, write a statement about what types 
of support you believe would be most helpful. Finally, write a statement describing what you might 
do to get the support that would enable you to increase your effectiveness in serving students 
with EBD.

Assumption 4: Support for Students With  
EBD Begins With Strong Administrative Leadership

Research consistently indicates that administrative support is a key factor influ-
encing special education teachers’ job satisfaction (Ansley et al., 2019; Robinson 
et al., 2019), stress levels (Haydon et al., 2018), burnout (Barnes et al., 2018), retention 
( Bettini,  Cumming, et al., 2020; Bettini, Gilmour, et al., 2020; Conley & You, 2017), 
and quality of services provided to students (Bettini et al., 2016). Administrators 
can support their special education staff by providing quality feedback and demon-
strating they value teachers’ input by involving teachers in decision making (Bettini 
et al., 2015).

The quality of support provided to students with EBD is an extension of the edu-
cational philosophy of the school district. Districts with effective and appropriate ser-
vices for students with EBD have district-level and building administrators who believe 
schools have a responsibility to all students, including those with special needs, and 
advocate for all students. These administrators attempt to be aware of the needs these 
children and their families are experiencing, and they provide leadership through high 
expectations, training, and administrative support for the implementation of effective 
practices for serving students with EBD.
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Prather-Jones (2011a) reported that teachers of students identified as EBD defined 
administrative support as including three major components:

1. Teachers look to principals to enforce reasonable consequences for student 
misconduct and to include them in the decision making about these consequences.

2. Teachers feel supported by principals who make them feel respected and 
appreciated.

3. Teachers need support from the other teachers in the school, and principals play an 
important role in developing these relationships. (p. 5)

Administrative support for professional development is another key factor 
impacting the quality of job satisfaction of special education teachers and their abil-
ity to provide high-quality services to students (Robinson et al., 2019). Unfortunately, 
many administrators feel unprepared to support these teachers (Bettini et al., 2015). 
Therefore, support for administrators through effective in-service training and con-
sultation services is an important first step in providing effective services for students 
with EBD.

Administrators can demonstrate effective administrative leadership through:

• Actively developing mechanisms that support staff and students

• Creating clear procedures for making decisions regarding students with EBD, 
including the use of objective and current behavioral data

• Actively participating with staff in solving problems

• Providing opportunities for all staff to participate in proposed plans

• Providing education to enhance staff’s understanding of the etiology of EBD and 
the needs of the students

• Supporting staff training and skill development in working with students with 
EBD

• Advocating for students with EBD to support both their academic and emotional 
needs

Example of Effective Administrative Support

An example of effective administrative leadership for students with EBD was dem-
onstrated by a principal of an elementary school. As a vital component of their 
 positive behavioral interventions and supports (PBIS) plan, the school PBIS team 
implemented a discipline data collection system. When the PBIS team met and ana-
lyzed the first 3 months of discipline data, they determined that 40% of the disci-
pline referrals were being generated during recess. Further examination of the data 
revealed that 70% of these recess discipline referrals were written for students identi-
fied as EBD. Further analysis of the data indicated that the bulk of the referrals were 
occurring at the end of recess during the transition of students from the playground 
back into the  classroom.

The principal had developed a discipline committee composed of representative 
teachers from all grade levels, the school psychologist, the school counselor, a special 
education teacher, the building principal, and two classified staff. The classified staff 
were particularly valuable in this case because they articulated their perception that 
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there was confusion among the rotating classified staff who were responsible for play-
ground duty. It became evident that there were varying assumptions among the staff 
regarding the transition process, and consequently they were communicating mixed 
messages about staff expectations of students. It also became clear that this confusion 
would create a fertile ground for misunderstanding and confusion for students, in 
particular students with EBD who often have difficulty when expectations are unclear 
or confusing.

The discipline committee decided to create a schoolwide student transition plan 
including skill training for students and meetings with all of the rotating classified staff 
assigned to playground duty to increase the consistency of expectations and to attempt 
to reduce misunderstanding and confusion among students and staff alike. The plan 
involved the classified staff in the development of the new transition plan; however, 
due to budgetary problems there was no time to have the classified staff meet or to train 
them on the new plan.

At this point, the principal stepped in and provided the leadership and advocacy 
that generated a solution. Her proposal was for the discipline committee to develop a 
one-page draft playground transition plan and for committee members to assign clas-
sified staff to committee members based on their contact or ongoing relationships with 
the classified staff. The committee members then checked in with the building principal 
who created a master schedule that created a time for each of the committee members to 
meet with their assigned classified staff to share and fine tune the draft plan and sub-
sequently bring the final version to the classified staff. To accomplish this, the principal 
took over the duties of a number of classified staff.

Once agreed upon, the plan was implemented after the winter break. Implemen-
tation included a separate plan to ensure the students identified as EBD had training 
to assist them in understanding the new procedures. Implementation of this plan was 
associated with a dramatic reduction in the discipline issues on the playground and 
discipline referrals, particularly for students identified as EBD.

When the school staff experienced the leadership and advocacy of the school 
principal, it was apparent that they felt respected and recognized for the importance 
of their work. They were impressed that the building principal was willing to adjust 
her schedule to provide the opportunity to make the new playground transition 
plan successful.

This situation provided a number of examples of effective administrative 
leadership:

• Actively developing mechanisms that support staff and students. The principal supported 
the creation of a schoolwide discipline committee, and in doing so promoted the 
concept of schoolwide management involving collaboration and teamwork among 
staff members. In addition, supporting schoolwide problem solving demonstrates 
support for staff as they address challenging behaviors.

• Active participation in solving problems. By becoming a team member, the principal 
in this situation took an active role in addressing staff and student needs. This also 
demonstrated to staff flexibility regarding administrative roles, schedules, and 
ways to support a positive school culture.

• Providing opportunities for multilevel participation. This principal promoted the con-
cept that all staff members are valued and can provide unique and helpful contribu-
tions to serving students.
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• Recognize and support training. In this example, the administrator supported training 
for students as a way to increase their chance for success. Effective leaders strive 
to adequately prepare both students and staff in order for them to have the best 
chance of being successful.

Example of a Lack of Administrative Support

A student had a successful final 6 months in an elementary school classroom for stu-
dents identified as EBD. The elementary school special education teacher recommended 
that he be included in regular classes for at least half of the school day when he tran-
sitioned to the middle school. However, in middle school, he was placed full time in a 
classroom for students identified as EBD. This student was generally very successful 
in this setting, scoring above 90% on his daily point card for 48 of 51 days. There were 
two instances in this setting in which he was quite violent—both of which occurred in 
the hallway outside his class. Because the administration and staff at his current school 
continued to be hesitant about allowing him access to general education classrooms, 
they decided to transfer him to a self-contained classroom in another middle-school 
building that had a lower rate of school discipline issues, where the general student 
population was more successful at school, and where he would have a male teacher. It 
was hoped that within this setting he could be mainstreamed quite rapidly, although 
this was not shared with staff at the receiving school.

When the meeting occurred to discuss the transfer, four administrators were in 
attendance (the principal and two vice principals from the receiving school and a vice 
principal from the sending school). The school psychologists from both of the schools 
were present, and both had been prepped to indicate why the student could not be 
placed in their school. In addition, the special education teacher from the sending 
school had been told by her principal to downplay the positive information regarding 
the student. The director of programs for students with EBD at the district level was not 
informed of the meeting.

The meeting began with a staff member from the sending school reading a 
2-year-old report from a gang task force in another city indicating the seriousness of 
the student’s problems. The conversation focused almost exclusively on why the stu-
dent needed to be educated in a day treatment program. It is important to note that this 
student was African American, and the receiving school was located in the district’s 
most affluent and least diversified neighborhood. In less than an hour, the decision had 
been made that the student would be served in a day treatment program located in a 
building separate from the general education school. When the coordinator for EBD 
programs heard about this and attempted to question the placement, he was told that 
the parent had agreed, and the placement would not be reconsidered. The student was 
nearly a model student in the therapeutic day treatment program. Prior to having an 
opportunity to be transitioned back into a regular school setting, his family moved to 
another state.

The issue in this case was that it appeared that this student did not need to experi-
ence extensive time in a therapeutic day treatment program. Supporting the needs and 
rights of students with EBD requires that procedures be in place to enable educational 
leaders to carefully review data and provide thoughtful input to ensure that the politics 
of school staff and the fears of educators do not impact placement decisions and services 
to students with EBD.
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In this example, several administrators failed to provide adequate support for the 
student identified as EBD by not:

• Following clear and best practice procedures for making decisions regarding 
student placement in the least restrictive environment (LRE)

• Placing the needs of the student identified as EBD as priority and instead focusing 
on what they believed would be more acceptable to some staff

• Using objective and current behavioral data in decision making

REFLECTION 1.4
Consider the situation described previously in which a student identified as EBD was moved 
to a more restrictive environment based on a rather “political” decision. What problems do 
you see in the way this decision was made? What factors within the district may have allowed 
this to occur? What changes would you recommend to ensure that this type of decision- 
making process did not occur in the future? Can you think of other areas where issues of 
administrative leadership might have a significant impact on how effectively students with 
EBD are supported?

Assumption 5: Methods That Support All Students  
Also Benefit Students With EBD, and Many Methods  
Designed to Support Students With EBD Benefit All Students

All students benefit from educational practices and methods that create a safe, sup-
portive community where students feel valued and are motivated to learn meaningful 
academic content; where instruction is engaging and culturally sensitive; and where 
educators respond to behavior that disrupts students’ learning by treating students 
with dignity, examining the classroom environment, and teaching students new skills 
to be successful learners. For students with EBD, these methods are essential and may 
require more precision in their application.

Students with EBD are excellent staff development experts in that they fre-
quently will not be successful learners and will disrupt the learning environment 
unless school staff implement a wide range of evidence-based practices that support 
student learning and the development of positive student behavior. In communities 
with a high percentage of students who live in social settings that are often associ-
ated with limited student success, it is still possible for schools and classrooms to 
have a significant percentage of students experience high levels of academic success 
(Darling-Hammond, 2001, 2010; Lezotte & Snyder, 2011; McEwan, 2009; McLeskey 
et al., 2014). It is almost certain that the methods being implemented in these schools 
will have equally, if not greater, positive effect on students with EBD. Similarly, meth-
ods essential for the success of students with EBD, such as positive teacher–student 
relationships, positive peer relationships, engaging instruction, clear behavior stan-
dards and procedures, discipline focused on problem solving and the dignity of 
students, SEL opportunities, and special interventions when learning and behavior 
problems occur, are aspects of these effective schools and benefit all students. Edu-
cators responsible for creating these effective learning environments are successful 
because they more consistently implement methods known to support the achieve-
ment of all students.
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