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Spotting and Fixing ELLs’ 
Learning Challenges in Real Time 
(Originally titled “Seven High-Leverage Formative 
Assessment Moves to Support ELLs”) 
 In this Educational Leadership article, Brent 
Duckor (San José State University and Validity 
Partners) and Carrie Holmberg (Validity Partners) say 
that seven types of formative assessment provide vital 
minute-by-minute information as teachers help English 
language learners make sense of the curriculum and 
master academic English: 

 • Priming – A teacher might say, “Write 
down your thoughts, even if they feel unfinished,” or “I 
bet someone could build on this – who wants to try?” 
or “Let’s see what we can learn from Jessinia’s 
question; every perspective is important.” Prompts like 
these invite all students to participate and help build a 
bridge from ELLs’ conversational to academic English.  

 • Posing “stretch” questions – 
When a teacher’s queries can be answered with a 
simple Yes or No, students don’t show their thinking or 
give the teacher important information on their level 
of understanding. Higher-level questions get students 
to articulate their thinking, and even with Yes/No 
questions, all students can be asked to write silently, 
then share with a partner, while the teacher walks 
around looking at responses.  

• Pausing – “Even more than many other 
students,” say Duckor and Holmberg, “ELLs need 
processing time to ‘transfer files’ from short-term to 
long-term memory.” Teachers should wait for several 
seconds after asking a question, have students turn 
and talk, and post statements like these on the wall: 
Good answers take time, and We all need time to be 
heard. 
(Continued on page 2) 
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Central office is a fragrance-free zone so please be 
respectful and plan accordingly when you visit. 

Due to one of our members at 

the CO being highly sensitive to any 
type of fragrance, we ask that 
staff visiting/meeting at the Administration building 
refrain from using any scented products. Fragrances 
from personal care products, air fresheners, laundry 
and other cleaning products have been associated with 
adversely affecting a person’s health. We ask that we 
all work together to make the environment a safe and 
healthy workplace for everyone.   
 
Thank you very much for your cooperation!  
 

 
Instructional Office Newsletter 
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(Continued from page 1) 

 • Probing – “It is critical that ELLs in 
particular have the opportunity to rethink, revise, and 
reconsider ways of talking and writing ‘science’ or 
‘history’ or ‘math’ in the company of others,” say 
Duckor and Holmberg. Some possible prompts: 
So an assumption you’re making is… Is that how you 
see it? 
How do you know? … Can you explain it? What is your 
evidence? 
So what if you change that variable? … What do you 
think will happen? 
How are these facts related to one another? 
What does this mean to you? … Is it working for you 
now? 
Probing can also take the form of asking students to 
elaborate on “first-draft” answers and using word 
webs, journal entries, and sentence frames to get 
students extending their thinking and trying out ideas 
on classmates.  

 • Bouncing – “Too often, teachers only 
hear from their most active and verbal students during 
class (often native English speakers),” say Duckor and 
Holmberg. Better to get a fair sampling of responses 
from the whole class and immediately correct errors 
and misconceptions in what students say or write. 

 • Tagging – Writing students’ responses 
on the board makes their thinking visible, values all 
students’ contributions, models the use of academic 
language, and helps move the lesson forward. ELLs 
might work with a native English speaker, jot down 
ideas, and the partner then goes up and writes their 
ideas on the board.  

 • Binning – There’s a tendency to mentally 
sort students’ responses and work into a limited 
number of “bins” – correct, incorrect, misconception, 
off topic. Duckor and Holmberg urge teachers to see 
students’ efforts on a continuum of bins from novice to 
mastery. They suggest simplifying rubrics into a 
compact “progress guide” and tracking students’ work 
over time, looking for patterns and key points where a 
scaffold or intervention can be helpful. Here’s one 
column in a progress guide for a project, with 
additional columns to note the percent of students 
currently mastering each step and to list next steps 
and student requests: 
Weighs evidence 
Adds some evidence 

Takes a position 
Restates the prompt. 
The key, say the authors, is seeing “in a student’s 
provisional responses the beginnings of more 
sophisticated ways of thinking about the topic.”  

 
“Seven 

High-

Leverage Formative Assessment Moves to Support 
ELLs” by Brent Duckor and Carrie Holmberg in 
Educational Leadership, December 2019/January 2020 
(Vol. 77, #4, pp. 46-52), available at 
https://bit.ly/35d4iJP for ASCD members and for 
purchase; the authors can be reached at 
bduckor@validitypartners.com and 
cholmberg@validitypartners.com.  
Onboarding a New Student Who Knows No English 
(Originally titled “Better Planning for Newcomer 
Students”) 
 In this Educational Leadership article, North 
Carolina ELL instructional coach Rebecca Olsen 
(Winston-Salem/Forsyth County Schools, NC) shares 
the steps she and her colleagues use to welcome 
immigrant students who enter school not speaking 
English: 
 

Immediately: 
Front-office staff greet and welcome the family, 
determine the home language, locate translators, and 
assist in completing the registration process, including 
contact information. 

https://bit.ly/35d4iJP
mailto:bduckor@validitypartners.com
mailto:cholmberg@validitypartners.com
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Day One: 
Front-office staff share the student’s contact 
information with staff members who will be working 
with the student.  
The guidance counselor gives a tour of the building, 
pointing out water fountains, bathrooms, core 
classrooms, and the main office; introduces teachers 
and schedule; and makes sure the student has 
necessary school supplies. 
The ESL teacher ensures the student can navigate 
between classes. 
The classroom teacher assigns student ambassador(s) 
and ensures the student has a way to communicate 
basic needs and can navigate the lunch line. 
Student ambassadors welcome the student to the 
classroom. 
The assistant principal makes sure that transportation 
is assigned, communicates to the bus driver the 
student’s language limitations and needs, and ensures 
the student can get on/off the correct bus and bus 
stop. 
 

Week 1: 
The ESL teacher begins teaching survival language 
skills. 
 

Weeks 1-2: 
Student ambassadors research the student’s language 
and culture and share about it with classmates. 
 

Weeks 1-4: 
A student ambassador shadows the student 
throughout the day as an assigned helper (alternating 
ambassadors). 
 

Weeks 2-3: 
The guidance counselor gathers relevant records. 
Weeks 1-12: 
The ESL teacher monitors the student’s language 
growth and adjustment. 
 
“Better Planning for Newcomer Students” by Rebecca 
Olsen in in Educational Leadership, December 
2019/January 2020 (Vol. 77, #4, pp. 74-76), available at 
https://bit.ly/2MEhSQk; Olsen can be reached at 
rebeccal.ashby@gmail.com.  

Supporting ELLs As They Make Sense 
of Content 
 
(Originally titled “Let’s Think About This”) 
 In this Educational Leadership article, Bryan 
Goodwin and Bradley Rentz share the consensus from 
recent research on the best ways to help English 
language learners as they engage in subject-specific 
content.  
 • Build a solid foundation of first-language 
reading. Reading proficiency in students’ first language 
transfers to English and boosts comprehension.  
 • Use visuals. ELLs benefit when new 
concepts, processes, and ideas are presented in 
graphic form or in hands-on activities.  
 • Teach essential words directly. Pre-teaching 
vocabulary at Tier 2 (academic language like compare, 
infer, synthesize) and Tier 3 (subject-specific words like 
sum, stomata, oligarchy) builds background knowledge 
and gives students “handles” to make sense of 
instruction. Videos are an effective vocabulary-building 
method. 
 • Use peer-supported learning. Students 
benefit when they are strategically paired with 
classmates to summarize new learning, compare and 
contrast concepts, ask questions, and engage in 
reciprocal teaching.  
 • Use inquiry-based learning. Projects, 
working with peers, and engaging in 
expository writing are helpful, 
especially in science.  

 • Combine 
techniques. Mixing 

and matching the above 
approaches can be 

effective, especially in 
social studies.  

 
“Let’s Think About This” by Bryan 

Goodwin and Bradley Rentz in Educational Leadership, 
December 2019/January 2020 (Vol. 77, #4, pp. 82-82), 
available at https://bit.ly/2FdjKLr; Goodwin can be 
reached at bgoodwin@mcrel.org.  
Four Principles for Giving Feedback to Students 
 In this article in Middle School Journal, Alison 
Koenka (Virginia Commonwealth University) and Eric 
Anderman (The Ohio State University) describe how 
teachers in two different classrooms handled a 

https://bit.ly/2MEhSQk
mailto:rebeccal.ashby@gmail.com
https://bit.ly/2FdjKLr
mailto:bgoodwin@mcrel.org
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discussion with their seventh graders as they read Lois 
Lowry’s novel, The Giver. Each teacher asked the same 
question – “What do you think is the theme of this 
book?” – and in both classes there were lots of hands 
in the air and the teachers called on one student. But 
then the classes diverged: 
In the first, the student who was called on shared an 
enthusiastic comment about the book’s theme of 
memory. The teacher nodded and said, “Yes, anyone 
else?” The student slumped back in his seat and no 
other students offered to contribute.  
In the second class, the teacher responded, “Yes, 
memory is certainly an important theme. Now, let’s 
enrich that response further by also explaining what 
makes it so important, and supporting our arguments 
with specific examples from the book.” The student 
who responded sat up a little straighter and flipped 
through her book looking for examples. Other students 
were eager to join the discussion. 
The key difference, say Koenka and Anderman, was 
“specific, student-centered information delivered to 
students about their performance in a motivation-
building way.” The authors suggest four characteristics 
of the most effective feedback:  
 • Specific – Written comments on students’ 
work (spelling out why it was good and what could be 
improved or extended) have a far more positive impact 
on motivation and performance than grades or generic 
praise (“Good work”). With formative assessments, 
there’s an argument for giving comments and no 
grades.  
 • Task-focused, self-referenced, with 
identifying next steps – Feedback should target 
specific features of students’ performance, refer to 
their own previous performance, and identify what 
needs to be done next. These components are 
especially important for middle-school students, say 
Koenka and Anderman, because they make the 
feedback informational rather than controlling, 
supporting early adolescents’ “burgeoning need for 
autonomy.” The informational approach also 
encourages the development of self-efficacy – 
confidence in one’s own ability to complete tasks 
successfully. Commenting on students’ writing using 
track changes and comment boxes is a great way to 
give focused, self-referenced, and a next-step focus. 
Providing comments via video livestreaming is even 
more effective.  
 • Not norm-referenced – Comparing students’ 

performance to that of their peers is especially 
damaging for middle-school students because of their 
heightened sensitivity to the opinions of their 
contemporaries. A teacher’s comments, however well-
meaning, about the “best lab report in the class” or a 
“terrific class average” are not helpful to students who 
didn’t do so well. And counterintuitively, praise isn’t 
good for students who are singled out because it may 
set them up for ostracism and communicate that it’s all 
about outperforming others rather than the intrinsic 
benefits of learning.  
 • Not about personal characteristics – The 
trap with comments like “You’re a natural writer” and 
“You were born to be a scientist” is that the traits are 
seen by students as innate and unchangeable. This 
encourages a fixed versus a growth mindset, definitely 
not helpful to improving performance. Students may 
react positively in the moment, but it will sap their 
motivation and willingness to take risks and deal with 
more-challenging work down the road. Koenka and 
Anderman say that fixed-mindset thinking is especially 
unhelpful to middle-school students since they are just 
forming their adult identities.  
 
“Personalized Feedback as a Strategy for Improving 
Motivation and Performance Among Middle-School 
Students” by Alison Koenka and Eric Anderman in 

Middle School Journal, 
November 2019 (Vol. 50, 
#5, pp. 15-22), 

https://bit.ly/2FmHKfv; 
the authors can be 
reached at 
koenkaac@vcu.edu and 
anderman.1@osu.edu.  
20 Tips to Help De-
escalate Interactions With 
Anxious or Defiant 

Students  Katrina Schwartz 
 
Students’ behavior is a form of communication and 
when it’s negative it almost always stems from an 
underlying cause. There are many reasons kids might 
be acting out, which makes it difficult for a teacher in a 
crowded classroom to figure out the root cause. But 
even if there was time and space to do so, most 
teachers receive very little training in behavior during 
their credentialing programs. On average, teacher 
training programs mandate zero to one classes on 

https://bit.ly/2FmHKfv
mailto:koenkaac@vcu.edu
mailto:anderman.1@osu.edu
https://www.kqed.org/author/katrinaschwartz
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behavior and zero to one courses on mental health. 
Teacher training programs mostly assume that kids in 
public schools will be “typical,” but that assumption 
can handicap teachers when they get into real 
classrooms. 
A National Institute of Health study found that 25.1 
percent of kids 13-18 in the US have been diagnosed 
with anxiety disorders. No one knows how many more 
haven’t been diagnosed. Additionally between eight 
and 15 percent of the school-aged population has 
learning disabilities (there is a range because there's 
no standard definition of what constitutes a learning 
disability). Nine percent of 13-18 year-olds have been 
diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD) (although the number one misdiagnoses of 
anxiety is ADHD), 
and 11.2 percent suffer 
from depression. 
'We are 50% of every 
interaction with a child, 
so we have a lot of 
control over that 
interaction.'  
“So basically we have 
this gap in teacher 
education,” said Jessica 
Minahan, a certified 
behavior analyst, special 
educator, and co-author 
of The Behavior Code: A 
Practical Guide to 
Understanding and 
Teaching the Most Challenging Students. She spoke to 
educators gathered at a Learning and the Brain 
conference about strategies that work with 
oppositional students. 
Minahan is usually called into schools to help with the 
most challenging behavior. She finds that often 
teachers are trying typical behavioral strategies for a 
group of kids for whom those strategies don't work. 
However, she says after teachers learn more about 
why kids are behaving badly there are some simple 
strategies to approach defiant behavior like avoiding 
work, fighting, and causing problems during transitions 
with more empathy. 

ANXIETY 
 
Anxiety is a huge barrier to learning and very difficult 

for educators to identify. “When anxiety is fueling the 
behavior, it’s the most confusing and complicated to 
figure out,” Minahan said. That’s because a student 
isn’t always anxious; it tends to come and go based on 
events in their lives, so their difficulties aren’t 
consistent. When we are anxious our working memory 
tanks, making it very difficult to recall any salient 
information. 
Researchers surveyed a group of first graders none of 
whom had any reading or math disabilities. Those who 
had been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder were 
eight times more likely to be in the lowest achieving 
group in reading, and two-point-five times more likely 
to be in the lowest quartile in math achievement by 
the spring. 

“Anxiety is a 
learning disability; 
it inhibits your 
ability to learn,” 
Minahan said. But 
it isn’t usually 
recognized as a 
learning disability 
and there is 
almost never a 
plan for how to 
address it in the 
classroom. “For 
kids with anxiety, 
the ‘can’ts 

fluctuate,” 
Minahan said. 

“When they’re calm they can. When they’re anxious 
they can’t. And that’s very deceiving.” 
Anxiety isn’t about ability, it’s about interference, 
which means that traditional rewards and 
consequences don’t often work with this group of 
learners. 
“Rewards and consequences are super helpful to 
increase motivation for something I’m able to do,” 
Minahan said. But an anxious person’s brain has shut 
down and they aren’t able in that moment to complete 
the task being asked of them. The best way to combat 
this tricky problem is to try to prevent anxiety triggers 
and build up students’ social and emotional skills to 
cope with the moments when anxiety sets in. 
When kids are in the throes of bad behavior they have 
poor self-regulation skills, often get into negative 
thinking cycles that they can’t stop, have poor 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/any-anxiety-disorder-among-children.shtml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/any-anxiety-disorder-among-children.shtml
http://www.education.com/reference/article/prevalence-learning-disabilities/
http://www.education.com/reference/article/prevalence-learning-disabilities/
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/attention-deficit-hyperactivity-disorder-among-children.shtml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/dysthymic-disorder-among-children.shtml
http://jessicaminahan.com/
http://jessicaminahan.com/
http://www.childmind.org/en/posts/articles/2012-5-18-breaking-behavior-code-disruptive-students
http://www.childmind.org/en/posts/articles/2012-5-18-breaking-behavior-code-disruptive-students
http://www.childmind.org/en/posts/articles/2012-5-18-breaking-behavior-code-disruptive-students
http://www.childmind.org/en/posts/articles/2012-5-18-breaking-behavior-code-disruptive-students
http://www.learningandthebrain.com/
http://www.learningandthebrain.com/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/15236317_The_significance_of_self-reported_anxious_symptoms_in_first-grade_children
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executive functioning, become inflexible thinkers and 
lose social skills like the ability to think about another 
person’s perspective. That’s why kids can seem so                                                      
unempathetic when teachers ask, “how do you think 
that made Sam feel?” At that moment, the student 
acting out has no ability to take Sam’s perspective, but 
a few hours later or the next day, he might be able to 
show the remorse educators want to see. 
 

ALL BEHAVIOR HAS A FUNCTION 
 
Bad behavior is often connected to seeking attention, 
and when kids act out, they can see the results.* 
“Negative attention is way easier to get 
and hands down easier to understand,” 
Minahan said. “It’s much more efficient.” 
Adults tend to be unpredictable with 
attention when a student is doing what 
she is supposed to do, but as soon as 
there’s a dramatic, obvious tantrum, the 
student has the teacher’s attention. And 
negative attention is powerful -- one 
student can hijack a whole classroom. 
A common teacher response to low-level 
negative attention seeking is to ignore the 
student. The teacher doesn’t want to 
reward bad behavior. “I want to caution 
you about ignoring someone with anxiety 
because their anxiety goes up,” Minahan 
said. Ignoring an already anxious student 
can accidentally convey the message that 
the teacher doesn’t care about the 
student, and worse might escalate the 
situation. Perhaps a teacher can ignore a student 
tapping his pencil or banging on his desk, but 
threatening behavior can’t be ignored. And the student 
learns exactly what level of behavior he must exhibit to 
get attention. 

TIP 1: Instead, “what you need to do is make 
positive attention compete better,” Minahan said. She 
often suggests that teachers actively engage the most 
difficult student at the beginning of class saying 
something like, “I can’t wait to see what you think of 
this assignment. I’m going to check on you in 5 
minutes.” When the teacher actually comes back in 
five minutes, validates the student’s progress, and tells 
her another check-in is coming in ten minutes it sets up 
a pattern of predictable attention for positive 

behavior. And while it might seem unfair to take that 
extra time and care with one student, it ultimately 
saves instruction time when a teacher doesn’t have to 
deal with a tantrum that sends the student out of the 
room. 

TIP 2: Often in an attempt to form a positive 
relationship with a student teachers will publicly praise 
positive behavior. That can backfire, especially with 
anxious kids who don’t want any extra attention from 
peers. Private or non-verbal praise is often better. 
Minahan recommends pulling students aside at the 
beginning of the year to ask how teachers can best tell 
them they’re proud. “It’s a gift to your February self if 

you can figure out a system 
now, otherwise you’ll get stuck 
on the negative attention 
scale,” Minahan said. 

Tip 2.1: She also 
recommends fact-based praise 
as opposed to general praise. 
Vague praise is easy to dismiss. 
ANTECEDENTS TO BAD 
BEHAVIOR 
Many kids have predictable 
anxiety triggers like 
unstructured time, transitions, 
writing tasks, social demands or 
any unexpected change. 
Similarly the antecedents of 
negative behavior are fairly 
predictable: unfacilitated social 
interactions, interaction with an 
authoritative adult, being asked 

to wait, when demands are placed, being told no, 
writing, and transitions.** 

Tip 3: “Teach waiting now,” Minahan said. “When 
you are anxious, despite your age, it’s very hard to 
wait.” She was asked to observe a boy who constantly 
disrupted class. Minahan soon noticed the boy often 
did his work, but if he finished early or there was 
downtime in the class, he would start causing trouble. 
When Minahan pointed this out to him he had no idea 
what “wait time” was. She had to spell out to him that 
when he finished a task he should apply a strategy, like 
turning over the paper and doodling appropriately on 
the back. After this small intervention the student’s 
behavior was so improved that his teacher thought 
he’d gone on medication. 



                                                                                                        

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 7 

                                                                                                                                                                                                

'You can have really bright, able children whose 
anxiety is interfering so much.'  
For kids with anxiety, there are a number of strategies 
teachers can employ. The first is not to take any 
student behavior personally. The student isn’t trying to 
manipulate or torture the teacher, his behavior is 
reflecting something going on internally. Often a short 
movement break can help relieve anxiety, but not the 
way they are commonly given. 
Minahan described a seventh grade 
girl who was recovering from an 
eating disorder. The girl was scraping 
her arms so badly they would bleed. 
After lunch, predictably, the behavior 
was worse, so her teachers were 
letting her color and draw to relieve 
her anxiety. Another common break is 
to tell a student to go get a drink of 
water down the hall. The coloring 
break wasn’t working for this seventh 
grader and Minahan soon figured out 
why. “We accidentally left her alone 
to fester in her anxious thoughts,” she 
said. 

Tip 4: Leaving class doesn’t give the 
student a break from internal 
negative thoughts like “I’m fat,” or 
“I’m not smart enough,” which 
paralyze thinking. But a break paired 
with a cognitive distraction does offer 
respite from the “all or nothing” thinking that’s so 
common with anxious students. An older student 
might take a break and record herself reading a book 
out loud for a younger student with dyslexia. It’s 
impossible to read out loud and think another thought. 
Other distractions could include sports trivia, sudoku 
or crossword puzzles. Little kids might do a Where’s 
Waldo or look through a Highlight magazine for the 
hidden picture. 

Tip 5: When teachers want to wrap up a task they 
often use a countdown. “Silent reading time is going to 
be over in five minutes.” But counting down doesn’t 
support a high achieving anxious child who feels she 
must finish. And it takes a lot of executive function 
skills and cognitive flexibility to fight the urge to keep 
going after the time is up. So instead of counting down, 
a teacher might walk over to that student and say, let’s 
find a good stopping point. She may stop a minute 
later than the rest of the class when she reaches the 

designated point, but it won’t escalate into a tug-of-
war. 
Transitions are another common time for kids to act 
out. Younger students often don’t want to come in 
from recess, for example. But when a teacher says, 
“Line up. Recess is over. It’s time for your spelling 
quiz,” it’s no wonder the student doesn’t want to go 
from something he loves to something he hates. 

Tip 6: The teacher can give students an in-between 
step to make the transition more palatable. 
Go from recess, to two minutes of coloring, to 
the spelling quiz. The intermediary step gives 
that non-compliant student behavioral 
momentum. He’s already sitting down, quiet, 
with pen in hand, so the jump to spelling isn’t 
as jarring. 
For middle and high school students, school is 
all about being social, but the only times 
students get to see their friends are in the two 
to five minute passing periods between 
classes. Again, the transition is from 
something they love to something they hate, 
so don’t make that transition extra hard by 
collecting homework as they come in the 
door. The toughest kids are probably already 
not doing well in the class, and a reminder of 
the homework exacerbates feelings of 
inadequacy. 

Tip 7: One high school geometry teacher 
started playing two minute YouTube videos about 
geometry as students came into class. It got students 
from the hallway into the classroom without thinking 
negatively and her class started to run more smoothly. 
She didn’t have the same interruptions she used to, 
which made the lost two minutes seem worth it. 

Tip 8: Minahan also likes some of the biofeedback 
tools that are now available, like the EmWave. A 
wound up student puts a sensor on his finger and 
calming down becomes a game. He might start out 
with a picture of a black and white forest, but as he 
calms down (and the sensor monitors his heart rate) 
the colors start to pop in. It can take as little as two to 
five minutes to completely calm a kid down when they 
can see the feedback so clearly. 
“I like it because it’s so concrete,” Minahan said. A 
student with high functioning autism might not even 
know what a teacher means by “calm down,” but with 
the biofeedback device she can see what it means. 

http://www.heartmath.com/emwave-technology/
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WORK-AVOIDANCE 

 
Minahan says it’s very common for students to have 
trouble initiating work, persisting through work and 
asking for help, but there are strategies to help kids 
build the skills to get better in these areas. 
“You can have really bright, able children whose 
anxiety is interfering so much,” Minahan said. The 
anxiety isn’t coming from nowhere; it’s coming from 
prior experiences of feeling frozen and stupid. In that 
moment the child’s working memory isn’t working, so 
teachers need to find ways to bypass it until the 
anxiety passes. 

Tip 9: One way is to let students preview the work 
for the day. In the morning, an elementary school 
teacher might work on the first few problems with the 
anxious child so she knows she can do it. Then, when 
it’s time for that work later in the day, that child 
receives the sheet she’s already started and can go 
from there. 

Tip 9.1: In high school, teachers can give students 
with trouble initiating the preview as homework. 
Students can start at home without any pressure and 
continue at school. “Fight or flight is the worst when 
they first see it,” Minahan said, so try to bypass that 
moment and prevent a breakdown. 

Tip 10: At the same time, when the teacher names 
the strategies a student is employing, he is helping the 
student build a toolbox that can be used 
independently. Strategies might include, asking a 
teacher to help her start when she feels frozen, or 
asking to preview the homework. For perfectionist 
students, difficulty starting can stem from a fear of 
messing up. Give those students dry erase boards, 
where the mess ups can be easily erased. It helps when 
teachers treat the difficulty starting as a small problem 
and say something like, “Looks like you’re not 
initiating. What strategy are you going to use?” 
'When I shift the reinforcement to skills, I've noticed 
the skills go up and that's what makes the difference 
for the kids who have mental health difficulties.'  

Tip 11: Some strategies to build persistence include 
skipping the hard ones and doing the ones a student 
knows first, working with a buddy, and double 
checking work on problems that have been completed. 
Giving help in class is often a tricky balance, especially 
if a student is too embarrassed to ask vocally. Instead 

of acting out because she can’t do the work, the 
student might raise her hand, pass the teacher a note 
or make eye contact. Then the teacher has to be 
careful not to give too much help. “We accidentally 
create dependency because we help so much,” 
Minahan said. 
That goes for academics as well as behavior. Often a 
teacher will notice a student becoming agitated and 
dysregulated and tell him to take a short walk. But 
ultimately the student will be better served if he can 
learn to monitor himself and implement strategies 
when he notices early signs of agitation. “Kids have to 
learn how to catch themselves on the way up and calm 
down there,” Minahan said, because that’s when the 
strategies work. But kids need to be taught how to 
recognize the signs. 

Tip 12: Teach kids how to do a body check. With 
younger students a teacher can describe the signs of 
agitation as they are happening so the student starts 
to recognize them. With older students, ask them 
where in their body they feel anxious, for example, “in 
your belly?” “Give them the data every day,” Minahan 
said. “This is your body on the way up.” After the 
groundwork has been laid, a teacher can just say “body 
check, please” to let a student know it’s time to check 
in with themselves and start using a strategy. 
But what can you do when a kid is already exploding? 
Minahan says, not much because the child will have a 
very hard time reacting in a reasonable way once he or 
she is riled up. 

Tip 13: What educators can do is anticipate those 
moments and rehearse self-calming strategies when 
the child is calm. 
In one case, Minahan knew an elementary student she 
was working with was going to have a traumatic 
change in her life. The child’s mom was giving her up 
to foster care and the date had been set. To prepare 
for what would undoubtedly be a moment when the 
student couldn’t control herself, Minahan had her 
practice self-calming in the social worker’s office, 
where she would probably go on the day. Twice a day 
for five minutes she rehearsed a self-calming routine 
when she was already calm so her working memory 
was available and she was learning the strategies. 
When the day came and the child did freak out, 
Minahan quickly got her into the office with very little 
touching or verbal interaction which might further set 
her off. Once there, the girl got into her routine, and 
started singing to herself as a cognitive distraction. 
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“The rehearsal allowed for automaticity and did not 
require cognition or working memory in that moment,” 
Minahan said. 

Tip 14: Rehearse replies to confrontations. Minahan 
worked with a high school student who constantly got 
in fights. If he felt disrespected he’d start swinging. 
Together they rehearsed over and over him saying, “I 
don’t have time for this,” and walking away. During the 
rehearsals, Minahan gave him something to hold in his 
hands as he said this. And soon, he stopped getting in 
fights. It gave him the moment he needed to make a 
decision not to use his fists and a go-to automatic 
reply. 

Tip 15: Use data to disprove negative thinking. 
Writing is a common barrier for kids with anxiety, 
Minahan said. But one way to begin getting students 
past this hurdle is to ask them how hard a task will be 
before they start and again after they’ve completed it. 
Almost always the perception of the task is worse than 
the actual task. With several weeks of data you can 
show students the pattern in their responses. 
Minahan worked with a girl who hated writing so much 
that she was skipping school twice a week.    She would 
often say that writing was torture to her. Minahan 
broke writing down into component parts with 
corresponding strategies for getting started on each 
part. When the student worked on a writing task 
Minahan would ask her how many strategies she 
employed. Often the girl didn’t use that many 
strategies, which didn’t fit with her own conception of 
herself. “We reframed her whole thinking and she felt 
more empowered to solve her problems,” Minahan 
said. 
 

INTERACTION-STRATEGIES 
 
    In any interaction with students teachers can 
only control their own behavior, but that’s actually a 
lot of power. “We are 50% of every interaction with a 
child,” Minahan said. “We have a lot of control over 
that interaction.” 

Tip 16: If a teacher gets off on the wrong foot with 
a student early in the year, try randomly being kind to 
the child, rather than only giving positive attention 
based on his or her behavior. This kind of 
noncontingent reinforcement helps the child to see the 
teacher likes him for who he is, not because he does 
math well or reads perfectly, Minahan said. 

Tip 17: In areas where the difficult student is 
competent, give her a leadership role. Maybe let her 
take a younger child to the nurse or start an activity 
club. This helps change the child’s perception of herself 
and also her relationship to the teacher. 

Tip 18: When demanding something of a student, 
don’t ask yes or no questions and teach kids not to ask 
yes or no questions. In that scenario, someone has a 
50 percent chance of being disappointed with the 
answer. By changing the question, the teacher opens 
the door for the answer to be diffusing, rather than an 
escalation of defiance. For example, if a student asks, 
"Can I work with Jack?" The teacher can reframe the 
question: "Oh, did you want to know when you could 
work with Jack? You can ask: When can I work with 
Jack." The student might not like the answer, but it 
likely won't produce the same explosive reaction as 
getting an outright "no." 

Tip 19: Give kids time and space. If a student is 
prone to arguing, eye contact and physical proximity 
can escalate potential protests.*** For example, if a 
kid is humming in an annoying way, a typical teacher 
move might be to make eye contact with the child and 
shake your head to get him to stop. But in this 
situation eye-contact is non-verbally asking the child 
for a response, which he may be incapable of giving at 
that moment. Instead, calmly walk over and put a note 
on his desk that says, “please stop humming.” Then 
run away and do not make eye contact with that 
student for a few minutes. 
“The initial reaction is not pleasant and you have to 
wait for them to de-escalate before they can comply,” 
Minahan said. Sometimes the mere presence of the 
teacher prevents that de-escalation. 

Tip 20: Reward practice or strategy use, not 
performance. “When I shift the reinforcement to skills, 
I’ve noticed the skills go up and that’s what makes the 
difference for the kids who have mental health 
difficulties,” Minahan said. Ultimately, educators are 
teaching kids the skills and strategies that they can 
then use throughout their life when they’re anxious, so 
rewarding practice makes sense. 
The more teachers can empathize with students, 
teaching skill building and focus on preventing 
challenging behavior, the smoother the classroom will 
run. Often that means learning about the student in 
order to identify triggers and design new ways of 
interacting with even the most challenging students. 


