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Warren, Hannah E.  Social and Emotional Learning for Students with Externalizing 

Emotional and Behavioral Disorders  

Abstract 

This literature review discusses social and emotional learning interventions and strategies for 

students who have emotional and behavioral disorders, particularly those with externalizing 

behaviors.  The purpose of this research is to inform school psychologists about the various 

programs and interventions, and to assist in not only learning about the strategies, but in 

implementing them into the school setting.  The interventions listed include school-level 

programs, classroom-level interventions, and targeted/intensive interventions.  Results of this 

review suggest that school psychologists should not only have an awareness of SEL 

interventions, but also should learn how to implement the interventions and assist in teaching 

students how to generalize social and emotional learning strategies into various settings and 

social situations. 

  



3 
 

Acknowledgments 

I would like to first thank my family for their love and support throughout my entire 

educational career.  I appreciate not only my parents for their help, but my little sister, Emma, for 

her everlasting support and interest in my education.  I would also like to thank my boyfriend, 

Patrick Hell, for his continuous encouragement, understanding, and motivation.  

 Finally, I would like to thank Barbara Flom, my thesis advisor, for guiding me through 

the process of writing my thesis, and the School Psychology faculty for their continuous support. 

  



4 
 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ............................................................................................................................................2 

Chapter I: Introduction .....................................................................................................................6 

Statement of the Problem .....................................................................................................8 

Purpose of the Study ............................................................................................................9 

Research Questions ............................................................................................................10 

Definition of Terms............................................................................................................10 

Assumptions and Limitations of the Study ........................................................................12 

Chapter II: Literature Review ........................................................................................................13 

Effective Measures at the School Level .............................................................................13 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports ................................................... 13 

Strong Kids ........................................................................................................... 15 

Mindfulness........................................................................................................... 16 

Effective Classroom Interventions .....................................................................................17 

Behavior Specific Praise ....................................................................................... 17 

Token Economy .................................................................................................... 18 

Mindful Yoga ........................................................................................................ 20 

Effective Targeted Interventions........................................................................................21 

Check-In/Check-Out ............................................................................................. 21 

Behavior Contract ................................................................................................. 22 

Effective Intensive Interventions .......................................................................................23 

Behavior Intervention Plan ................................................................................... 23 

Social Stories ........................................................................................................ 25 



5 
 

De-escalation Techniques ..................................................................................... 25 

The Role of a School Psychologist ....................................................................................28 

Chapter III: Summary, Conclusion, and Recommendations .........................................................30 

Summary ............................................................................................................................30 

Recommendations for Practice ..........................................................................................31 

Recommendations for Future Research .............................................................................32 

References ......................................................................................................................................34 



6 
 

Chapter I: Introduction 

According to McKevitt (2012), a national survey questioned 331 school psychologists 

about their knowledge and use of evidence-based, social and emotional learning interventions.  

The results indicated that school psychologists did not have adequate knowledge of social and 

emotional learning programs.  A school psychologist’s role is not only to assist students in their 

learning, but also to support students with their mental health and behavioral needs.  This ensures 

that students not only have success academically, but socially, behaviorally, and emotionally as 

well.   

 According to Zins, Weissberg, Wang, and Walberg (as cited in Durlak, Weissberg, 

Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011), teaching and learning in schools have strong social, 

emotional, and academic components.  According to Elias, Zins, Weissberg, Frey, Greenberg, 

Haynes et al. (as cited in Durlak et al., 2011),  

students typically do not learn alone but rather in collaboration with their teachers, in the 

company of their peers, and with the encouragement of their families.  Emotions can 

facilitate or impede children’s academic engagement, work ethic, commitment, and 

ultimate school success.  Because relationships and emotional processes affect how and 

what we learn, schools and families must effectively address these aspects of the 

educational process for the benefit of all students. 

The integration of SEL into the schools is not intended to be an unconnected curriculum, 

but combined into the present schoolwide curricula.  SEL allows students and staff to learn about 

self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-

making.  These five core areas allow schools to have a more positive and warm environment.  

According to the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) online 
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resource (CASEL, n.d.), SEL can be taught in four different ways: individual lesson plans, 

teaching styles, SEL academic curriculum, and the schoolwide promotion of SEL.  According to 

Greenberg (as cited in McKevitt, 2012), schools and educators are required to use research-based 

SEL interventions and programs.  Social and emotional learning (SEL) interventions allow 

students to be explicitly taught skills in large groups, small groups, or individually.  An expert in 

the field (McKevitt, 2012, p. 34) stated, “By enhancing students’ social skills and creating 

environments that foster learning, SEL interventions indirectly promote better academic 

performance as students are more engaged in and connected to their schools.”  

In a meta-analysis of 213 school-based, universal social and emotional learning studies 

involving 270,034 Kindergarten through high school students, the implementation of SEL 

greatly improved the students’ social and emotional skills, attitudes, behavior, and academic 

performance.  The data collected from the findings add to the empirical evidence regarding the 

implementation and positive impact of SEL programs (Durlak et al., 2011).  Because students 

spend a large amount of time within the schools, it is important that educators assist in raising 

healthy children by not only teaching not only academic and cognitive development, but social 

and emotional development as well (Durlak et al., 2011).  

According to Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (as cited in 

Durlak et al., 2011), the implementation of social and emotional learning programs’ goals is to 

assist in the development of interrelated sets of cognitive, affective, and behavioral 

competencies: self-awareness, self-management, social-awareness, relationship skills, and 

responsible decision making.  Bear and Watkins (as cited in Durlak et al., 2011), explained that 

increasing students’ SEL skills creates a foundation that results in students using their 
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internalized beliefs and values, having a caring and concern for others, making good decisions, 

and taking responsibility for choices and behaviors.   

The implementation of social and emotional learning programs has two main categories: 

systematic instruction and the establishment of a safe and caring learning environment.  When 

teaching SEL skills to students, educators should not only explain what the skills are, but 

scaffold the instruction of the skills to the developmentally appropriate age group per grade, 

model the skills, practice the skills, and apply the skills to various situations so they are not 

assumed to be a stand-alone entity.  When implementing SEL instruction, educators must also 

create a safe and caring learning environment.  To assist in creating a school-wide and 

classroom-wide feeling of community between students, it is beneficial for educators to include 

community-building activities within the classroom and school (Durlak et al., 2011). 

Currently, a national movement integrates the Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports (PBIS) framework into schools.  This program is a multi-tiered framework that allows 

schools to proactively help students by using positive reinforcement for behavioral management; 

whereas SEL is used to teach skills to students on how to regulate their actions towards 

themselves and others (Cook et al., 2015).   Although both programs are effective, the integration 

of PBIS and SEL would allow schools to become more successful by having a universal program 

that not only teaches students about mental health, but also targets students in need of early 

intervention to prevent future problems.    

Statement of the Problem 

Although all students benefit from social and emotional learning (SEL) programs and 

lessons, students who have emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) especially benefit from 

learning about self-awareness skills and social skills, and how to generalize the skills into 
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various settings.  According to Smith (2014), emotional and behavioral disorders can be divided 

into three groups: low incidence disorders, internalizing behaviors, and externalizing behaviors.  

Externalizing behaviors are defined by Smith (2014) as a behavior that manifests itself outward, 

sometimes in an aggressive, impulsive, coercive, or noncompliant manner.  These specific 

behaviors are especially difficult to manage in schools because of the high level of distraction in 

the environment and the difficulty of managing the behaviors.  Some examples of externalizing 

behaviors include: hyperactivity, irritating others, acting impulsively, engaging in tantrums, 

destruction of property, theft, hostility, acting defiantly, making threats to others, persistent 

aggression, and violation of basic rights for others.  Students who have an emotional and 

behavioral disorder with externalizing behaviors are in serious need of effective, evidence-based 

interventions not only to manage their behavior, but also to set the student up for a successful 

future.  According to Robacker, Rivera, and Warren, “students with behavioral and emotional 

disabilities spend less time on academic instruction due to their behavioral disruptions, 

contributing to the academic difficulties these students face” (2016, p. 39). 

 Not all interventions for students with emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) who 

have externalizing behaviors are equally effective.  In addition to the level of efficacy, there are 

various aspects to consider when deciding on an intervention, such as the person or people in 

need, the behavior being addressed, the location or locations of the behavior, and the desired 

outcome of the intervention.    

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this investigation is to examine the effectiveness of current social and 

emotional learning techniques; specifically, effective interventions for students in public schools 
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in the United States who have EBD with externalizing behaviors.  Data was gathered by 

reviewing professional literature during the summer of 2017.   

Research Questions 

The following questions will be addressed in this literature review: 

1) What are effective interventions for school-age students who have emotional 

and behavioral disorders with eternalizing behaviors? 

2) What are implications for school psychologists who have students who have 

EBD with externalizing behaviors? 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are defined for clarity. 

Emotional Behavioral Disorder (EBD).  “Emotional/behavioral disorder (EBD) is 

defined as ‘emotional disturbance’ under IDEA” (Emotional/behavioral Disorder (EBD), n.d.).  

“Emotional disturbance [also commonly referred to as emotional and behavioral disorder] a 

condition exhibiting one or more of the following characteristics over a long period of time and 

to a marked degree that adversely affects a child’s educational performance: A) An inability to 

learn that cannot be explained by intellectual, sensory, or health factors.  B) An inability to build 

or maintain satisfactory interpersonal relationships with peers and teachers.  C) Inappropriate 

types of behavior or feelings under normal circumstances.  D) A general pervasive mood of 

unhappiness or depression.  E) A tendency to develop physical symptoms or fears associated 

with personal or school problems” (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 

2004, 2012). 

 Externalizing behaviors.  “Externalizing behaviors constitute an acting-out style that 

could be described as aggressive, impulsive, coercive, and noncompliant” (Smith, 2014, n.p.). 
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 Mindfulness.  “The intentional process of observing, describing, and participating in 

reality nonjudgmentally, in the moment, and with effectiveness” (Dimidjian & Linehan, as cited 

in Renshaw & Cook, 2017, p.5).  

 Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS).  “A systematic approach to 

proactive, school-wide behavior based on a Response to Intervention (RtI) model.  PBIS applies 

evidenced-based programs, practices, and strategies for all students to increase academic 

performance, improve safety, decrease problem behavior, and establish a positive school culture” 

(Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2016, n.p.). 

 Response to Intervention.  “[…] a multitiered approach to help struggling learners.  

Student progress is closely monitored at each tier of intervention to determine the need for 

progressively intense instruction” (Hughes, & Dexter, 2011, p. 4). 

Social and emotional learning.  “The SEL approach integrates competence promotion 

and youth development frameworks for reducing risk factors and fostering protective 

mechanisms for positive adjustment…SEL researchers and program designers build from Waters 

and Sroufe’s (1983) description of competent people as those who have the abilities ‘to generate 

and coordinate flexible, adaptive responses to demands and to generate and capitalize on 

opportunities in the environment’ (p. 80). Elias et al. (1997) defined SEL as the process of 

acquiring core competencies to recognize and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, 

appreciate the perspectives of others, establish and maintain positive relationships, make 

responsible decisions, and handle interpersonal situations constructively” (as cited in Durlak et 

al., 2011, p. 406). 

 Token economy.  “A contingency management strategy in which students are awarded 

tokens for displaying appropriate behaviors” (Robacker et al., 2016, p. 40). 
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Assumptions and Limitations of the Study 

The current study is a review of published research on social and emotional learning, 

emotional and behavioral disorders with externalizing behaviors, and effective, evidence-based 

interventions for the latter.  The reviewed research is mainly from the United States within the 

past decade.  It is assumed that the published research is valid and reliable.  

Limitations of the current study include not having included all published studies on 

topics found within the literature review, possible limitations of particular studies with 

generalization of data, and other methodological issues of particular studies.  
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

This chapter is a comprehensive review on the effectiveness of various levels of 

evidence-based interventions for students who have emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) 

with externalizing behaviors.  This chapter will provide evidence-based and effective measures 

at the school level, classroom level, and targeted/intensive interventions. 

Effective Measures at the School Level 

A few effective measures for increasing social and emotional learning at the school level 

include PBIS, Strong Kids social emotional and learning curriculum, and mindfulness.  

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports.  According to Sugai and Horner (as 

cited in Goodman-Scott, Betters-Bubon, & Donohue, 2015), the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act made an amendment in 2004 and stated that Positive Behavioral Interventions and 

Supports (PBIS) is the recommended approach for approaching behaviors with positive school 

culture.  PBIS is a three-tiered framework that is a preventative, evidence-based, data-driven 

program.  Based on applied behavior analysis, the program focuses on promoting a healthy, 

positive school culture while reinforcing desired behaviors (Goodman-Scott et al., 2015).   

 The first level, Tier One, of PBIS is universal and encompasses a matrix of desired 

behaviors in specific locations for all the students in the school.  Common locations that are 

selected for the matrix include classrooms, restrooms, hallways, lunchrooms, and busses.  If 

students, such as students who have EBD with externalizing behaviors, fail to meet the 

expectations of the first tier, then they can be moved to the second tier for additional support.   

Within Tier Two, students are given a small-group intervention with other students who 

may struggle with a similar behavior.  Interventions are progress monitored and have data which 

tracks changes the student made over time.  If the student is successful with the Tier Two 
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interventions, then he may return to the first tier; however, if the student requires additional 

support, then he may be moved to the third tier.  The third tier includes intensive interventions 

tailored to students’ needs.  After several weeks of progress monitoring the intensive 

intervention, the student is reevaluated to decide if he has responded to the interventions and can 

return to Tier Two or Tier One.   

PBIS is an effective program for students because it allows them to receive interventions 

at any level of the framework.  One tool that is useful for educators, PBIS World, is a website 

that allows educators to select specific behavioral interventions for any of the three tiers.  This 

website walks the educator through the process of identifying an undesired behavior, collecting 

data, implementing the intervention, reviewing the data, and determining whether to move on to 

a more intensive intervention or whether the intervention resolved the disruptive behavior. 

 On the PBIS World website, educators have access to several Tier One interventions for 

externalizing behaviors such as: aggressive bullying, stealing, displaying disrespectful behavior, 

name calling, engaging in tantrums, displaying confrontational behaviors, displaying disruptive 

behaviors, acting impulsively, having a negative attitude, acting defiant, speaking inappropriate 

language, and having off-task disruptive behavior.  Each behavior above has an extensive list of 

examples for educators to easily determine whether the behavior is an appropriate choice.  Next, 

educators can select to view multiple Tier One interventions, print data tracking forms and 

strategies for each intervention, and have the option to select to progress to Tier Two 

interventions if the first-tier interventions were unsuccessful.  Popular Tier One interventions for 

students with EBD who have externalizing behaviors, but not limited to that group of students, 

includes movement breaks, behaviors specific praise, positive reinforcement, alternative seating 

arrangements, reflection sheets, mindfulness breaks, and teaching the student about the 
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alternative positive behavior.  All in all, PBIS is an effective, preventative behavioral 

management framework for all students in the school (PBIS World, 2017). 

 Strong Kids.  According to Merrell et al. (as cited in Cook et al., 2015, p. 173), the 

Strong Kids curriculum was designed to teach students social emotional skills that promote 

emotion regulation, personal resilience, and interpersonal problem-solving.  The Strong Kids 

curriculum is available online and has three sets of curriculum packages: Strong Start for 

students in Kindergarten through second grade, Strong Kids for students in third grade through 

eighth grade, and Strong Teens for students in ninth grade through twelfth grade.  The evidence-

based programs were first developed by researchers at the University of Oregon and are designed 

to be used for wellness promotion, prevention, and early intervention (Strong Kids, 2001).  

According to the Strong Kids website (2001), the curriculum can be effectively used with high 

functioning, typical, and at-risk students in addition to students with behavioral and emotional 

disorders.  The curriculum may also be adapted to fit the needs of culturally diverse students.  

 The Strong Start curriculum designed for Kindergarten through second grade includes ten 

35-minute lessons.  The lessons are activity-based and use popular children’s literature to reach 

students’ interests.  The main concepts for the lessons include: how to name basic feelings, how 

to express feelings, how to manage emotions, how to identify others’ feelings, and basic 

communication skills.  In addition to the ten basic lessons, the curriculum also includes a two-

part booster lesson to re-teach and reinforce the main concepts of the curriculum (Strong Kids, 

2001).  

 The Strong Kids curriculum for third grade through fifth grade has a similar structure to 

the Strong Start curriculum, but has twelve 45-minute lessons.  The main concepts for the 

lessons include: how to identify emotions, how to appropriately express feelings, how to manage 
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anger, how to express empathy, how to identify maladaptive thinking patterns and irrational 

thoughts, and how to set and achieve realistic goals.  In addition to the twelve lessons, the Strong 

Kids curriculum also includes a booster lesson that re-teaches and reinforces the curriculums 

main concepts (Strong Kids, 2001). 

 The Strong Teens curriculum, for ninth grade through twelfth grade, includes twelve 45-

minute lessons.  This curriculum may be taught by a teacher, school counselor, or school 

psychologist.  The lessons include content in the areas of: how to identify and appropriately 

express emotions, how to manage anger, how to express empathy, how to solve interpersonal 

problems, how to identify stressors and manage anxiety, and how to set and achieve realistic 

goals.  In addition to the twelve lessons offered in the curriculum, there is a booster lesson 

designed to re-teach and reinforce the main concepts.  All three Strong Kids curriculums include 

all the needed materials to teach the lessons. 

Mindfulness.  Another universal or targeted strategy for students with emotional and 

behavioral disorders (EBD) who have externalizing behaviors is mindfulness-based 

interventions.  Students who practice mindfulness, practice self-regulation by observing their 

behaviors and thoughts, and effectively participate in the current reality without judgment 

(Renshaw & Cook, 2017).  According to Renshaw and Cook (2017), mindfulness-based 

interventions have two main aspects: the student should focus attention to the current situation 

and respond to the current situation in a purposeful and positive manner.  The purpose of 

practicing mindfulness is to have an immediate calming response to a stressful situation.  

Mindful coping strategies can include purposeful deep breathing and purposeful muscle 

relaxation techniques.  One reason that mindful interventions can be categorized as a universal 

intervention is that all students can benefit from practicing the interventions.  Practicing the 
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ability to orient one’s mind to the here-and-now during stressful situations is a beneficial 

technique since it can prepare students for coping during stressful life events. 

According to Schonert-Reichl et al. (2015), a randomized controlled trial tested MindUP, 

an SEL classroom program with integration of mindfulness.  The students displayed the 

following results: improved cognitive control and stress physiology; greater empathy; increased 

perspective-taking, emotional control, optimism, school self-concept and mindfulness; peer 

ratings as more prosocial and accepted; and decreased self-reported symptoms of depression and 

peer-rated aggression.  The MindUP program is a simple-to-administer, mindfulness-based, 

educational SEL program that consists of twelve 40-minute lessons.  MindUP includes teaching 

students how to focus on their breathing and how to attentively listen to a single sound.  The 

curriculum includes self-regulation, social and emotional understanding, and positive mood.  In 

addition to the lessons embedded within the curriculum, educators are given tools on how to 

teach students to generalize the newly taught concepts into the school-day (Schonert-Reichl et 

al., 2015).  

Effective Classroom Interventions  

A few effective measures at the classroom level include behavior specific praise, token 

economies, and mindful yoga.  

 Behavior specific praise.  Included in PBIS, positive reinforcement and behavior 

specific praise are especially beneficial for students with EBD.  Allday, Hinkson-Lee, Hudson, 

Neilsen-Gatti, Kleinke, and Russel (2012) noted in their study that after training teachers on how 

to implement behavior specific praise with fidelity to students with EBD and at-risk for EBD, the 

on-task behavior increased.  The study also found that increasing behavior specific praise to an 

entire classroom can impact the behavior of students with or at-risk for EBD.  According to 
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Broden, Bruce, Mitchell, Carter, and Hall; Brophy; Ferguson and Houghton; Hall, Lund and 

Jackson; Kirby and Shields; and Sutherland et al. (as cited in Allday et al., 2012), an increase of 

behavior specific praise can increase student engagement, task completion, and academic 

responding.  

A study in 2009 tested an integrity tool to assess whether an increase of behavior specific 

praise, a form of performance feedback, would decrease the number of disruptions from students 

who have EBD (Jeffrey, McCurdy, Ewing, & Polis, 2009).  A tool an educator could use for 

students with externalizing behaviors is a table to tally when behavior specific praise is given for 

a specific behavior or a non-specific behavior.  The teacher could also note the student’s duration 

of attention on task and off task.  By filling out a chart, educators can collect data and progress 

monitor behavior in students with EBD and watch how increasing behavior specific praise 

decreases undesired behaviors.  

According to Allday et al. (2012), when educators gave behavior specific praise to all 

every student with or at risk for EBD had improved task engagement.  In addition to on-task 

behavior being improved, the relationship between the teacher and students drastically improved 

as well.  The study also suggested that because not all behavior specific praise comments were 

given directly to the students, sometimes comments being directed at groups of students, the 

intervention results suggest that behavior specific praise would be beneficial for an entire 

classroom.  The reduction of teachers’ rate of correction statements was as a direct result of the 

intervention (Allday et al., 2012).  

 Token economy.  According to Kazdin (as cited in Maggin, Chafouleas, Goddard, & 

Johnson, 2011, p. 530), “a token economy is a contingency management system that allows 

participants to earn tokens for giving specific, positive behaviors that are later exchange for a 
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predetermined reinforcement.”  The tokens are linked to a predetermined menu of options for the 

student and have a symbolic value (Maggin et al., 2011).  Wolery (as cited in Maggin et al., 

2011, p. 530) noted that there are five important elements to implementing a token economy:  

the identification of specific target behaviors, the identification of tokens for conditioned 

reinforcement, the development of a menu of backup reinforcement options to award 

appropriate behavior, the creation of an explicit protocol for exchanging conditioned 

reinforcers for backup reinforcers, and the development of procedures for fading the use 

of the token economy system. 

 With the increase in the use of technology in the classroom, Robacker, Rivera, and 

Warren (2016) discuss in their study that the implementation of ClassDojo, a secure, free 

application, can assist in the data collection and progress monitoring of a classroom token 

economy.  ClassDojo can be accessed through either a computer or mobile device and can track 

the frequency of a student’s target behavior and reward the student with feedback points 

(Robacker et al., 2016).  A benefit of using an online application is that students’ progress 

reports can easily be shared with administrators and parents.  Hammonds, Matherson, Wilson, 

and Wright (as cited in Robacker et al., 2016, p. 41) noted that ClassDojo “can improve student 

motivation by providing students with immediate feedback and praise for displaying appropriate 

behaviors.” 

ClassDojo also has a function built into the application to add a response cost mechanism 

to the student’s point system.  A response cost is withdrawing points or tokens earned by 

students.  The goal of a response cost is to decrease unwanted behavior.  Because the use of 

response cost systems with students can inadvertently increase undesired student behaviors, 
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teachers are encouraged to only use the token economy features of ClassDojo, which rewards 

desired behaviors and creates a positive environment (Robacker et al., 2016). 

According to Maggin et al. (2011), the primary research regarding token economies as 

being evidence-based lacks support.  As a result, a few studies that had evidence evaluation with 

sufficient visual evidence were classified as effective.  Another issue with the research of token 

economies is that not all studies had sufficient methodological quality.  “Specifically, three of the 

four effect sizes indicated that the intervention was effective as either a classroom or individual 

intervention program.  These conclusions, however, should be tempered given the 

methodological weaknesses found across studies,” (Maggin et al., 2011, p. 547).  

Mindful yoga.  One type of self-regulation intervention that can be taught to students in a 

classroom setting is mindful yoga.  According to Bergen-Cico, Razza, and Timmins (2015), 

including mindful yoga into the curriculum and practicing self-regulation techniques at the 

beginning of class creates a more relaxed and calm environment in the long-run.  Because of the 

push for preventative programs for students, mindful yoga allows students the ability to learn 

self-regulation techniques in order to foster resilience, health, and well-being in school (Bergen-

Cico et al., 2015).   

According to Bergen-Cico et al. (2015, p. 3456), “Specifically, the results suggest that 

systematically incorporating sustained repetitive mindful practices into the classroom, even for a 

few minutes at the start of class, had a beneficial impact on students’ long-term and global self-

regulation.”  A benefit to the addition of mindful yoga into the beginning of class is that it 

benefits all students, whether they have EBD, are at risk for EBD, or show no signs of a disorder.  

Mindful yoga allows students to learn how to relax, keep calm, and focus during class.  

According to Bergen-Cico et al. (2015), the long-term effects of practicing mindful yoga in the 
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classroom include working on and meeting long-term goals, perseverance with work, and the 

ability to alter one’s actions in the hopes of reaching a goal. 

Effective Targeted Interventions 

A couple effective measures for targeted interventions include check-in-check-out and 

behavior contract. 

Check-in/check-out.  Considered a Tier Two intervention, check-in/check-out (CICO) is 

a cost-effective and efficient behavior support that includes a progress monitoring tool.  The 

intervention includes short morning and afternoon meetings with an interventionist, the use of a 

point system card that monitors the student behavior, and teacher feedback (Campbell & 

Anderson, 2011).  The benefit to having the behavior tracked with data is that educators can 

determine the effectiveness of the intervention and whether it is improving student behavior or 

whether it should be reevaluated.  The CICO intervention also improves student accountability, 

assists self-monitoring skills, establishes daily collaboration between school and home, and 

provides daily feedback and support (PBIS World, 2017). 

 Swoszowski (2014) noted in her study that adaptions can be made to the traditional 

check-in/check-out framework to meet students’ needs.  One possible adaption is to add 

additional checks with the student in the school day.  Students who require additional, explicit 

instruction regarding behavioral expectations and reinforcements for specific behavior can 

benefit from an adaptive CICO intervention.  Another possible adaption is to determine the 

function of a student’s problem behavior and adapt the available reinforcement to match the 

determined function (Swoszowski, 2014).  In order to determine the function of a behavior, the 

CICO team should discuss the possibility of the function and come to an agreement before taking 

action to altering the intervention.  “A third possible adaption to the CICO intervention is to 
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address setting events,” (Swoszowski, 2014, p. 216).  If a student’s behavior is mainly occurring 

in a specific setting, then the CICO intervention can be manipulated to address the function of 

the behavior in the setting and work with the student to correct the behavior.  

 According to Swoszowski (2014), CICO has been documented as an effective 

intervention for the students who are unsuccessful with Tier One interventions.  Research shows 

that if the CICO intervention is implemented with fidelity, and designed to meet the needs of the 

specific student, results should show in desired outcome.  

Behavior contract.  A behavior contract is a formalized, written agreement between a 

student and teacher that addresses a student’s specific behavior.  Behavior contracts may have 

various purposes such as teach new behaviors, increase the frequency of desired behaviors, 

decrease undesired behaviors, or monitor the completion of school work (Downing, 2002).  

During the process of implementing a behavior contract, educators should follow a set of steps 

for increased efficacy.  According to Downing (2002), there are twelve steps for the 

implementation of a behavior contract.   

First, the educator must identify the area of concern.  If there are multiple areas of 

concern, the area that would have the greatest positive impact should be chosen.  Second, the 

teacher must describe the circumstances of when the target behavior occurs, and consider the 

antecedent of the target behavior.  Third, the educator should determine the antecedent that 

triggers the behavior.  Fourth, the antecedent events or consequences that effectively decrease 

the behavior must be determined.  Fifth, the educator has to determine a hypothesis that explains 

why he believes the student is engaging in the behavior and what the student gains from it 

(Downing, 2012). 
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Next, the educator must summarize the information that was collected from teacher’s 

notes, classroom observations, and other baseline data.  Seventh, the behavioral objectives that 

were made must be worded so they are specific, observable, and measurable.  This way, further 

data can be collected when observing during future classroom observations.  Eighth, the educator 

should identify strategies that have been previously attempted.  When implementing behavioral 

interventions, a teacher should first use ones that are less intrusive and time-consuming.  Ninth, 

the educator has to develop a list of reinforcers that are effective and pleasing for the student.  

This step also includes the frequency of the intervention, the schedule and fading of the 

intervention, and identifying the menu of reinforcers.  Tenth, the educator determines a specific 

negative consequence for when the contract is broken.  Eleventh, the educator must determine 

who is involved in monitoring the behavior contract.  Lastly, the educator must state how success 

will be determined (Downing, 2012). 

Behavior contracts can have a flexible format to be manipulated to fit the needs of each 

educator that uses them.  Educators have the option of making behavior contracts a flexible tool 

for numerous students in a classroom as an agreement between everyone, or the option of having 

the contracts be a written document between them and a student on an as-needed basis 

(Downing, 2012). 

Effective Intensive Interventions  

A couple effective intensive interventions include a behavioral intervention plan and 

social stories.  In addition, a how-to guide on de-escalating an agitated student is listed below. 

Behavior intervention plan.  According to Ingram and Sugai, Newcomer and Lewis (as 

cited in Mouzakitis, Codding, & Tryon, 2015), a behavior intervention plan (BIP) is used with 

students with disabilities to decrease interfering behaviors and increase appropriate replacement 
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behaviors.  The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) mandates that a BIP is 

implemented based on a functional behavioral assessment when a student’s behavior requires 

disciplinary actions (Mueller, Bassett, & Brewer, 2012).  According to Mueller, Bassett, and 

Brewer (as cited in Mouzakitis et al., 2015), before the implementation of a BIP, the student 

must have data collected on his behavior with the intention to identify the function behind the 

problematic behavior.  This data is then used to describe the plan for the individual and focus on 

identifying possible replacement behaviors.  According to Maag and Katsiyannis (as cited in 

Mueller et al., 2012, p. 40), 

Each behavior intervention plan should include the following components: (a) setting 

event and antecedent-based strategies (i.e., interventions that focus on preventing 

problem behaviors through the identification of the triggers), (b) instructional strategies 

(i.e., behavioral teaching opportunities for the student), (c) consequent-based 

interventions (i.e., strategies to reinforce positive behavior and punish negative behavior), 

(d) replacement behaviors (i.e., a positive behavior that provides the same function for 

the problem behavior), (e) information relevant to areas of concern (i.e., difficult 

situations and routines), and (f) a monitoring and evaluation section made available for 

the education team to promote the fidelity of the behavior intervention plan 

implementation. 

When an educator implements a BIP to a student, he must ensure the student is explicitly 

taught and modeled the desired replacement behavior, along with practicing the behavior 

(Mueller et al., 2012).  According to Mouzakitis et al. (2015), a behavior intervention plan may 

result in an increase of on-task behavior, especially when teachers focus on treatment integrity 

and carry out the intervention with fidelity.  
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Social stories.  The use of social stories is a common intervention for students with 

Autism Spectrum Disorder, specific learning disabilities, or behavioral issues.  Because students 

who have EBD with externalizing behaviors sometimes may have a difficult time adapting to 

new social events, social stories can help them learn an acceptable way to act in specific social 

settings (More, 2012).  An educator who implements a social story with a student first writes the 

it side-by-side with the student and discusses common social situations.  Usually, a social story 

describes what is going to happen at a social event.  According to Gray (as cited in More, 2012), 

it is recommended that social stories have two types of sentences: describing and direct.  The 

describing sentences include descriptive, perspective, cooperative, and affirmative sentences.  

When writing the social story, the educator and student should address the target social situation, 

setting, and possible reactions from people who may be a part of the event.  The purpose of this 

intervention is to assist the student to understand a specific social situation, not tell him how to 

behave in the situation.  Some examples of a social story are how to enter a group of students to 

play with, how to politely decline an offer to join a playgroup, and how to share toys with others 

(More, 2012).  

According to More (2012), the implementation of social stories with students with 

developmental delays, teachers can increase the likelihood that the students will access and 

utilize the content within the social story.  To increase the understanding of social situations for 

young students with developmental delays, educators are urged to research online resources that 

assist teachers in the creation of social stories (More, 2012).  

De-escalation techniques.  The Nonviolent Crisis Intervention Training Program, 

behavioral management program for adolescents, is a program frequently offered to various staff 

members within the schools.  Staff who are recommended to attend trainings include building 
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administrators, special education teachers, school psychologists, and school counselors.  

Although the program lacks the necessary research evidence to be considered evidence-based 

research, it is still a good training for educators to learn various techniques while working with 

students who may exhibit outbursts during the school day.   

The above program states, “you can learn how to defuse challenging and disruptive 

behavior before an incident escalates to a crisis situation,” (Program Benefits: Nonviolent Crisis 

Intervention Training, n.d.).  During training, the instructor explains that when the program is 

implemented successfully, the organizational culture shifts a change in staff members 

professional behavior.  Instructors list the benefits to staff as the following: 

Reduce the risk of injury by decreasing the number of physical interventions.  Improve 

communication among staff by establishing a common language.  Boost staff confidence 

to intervene both verbally and physically.  Alleviate the stress and anxiety associated with 

confusion or uncertainty in crisis moments.  Feel safe at work again (Program Benefits: 

Nonviolent Crisis Intervention Training, n.d.). 

The company also includes several benefits for organizations and clients as well. 

A de-escalation technique, found on the Intervention Central website (“How to,” 2017), 

discusses several important items to implement when working with students who may become 

agitated in the classroom.  The purpose of learning the following items is to successfully de-

escalate students who are verbally agitated without any sign of further escalation towards himself 

or others.  The first step in assisting a student during an outburst is the ensure that he is in a safe 

environment (Richmond, Berlin, Fishkind, Holloman, Zeller, & Wilson, 2012).  One way to 

show the student that he is safe is to have close proximity with him and have a private 

conversation with him, as opposed to discussing the behavior in front of other students.  This 
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also ensures that the number of adults involved in the situation is kept to a minimal.  If there are 

too many adults involved in the de-escalation of an outburst, the student may become confused 

and further agitated.   

According to Richmond et al. (2012), it is important to maintain at least two arm’s 

lengths away from a student who is in the middle of a verbal outburst.  Students who are highly 

agitated need personal space and room to calm down.  This also is beneficial for the educator 

assisting the student in de-escalation because he is also given room to move out of the way if 

need be.  The study also indicates that the exits of the room should not be blocked in case the 

student or educator needs to leave the room.  Richmond et al. (2012) discussed that body 

language can play an important role when assisting upset students.  Educators in this situation 

should show the student body language that portrays safety, calmness, and interest.  This can be 

accomplished by keeping his hands open and visible, slightly bending his knees, keeping an 

angled position toward the student, having calm facial expressions, balancing direct eye contact, 

and withholding from crossing arms.   

The next step in de-escalating an agitated student includes establishing verbal contact and 

keeping verbal information concise and limited.  According to Richmond et al. (2012), the first 

person who is present during a student’s outburst should be the only one having a discussion 

with the student.  The educator must remember to not only talk with the student calmly, but to 

limit the amount of conversation.  When a student is highly agitated, the educator can assist in 

calming him down by politely telling the student his name and title, and diminish any concerns 

the student may have.  Speaking with respect can allow the student to begin to trust the educator 

as well.  After the educator and agitated student form a small bond, the educator can then discuss 

the student’s wants, feelings, and a goal to resolve the issue.  After the educator shows active 
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listening and understanding, the pair can then identify points of agreement and begin to conclude 

on how to resolve the issue.  Even if the educator and student agree to disagree, the point of de-

escalation is not to fully agree with each other, but to calm the agitated student down (Richmond 

et al., 2012).  All in all, it is important to have a set of tools and interventions to keep students 

safe and content in the learning environment.  

The Role of a School Psychologist 

 According to Saeki et al. (2011), school psychologists may work with students during RtI 

targeted interventions weekly and use clinical judgement to detect students’ progress.  School 

psychologists, in addition to leading the intervention, may administer pre- and post-tests in 

addition to their clinical judgement when progress monitoring.  In addition to leading 

interventions, school psychologists may design interventions around students’ specific needs and 

teach or explain them to other educators and parents (McKevitt, 2012).  According to McKevitt 

(2012), school psychologists also have the responsibility to ensure that the interventions that are 

being used in the schools are evidence-based in order to increase the chance that the effective the 

interventions give will be shown in the results of the interventions.  One way to ensure that 

evidence-based interventions are being used within the schools, as opposed to research-based 

interventions, is for school psychologists to purchase the programs for their schools (McKevitt, 

2012).  

 From the interventions listed above, only a few studies specifically noted the role a 

school psychologist can play with planning or implementing an intervention.  According to 

Goodman-Scott et al. (2015), school psychologists, amongst other educators, play an important 

role while collaborating on the school PBIS team.  Collaboration between administration, special 

education teachers, school social workers, and school psychologists is vital for the benefit of the 
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school.  According to Hughes and Dexter (2011), school psychologists have the ability, like 

teachers, to tailor an intervention to specifically meet the needs of a student.  According to Saeki 

et al. (2011), school psychologists not only belong on RtI teams, but are skillful at implementing 

cognitive-behavioral therapy to students.  School psychologists also have the skillset in 

providing evidence from pre- and post-tests to demonstrate intervention effectiveness.  McKevitt 

(2012) noted that it is the role of the school psychologist to work with school staff in designing 

effective interventions, ensuring the interventions are evidence-based, and to be the decision-

maker in the school regarding the purchase and use of published, evidence-based intervention 

programs.  With all the information provided, many studies did not fully explain the role of a 

school psychologist or how such skillsets are useful within the implementation of interventions 

at various levels within the schools.  School psychologists’ specialized skillset can be of 

enormous value when taken advantage of within the schools.  
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Chapter III: Summary, Conclusion, and Recommendations 

This chapter will provide a critical analysis and discussion on the topic of students who 

have emotional and behavioral disorders (EBD) with externalizing behaviors, and effective 

interventions and strategies at the school level, classroom level, and targeted/intensive 

interventions.  Recommendations for practice and further research will be discussed.  

Summary  

 Because school psychologists play an important role in the schools, it is important they 

know how to implement and advocate for a social and emotional learning curriculum.  This 

ensures that students not only reach success academically, but socially, behaviorally, and 

emotionally as well.  A SEL curriculum allows students and staff to learn about self-awareness, 

self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.  

According to Greenberg (as cited in McKevitt, 2012), schools and educators are required to use 

research-based SEL interventions and programs.  Social and emotional learning (SEL) 

interventions allow students to be explicitly taught skills in large groups, small groups, or 

individually, which can be especially important for students who have EBD to learn in order to 

reach their full potential for success in school.  Students who have EBD with externalizing 

behaviors may sometimes display behaviors that trouble educators.  Educators need to have 

access to various types of interventions and strategies that can assist not only in de-escalating 

outbursts, but also in teaching students the benefits of social and emotional learning and 

interventions that help them become more successful learners.  School psychologists have the 

ability to tailor the above interventions to fit the needs of individuals and teach them how to 

generalize the newly taught skills into various settings and social events.  
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The above literature review discussed several interventions for students who have EBD 

with externalizing behaviors.  The interventions have been implemented at the school level, 

classroom level, and individual level.  While interventions such as the implementation of PBIS 

and the social emotional learning curriculum require training, other interventions such as the 

token economy, behavior contract, and check-in/check-out requires minimal training and can be 

implemented with ease.  The above interventions can also be taught by various educators in the 

school ranging from paraprofessionals, teachers, to school psychologists, depending on the 

specified intervention. 

Recommendations for Practice 

 When entering the education field, professionals are aware that continuing education may 

be in the form of professional development meetings, district-wide training conferences, state-

wide conferences, and national conferences.  School psychologists have the benefit of attending 

state-wide conferences and national conferences held by the National Association of School 

Psychologists (NASP).  These conferences have numerous lectures that discuss current research 

and practice models, sometimes related to the topic of SEL or evidence-based interventions.  

Attending such sessions allows school psychologists to stay connected with the most current and 

effective research models.  Another recommendation to stay current in the field is consultation 

between colleagues and fellow school psychologists.  Since every educator is required to have 

continuing education credits, it may be useful to share information learned at conferences and 

other events with colleagues.  Spreading the word on current research and practices allows 

colleagues to be exposed to current topics and practices, such as effective evidence-based 

interventions for students.   
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 In addition to staying current in the field as a practicing school psychologist, it is vital 

that school psychologists be an advocate for the implementation of SEL programs and 

curriculums that meet the needs of students not only academically, but socially and behaviorally 

as well.  Supporting SEL programs, mindfulness techniques, and other practices allow students 

to become better learners by not only learning about academic work, but also learning to behave 

and socialize positively in society.   

Another recommendation, beyond the implementation of SEL programs, is to have 

resources and learn interventions that reach students who have EBD with externalizing 

behaviors, since that population may be referred to school psychologists for consultations 

regarding classroom behavior.  By having those resources and knowledge of evidence-based 

interventions, school psychologists can teach them to other educators and school staff.  

According to McKevitt (2012), school psychologists may also attend training programs 

specifically aimed at teaching school psychologists about effective evidence-based interventions.  

An issue surrounding the problem that school psychologists are not aware of more types of 

evidence-based interventions is that although professional development seminars are useful in 

showing a select few, empirical journal articles and online resources may further explain those 

evidence-based interventions for the school psychologist to carry out the interventions with 

fidelity (McKevitt, 2012).  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 A gap that is observed in current research on social emotional learning literature is that 

while there is a generous amount of research and randomized-controlled studies involving Tier 

One interventions, there are less studies on Tier Three intensive interventions.  The population of 

students who fall into Tier Three within the PBIS framework are the students with the more 
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severe needs, which makes the need for additional randomized-controlled studies in that area 

even more necessary.  

 Additionally, the current research on SEL programs and interventions for students who 

have EBD are not all directly related to the role of school psychologists and what they may bring 

to the field.  Research involving the role of school psychologists in various programs, 

curriculums, and interventions is needed to further expand how school psychologists can assist 

students with the behavioral and mental health needs in the learning environment.  It is 

recommended that further research be conducted in order to build in more opportunities to 

effectively support students who have EBD with externalizing behaviors.  Finally, more research 

is needed on how to teach students SEL skills at a younger age and how to identify students 

earlier who are at-risk for EBD.  Because social and emotional learning skills are beneficial for 

children of all ages, more programs such as Strong Kids should be researched and adapted to 

teach younger children the importance and benefit of such skills.  

 Finally, additional research is needed for the specific roles of school psychologists 

supporting or implementing interventions for students with EBD.  Because of the specific skillset 

school psychologists have acquired, it is for the benefit of the schools to not only include them 

on the various teams, but also to have school psychologists assist in the designing and 

implementation of interventions for students.  School psychologists can find effective evidence-

based interventions and are able to train general education and special education teachers about 

the implementation process of such interventions.  The skillsets that school psychologists are 

trained in allow them to fill various important roles within the school system. 
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