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Behavior/Emotion:
Preventing Aggression  

Definition: 
This intervention sheet addresses both verbal and physical aggression because physical aggression is commonly preceded by verbal aggression. Verbal aggression includes damaging and sometimes threatening comments toward others that often escalate to physical aggression. Physical aggression is an invasion of personal space that is a threat to others or property. Examples of this behavior include: crowding, pushing, hitting, kicking, biting, or destroying property. Students may demonstrate one or both types of aggression. However, in general, preventing verbal aggression is essential for preventing physical aggression.

Context:  
It is critical to consider the context (conditions) of aggression.  Behaviors may have a relatively low intensity or be indicative of considerable danger to others. They may begin in a seemingly minor fashion (name-calling, crowding) and escalate if intervention is not applied.  

Assumptions:  
A well-defined and implemented classroom management plan that emphasizes appropriate and effective academic instruction must be in place (C.F.). Lack of such a plan, may, in fact, be a contributing factor to the presence of any or all inappropriate classroom behaviors.  The fidelity of any intervention is seriously compromised when the environment is not considered. Many management plans fail to include the levels of interventions suggested in this intervention sheet. In this connection, these activities are intended be preventative in nature and to guide the student into a path of non-aggressive behavior.

While many aggressive behaviors have common triggers/origins, behavior is also highly specific to the individual student. Therefore, student characteristics, strengths, and deficits must be evaluated and techniques applied on an individualized basis.

Finally, while the strategies suggested in this intervention sheet are intended to prevent aggression, the safety of students and staff must be ensured at all times. Therefore, a classroom crisis intervention plan or, more preferably, school crisis intervention plan must be in place to address physically aggressive behaviors when they occur.

Intervention Stages and Strategies:  

The following intervention stages and strategies are organized on a continuum from least intrusive teacher behaviors to most intrusive teacher behaviors and are intended to reflect suggested instructional/behavioral practices at varying stages of aggressive behavior. 

Stage One: (Non-intrusive.  Actions should be frequent with students who normally exhibit aggression.  They are intended to be supportive of appropriate behavior.)

Stage One methods are preventative in nature. These methods should be well integrated into teacher practice and applied on a regular basis. Many researchers conclude that this is the most crucial phase for averting aggression. During this phase, the emphasis is on creating an atmosphere that is less susceptible to aggressive outbursts. Positive feedback for the purpose of reinforcing appropriate behavior should be frequently applied. Likewise, the teacher should be more sensitive to minor behavioral changes such as facial grimaces; the tensing of muscles; somatic complaints; nail or lip biting; and lowering of voice volume/tone that may signal the development of aggressive behavior (Myles & Simpson, 1998). The following techniques are designed to enhance the development of a classroom environment that serves to prevent aggressive behavior:

· Support from Routine Often the student with challenging behavior finds changes in class activity and teacher expectation difficult to handle. However, by displaying a chart of expectations and events for the day or week, a more predictable and secure environment is provided for the student (Myles & Simpson, 1994). It is also important to teach, reinforce, and re-teach routines and procedures for all aspects of the student’s day. 

· Interest Boosting
This method involves two techniques: the first is to show a personal interest in the student and his or her behaviors; the second is to engage the student in a subject of interest. These methods have shown to be effective for redirecting the student. By boosting the interest of the student and interest in the student, the minor behavioral changes mentioned above are diverted (Long & Newman, 1976; Myles & Simpson, 1994; Myles & Simpson, 1998). 

· Positive Feedback
Positive feedback should be the product of all interactions with students (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). This technique involves praising a specific behavior, rather than the student himself. The purpose of positive feedback is two-fold: 1) to state the appropriate behavior that should be repeated by the student and, 2) to supply a positive social consequence that may increase the possibility of future occurrences of the appropriate behavior (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). Additionally, positive feedback should follow interest boosting. By boosting the interest of the student, the teacher creates an environment where positive feedback is warranted and aggression formation is averted (Van Acker, 1993). Feedback in this form should be positive, specific, immediate, and true (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). For example: “Good job sharing the crayons with Lisa, John” or “Tom, I like the way that you helped Matt clean up the science experiment materials – Nice work.”

Stage Two: (Slightly intrusive.  Inappropriate behaviors that might lead to aggression are subtly brought to the attention of student using non-verbal approaches.)

Stage Two involves non-verbal methods that are intended to reduce inappropriate behavior that has begun to emerge. These methods are generally pre-planned and designed with individual student needs in mind. For example, physical contact (i.e., touch control technique) may be appropriate and effective for one student but entirely inappropriate for another (i.e., a student who has an aversion to touch, etc.). Therefore, the following techniques must be thoughtfully planned and implemented:

· Proximity Control
This simple step involves strategic placement/movement by the teacher in order to prompt positive behavior change/appropriate behavior. Additionally, this step may involve distancing the student with problematic behavior from peers that have aggression or may encourage aggression. Such proximity control should occur during all intervention stages but is most useful during the early stages of management when the aggressive behavior has yet to occur or is described as mildly intrusive. Finally, this step may involve teaching the student with challenging behavior to maintain a healthy proximity with others (Long & Newman, 1976; Myles & Simpson, 1998). 

· Signal Interference
When there is indication that a problem behavior may occur, such as restless or anxious behavior, the teacher should use a non-verbal redirection, the easiest being eye contact. Such a simple cue or prompt suggests that the teacher is aware of the student’s behavior and is prepared to intervene if the problematic behavior continues. Other behavioral methods include the snap of fingers or an abrupt look expressing teacher disapproval (Myles & Simpson, 1994). 

· Touch Control
When a student demonstrates mildly disruptive behaviors such as tapping his/her feet loudly or rustling papers etc., a gentle touch on the shoulder may serve to avert the disruptive student behavior (Myles & Simpson, 1994).


Stage Three: (More intrusive. Inappropriate behaviors that might lead to aggression are brought to the attention of student using verbal interventions.)

Stage Three methods are intended to reduce inappropriate behavior using verbal techniques. Initially, when the student’s aggressive behavior has become more intrusive, the teacher must attempt to avert the behavior through indirect means that, if effective, should be followed by praise. “The premise behind praise is that social acceptance is reinforcing, causing specific behavior to increase” (Filcheck, McNeil, and Hershcell, 2001, p. 226). Although researchers still argue about the effectiveness of praise with children/youth who are disruptive, the combination of appropriately administered praise by both teachers and parents has, overall, shown positive results (Filcheck, McNeil, & Hershcell, 2001). When such indirect methods are not effective for facilitating immediate behavior change, more directive techniques must be implemented. 

· Ignore, Attend, Praise
This powerful intervention is based on the premise that praise (the most common form of positive reinforcement) increases student compliance to teacher directives (e.g., Parpal & Maccoby, 1985; Bernhardt & Forehand, 1975; Hembree-kigin & McNeil, 1995).  In this technique, the teacher praises an appropriately behaving student in order to indirectly prompt positive behavior change in an inappropriately behaving student (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). In this connection, the prompt also serves to reinforce the appropriately behaving student (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). To implement, the teacher ignores the student who is behaving inappropriately, specifically praises a student nearby who is behaving appropriately (e.g. a student who is on task … “Good work, Frank. You are writing your assignment”), and then, immediately, praises the initial student if s/he begins to exhibit the appropriate behavior (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). 

· Direct Prompt
This method employs a brief, clearly stated verbal prompt to influence behavior change (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). The main purpose of a direct prompt is to inform a student of the expected behavior (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). This method should be used only after the ignore-attend-praise sequence has proven ineffective for prompting behavior change. A direct prompt may include re-statement of class rules, routines, and consequences. The prompt emphasizes the “what” of the behavior instead of the “why” (Myles & Simpson, 1998). For example: “LeBron, please begin your writing assignment.” It would be best to praise the student when the task begins, “Nice job, LeBron, you have begun your assignment.”

Stage Four: (Most intrusive.  Teacher – student interaction regarding the problem behavior.)

Stage Four is intended to reduce inappropriate behavior through direct instruction approaches and other methods that aim to teach more socially appropriate behavior.

· Teaching Interaction
The teaching interaction is a positively-oriented, interpersonal problem-solving technique designed to teach a new skill, practice a weak skill, or address inappropriate behavior (Jackson, Jackson, & Monroe, 1983). The teaching interaction is best applied in situations that involve one student or a small group of students rather than in a large class. To implement the teaching interaction, interrupt the inappropriate behavior by stating something positive related to the situation (i.e, “John, it’s great that you seem interested in solving this problem with Sally.”). Next, ask the student for an alternate way of behaving (i.e., “Can you think of a different way to get Sally’s attention without making a face at her?”). Provide the alternative behavior if the student has difficulty doing so. Then, have the student practice the alternative behavior (i.e., “Great. Let’s practice asking Sally in a more positive way if she will talk to you about this problem.”). Practice this scenario immediately. Provide positive feedback for any student improvement (i.e., “Great job, John. You asked Sally in a more positive way if she would talk with you about the problem”). Finally, give the student homework to promote behavior maintenance and generalization (i.e., “For the rest of the afternoon, please practice asking your other friends in a positive way to talk with you.”). Be sure to follow all attempts to practice the newly learned skill with positive feedback. 

· Antiseptic Bouncing
In this method, the teacher removes the student from the class without the application of additional negative consequences or punishment. This method is effective when the student has been involved in a problematic situation and requires space/time to compose him/herself (Myles & Simpson, 1994). 

· Defusing Tension through Humor
As described by Van Acker (1993), violence is an interactive phenomenon. When confronted with aggression, many teachers respond with equal or similar degrees of negative emotion. This type of response only worsens the situation. There is evidence that humor can serve to mediate anxiety that has resulted from an aggressive situation. However, the application of humor should be individualized and based on a particular student’s ability to understand and benefit from the humor. Further, humor should not be used as a method to validate or belittle inappropriate behavior. Rather, the purpose is to create a comfortable environment where attention can be diverted from the disruption and teaching can continue (Myles & Simpson, 1994; Forbes & Esperanza, 1997).


Stage Five: Implementation of Rules/Consequence System.

This final stage in a continuum of methods designed to prevent aggressive behavior involves implementation of the classwide and/or individual management system where consequences are applied. Prior to this stage, classroom rules/behavioral expectations should have been clearly established, taught, and reinforced. If this type of punishment is utilized, it is important that the teacher has evidence (i.e., data) to demonstrate that punishment has decreased the undesired behavior in the past.

 If these conditions are not met, more instructionally-oriented consequences should be applied. These may include opportunities to practice desired behaviors and receive feedback from teachers and peers, instructional techniques that promote social skill development, role playing, and other structured group and individual activities (Van Acker, 1993). Ultimately, consistency in type and frequency is essential to the success of any of these methods (Hawkins, Von Cleve, and Catalano, 1991).
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