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RTI/MTSS for Behavior and Social-Emotional Concerns 
(RTI/MTSS-B): School / District Needs Assessment 
Directions: Review these 10 behavioral challenges. Select up to 4 that you believe are of greatest concern in your 
school/district. Rank your selected challenges in descending order of importance (e.g., great challenge = “1”, etc.) 

Ranking Behavioral Challenge NOTES 
1. Motivation. Limited student motivation interferes

significantly with academic performance and learning.
2. Bullying. Bullying and related hidden ('covert') student

behaviors create an emotionally unsafe atmosphere for
substantial number of learners.

3. Disruptive Classroom Behavioral Climate. Problem
behaviors across classrooms commonly interfere with
effective instruction.

4. 'High-Amplitude' Behaviors. A small number of
students with more severe behaviors ties up a large share
of school support and intervention resources.

5. Vague Descriptions of Student Problems. Educators
find it difficult to define a student's primary behavior
problem in clear and specific terms: "If you can't name the
problem, you can't fix it."

6. Limited Data on Behavioral Interventions. Staff lack an
understanding of how to set goals and what data to
collect when monitoring student progress on behavioral
interventions.

7. No Decision Rules for Behavioral 'Non-Responders'.
The district has no formal guidelines for judging when a
general-education student on a behavior-intervention plan
is a 'non-responder' and may require more intensive
RTI/MTSS or special education services.

8. Differing Philosophies about Behavior Management.
Staff are divided between 'reactive/punitive' and
'proactive/ positive' viewpoints about how to manage
student misbehavior.

9. Variability of Behavior-Management Skills. Teachers
and other educators (e.g., paraprofessionals) vary in their
knowledge of--and/or willingness to implement--positive
behavior management practices.

10. ‘System’ Breakdowns in Supporting Students with
Intensive Needs. For students with more significant
challenging behaviors, there are disconnects across staff,
problem-solving groups, and time. These disconnects
result in lack of coordination, communication, and
consistent delivery of behavior-support services.
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RTI/MTSS for Behavior: What Are Your Expectations of the 
Teacher as Behavior-Management ‘First Responder’? 
 
Teachers routinely (and often successfully) manage mild to moderate problem behaviors that occur in their 
classrooms.  
 
Listed below are elements of effective classroom behavioral intervention.  
 
Imagine a teacher who has a student with a recurring (but manageable) problem behavior (e.g., inattention; non-
compliance; calling out). Next to each item jot down what you think should be the minimum expectation for any 
teacher to follow when they respond to this kind of problem behavior:  
 

Elements of effective 
classroom intervention 

Minimum expectations 

1. Describe the student problem 
behavior clearly and specifically 

 
 
 
 

2. Find/use effective behavior-
management strategies. 

 
 
 
 
 

3. Record (write down) 
intervention efforts. 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Collect data on whether the 
problem behavior improves 

 
 
 
 
 

5. Communicate with the student.  
 
 
 
 

6. Communicate with parent(s).  
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Big Ideas in Classroom Behavior Management

1. Teach expected behaviors. Students need to be explicitly taught expected behaviors. They should then be
acknowledged and reinforced when they show positive behaviors.

In other words, schools should treat behavior as part of the curriculum: teach it and reinforce it!

2. Check for academic problems. The connection between classroom misbehavior and poor academic skills is
high.

Educators should routinely assess a student's academic skills as a first step when attempting to explain why a
particular behavior is occurring.

If academics contribute to problem behaviors, the student needs an academic support plan as part of his or her
behavior plan.

3. Identify the underlying function of the behavior. Problem behaviors occur for a reason. Such behaviors serve
a function for the student.  (See the list of possible functions on the next page.)

When an educator can identify the probable function sustaining a student’s challenging behaviors, the educator
can select successful intervention strategies that match the function—and meet the student’s needs.

4. Eliminate behavioral triggers. Problem behaviors are often set off by events or conditions within the
classroom.

Sitting next to a distracting classmate or being handed an academic task that is too difficult to complete are two
examples of events that might trigger student misbehavior.

When the educator is able to identify and eliminate triggers of negative conduct, such actions tend to work
quickly and--by preventing class disruptions--result in more time available for instruction.

5. Focus on factors within the school’s control. Educators recognize that students often face significant factors
outside of the school setting--e.g., limited parental support -- that can place them at heightened risk for academic
failure and problem behaviors.

Schools can best counteract the influence of negative outside factors and promote student resilience by focusing
on what can be provided within the educational setting such as skills instruction, tutoring, mentoring, and use of
positive behavior management strategies.

6. Be flexible in responding to misbehavior. Educators have greater success in managing the full spectrum of
student misbehaviors when they respond flexibly--evaluating each individual case and applying strategies that
logically address the likely cause(s) of that student's problem conduct.
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Problem Behaviors: Common ‘Functions’ 

Hypothesis  Considerations 

 SKILL DEFICIT. The student lacks the
skills necessary to display the desired
behavior (Gable et al., 2009).

If the student has never explicitly been taught the desired 
behaviors, there is a strong likelihood that behavior-skill deficit 
is a contributing factor. 

 PERFORMANCE DEFICIT. The student
possesses the skills necessary to display
the desired behavior but lacks sufficient
incentive/motivation to do so (Gable et al.,
2009).

Poor motivation is a real and frequent cause of behavior 
problems. However, schools should first carefully rule out other 
explanations (e.g., skill deficit; escape/avoidance) before 
selecting this explanation. 

 ACCESS TO TANGIBLES/
EDIBLES/ACTIVITIES. The student seeks
access to preferred objects (‘tangibles’),
food, or activities (Kazdin, 2001).

The student may use behavior as a means to gain access to 
reinforcing experiences, such as food treats, desirable objects 
to play with, or high-preference activities (e.g., computer games, 
texting). 

 PEER ATTENTION. The student is
seeking the attention of other students
(Packenham, Shute & Reid, 2004).

The student may be motivated by general attention from the 
entire classroom or may only seek the attention of select peers. 

 ADULT ATTENTION. The student is
seeking the attention of adults
(Packenham, Shute & Reid, 2004).

The student may be motivated by general attention from all 
adults or may only seek the attention of select educators. 

 ESCAPE/AVOIDANCE. The student is
seeking to escape or avoid a task or
situation (Witt, Daly & Noell, 2000).

If the student demonstrates academic ability (e.g., via grades or 
observed work) close to or at grade level, behavior problems 
may be tied to motivation issues or attention-seeking. Students 
with delayed academic abilities are more likely to be driven by 
escape/avoidance. 

 EMOTIONAL OR ATTENTIONAL
BLOCKERS. The student possesses the
skills to display the desired behavior "but
is unable to deal with competing forces—
anger, frustration, fatigue."  (Gable et al.,
2009; p. 197). (This category can also
include symptoms associated with anxiety
or ADHD.)

Students fitting this profile typically have difficulty managing 
their emotions (e.g., anxiety, anger) across settings and 
situations. However, if evidence suggests that emotional 
outbursts are linked to specific settings, situations, or tasks, the 
student may instead be attempting to escape or avoid those 
particular situations--suggesting poor academic skills or 
interpersonal difficulties. 
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