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Central Question: How can schools support students with
significant behavioral challenges during school closures to
continue to provide them with the free appropriate public
education (FAPE) they are entitled to by law?

KEY INSIGHTS
BREAKING DOWN THE ISSUE

All current federal guidance indicates that, even during COVID-19 stay-athome orders, schools still need to provide students with disabilities an
education that a) is individualized and b) ensures they make appropriate
progress.
For students exhibiting maladaptive behavior which is impeding their ability to
access the delivered content and instruction during remote learning,
accommodations must be provided.
There is a correlative relationship between students who exhibit challenging
behavior at school and their academic achievement.

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER

Follow evidence-based practices for preventing and responding to student
problem behavior.
Set clear expectations and review routines frequently.
Teachers and support staff should ensure that students are receiving ample
positive reinforcement during remote learning.
Students should receive additional breaks from instruction and modified work
products.
When the above evidence-based strategies are not proven effective for a
student, schools are responsible for further investigating the student's behavior
through a Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA).

STRATEGIES TO AVOID
Expecting parents or guardians to play a key role in behavior management or
intervention without adequate training and support
Punishing - does not reduce problematic behavior
Limiting students’ access to virtual instruction and peers through consequences
such as virtual in-school suspension isolates students, violating the Least
Restrictive Environment (LRE) outlined in IDEA.

BREAKING
DOWN THE ISSUE
All current federal guidance indicates that, even during COVID-19 stayat-home orders, schools still need to provide students with disabilities an
education that a) is individualized and b) ensures they make appropriate
progress.
Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004,
schools are required to provide instruction that is specially designed to
meet students’ individual needs.
These legal protections are to remain in place during COVID-related
distance learning, according to guidance from the U.S. Department of
Education dated March 2020 and updated in May 2020.
For students exhibiting maladaptive behavior which is impeding their
ability to access the delivered content and instruction and learn,
accommodations must be provided.
IDEA dictates, “In the case of a child whose behavior impedes the
child’s learning or that of others, the IEP Team must consider – and,
when necessary to provide FAPE, include in the IEP – the use of positive
behavioral interventions and supports, and other strategies, to address
that behavior.”
U.S. Department of Education released Guidance to Schools on Ensuring
Equity and Providing Behavioral Supports to Students with Disabilities,
emphasizing, “when schools fail to consider and provide for needed
behavioral supports through the Individualized Education Program (IEP),
it is likely to result in children not receiving the free appropriate public
education to which they are entitled under federal law.”

BREAKING DOWN THE ISSUE
There is a correlative relationship between students who exhibit
challenging behavior at school and their academic achievement.
Research suggests that there is correlative relationship between
students who exhibit challenging behavior at school and their academic
achievement.
Response to this should include multi-tiered systems of support for both
areas of need - behavior and academics. Respond early, before students
have had the opportunity to become caught in the cycle of failure.

STRATEGIES TO
CONSIDER
Follow evidence-based practices for preventing and responding to
student problem behavior.
The U.S. Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) has issued
evidence-based guidance around school-wide systems of support to
prevent and effectively respond to students’ problem behavior.
In addition, there is a website, designated to accompany that guidance
and provide schools with the tools and technical assistance to develop
and monitor their systems of support.
Set clear expectations and review routines frequently.
This article illustrates how a dependable system of rules and procedures
provides structure for students and helps them to be engaged with
instructional tasks.
Educators can get ahead of behavior problems before they start by
setting clear classroom expectations and referencing them frequently.
This is especially important with so many new rules around things like
masks, social distancing, and online engagement.
School districts have effectively translated school and classroom-wide
expectations to the virtual environment. See this example from
Michigan’s Multi-Tiered System of Supports Technical Assistance
Center.
Teachers and support staff should ensure that students are receiving
ample positive reinforcement during remote learning.
This resource summarizes the research behind the power of praise in
changing student behavior.
School districts have effectively translated positive reinforcement
systems to the virtual environment. See this example from New York
City’s Department of Education.

STRATEGIES TO CONSIDER
Students should receive additional breaks from instruction, and modified
work products.
Documented in this report, “many studies have found that pausing for a
moment to relax and reboot is essential for achieving productivity,
success, and a positive outlook on the future. This is especially true for
students who spend hours huddled in front of a computer.”
There is research to support ways to work with students who have
challenging behavior because they are motivated to escape specific
tasks, people, and settings. One is to structure breaks prior to their
demonstration of challenging behavior.
When the above evidence-based strategies are not proven effective for a
student, schools are responsible for further investigating the student's
behavior through a Functional Behavioral Assessment (FBA).
This article offered through The U.S. Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP) emphasizes that an FBA should not be reserved solely
for students who receive special education services or have a particular
disability. "District-level capacity to perform technically adequate FBAs
related to valuable behavior support plans, should continue to increase
as the technology of the FBA becomes more accessible."

STRATEGIES
TO AVOID
Parents and guardians cannot be the primary providers of students’
educational and/or behavioral interventions.
While some organizations, such as the Center for Parent Information and
Resources, have offered ideas for using Positive Behavioral Interventions
and Supports (PBIS) at home, some behavioral interventions require more
training and supervision than parents are able to give students at home.
Punishment does not effectively reduce problematic behavior.
Despite the incredible body of research pointing toward positive
reinforcement and replacement behavior as the most effective response
to problematic behavior, some educators and school systems still rely
heavily on punishment in response to students’ problematic behavior.
Behaviorist B.F. Skinner, the psychologist who first described operant
conditioning, cautioned, "Punished behavior is likely to reappear after
the punitive consequences are withdrawn," in his book Beyond Freedom
and Dignity .
See this brief on Rethinking Discipline, from Missouri’s School-wide
Positive Behavior Support Team Workbook.
Limiting students’ access to virtual instruction and peers through
consequences such as virtual in-school suspension isolates students,
violating the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) outlined in IDEA.
Research has shown that “suspensions for any reason are tied to lower
scores in math and English language arts tests and that the negative
effect increases with each additional day of suspension.”
There is a multitude of recommendations for positively reinforcing all
students for complying with online learning conditions, and thereby
limiting such reinforcement to students who do not comply. Attorney
Jaime A. Fernand cautioned, “Suspending a student from instruction in a
remote environment would be challenging since schools are still
responsible for providing alternative instruction during suspension.”

