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Aggressive and violent behaviors are increasing among children and youth in Amer-
ica's schools. Although many children and adolescents occasionally exhibit aggressive and 
sometimes antisocial behaviors in the course of development, an alarming increase is tak-
ing place in the significant number of youth who confront their parents, teachers, and 
schools with persistent threatening and destructive behaviors. Students who exhibit chronic 
patterns of hostile, aggressive, and defiant behaviors frequently are characterized as having 
oppositional disorders or conduct disorders (Kazdin, 1987; Home & Sayger, 1990), and 
their behaviors are increasingly identified as antisocial (Walker, Colvin, & Ramsey, 1995). 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-Ill-R) (American 
Psychiatric Association, 1987) defines oppositional defiant disorder as 

a pattern of negativistic, hostile, and defiant behavior. ... Children with this disorder 
commonly are argumentative with adults, frequently lose their temper, swear, and are 
often angry, resentful, and easily annoyed by others. They frequently actively defy 
adult requests or rules and deliberately annoy other people. They tend to blame others 
for their own mistakes or difficulties. (p. 56) 

Conduct disorder, a more serious and disruptive aggressive behavior pattern, is de-
fined in the DSM-III-R as 

a persistent pattern of conduct in which the basic rights of others and major age-appro-
priate societal norms or rules are violated .... Physical aggression is common. Chil-
dren and adolescents with this disorder usually initiate aggression, may be physically 
cruel to other people or animals, and frequently destroy other people's property. (p. 53) 

Antisocial behavior has been defined as "recurrent violations of socially prescribed 
patterns of behavior" (Simcha-Fagan, Langner, Gersten, & Eisenberg, 1975, p. 7), and an-
tisocial patterns of behavior have been described as the polar opposite of prosocial pat-
terns, which are composed of cooperative, positive, and mutually reciprocal social behav-
iors (Walker et al., 1995). According to Walker et al., "Antisocial behavior suggests 
hostility to others, aggression, a willingness to commit rule infractions, defiance of adult 
authority, and violation of the social norms and mores of society" (p. 2). 
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Whether students are formally diagnosed as having oppo-
sitional defiant disorders or conduct disorders is of less rele-
vance to many educators and school staff than is the increase 
they are seeing in the number of students, with and without 
formal diagnoses, who are exhibiting aggressive and violent 
antisocial behaviors in the schools. A substantial body of re-
search indicates that antisocial behavior problems are sig-
nificant and durable conditions in many children and adoles-
cents (Nelson & Rutherford, 1990). For example, from their 
series of longitudinal assessments of antisocial behavior of 
boys in school settings, Walker and his colleagues (Shinn, 
Ramsey, Walker, Stieber, & O'Neill, 1987; Walker, Shinn, 
O'Neill, & Ramsey, 1987; Walker, Stieber, & O'Neill, 1990; 
Walker, Stieber, Ramsey, & O'Neill, 1991) found that stu-
dents who exhibited antisocial behavior experienced signifi-
cantly greater school failure than other students. Specifically, 
these students exhibited significantly less academically en-
gaged time in academic settings, initiated and were involved 
in significantly more negative interactions with peers, had 
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more school discipline contacts, were perceived by teachers 
as less socially skilled, and experienced lower school atten-
dance than their peers. 

Walker et al. ( 1987; 1995) suggested that students who 
continue to exhibit antisocial behaviors over time will be at 
increased risk not only for continued school failure but also 
for membership in deviant peer groups, school dropout, and 
eventual delinquency and adult criminal careers. They con-
cluded that "the long-term developmental implications for 
children who display this behavior pattern are extremely se-
rious" (Walker et al., 1987, p. 15). Walker and his colleagues 
(Bullis & Walker, in press; Walker et al., 1995) provided 
evidence that if antisocial behavior patterns are not identi-
fied and treated before children reach the age of eight, these 
patterns are considered to be chronic and are much more dif-
ficult to ameliorate than when they are identified and treated 
before that time. In fact, antisocial behaviors that are pre-
sent in childhood have been found to be remarkably durable 
over time. In her classic follow-up study of children exhibit-
ing deviant behavior, Robins (1966) found that childhood 
antisocial status was the most powerful predictor of adjust-
ment problems in adults. 

The focus of this article is on the spectrum of behaviors 
judged by others as aggressive or violent. Students who ex-
hibit these patterns may or may not be assigned formal diag-
nostic labels such as conduct disorder, oppositional defiant 
disorder, or emotional and behavioral disorder. Antisocial 
behavior patterns, assessment methodologies, and interven-
tion strategies are described. 

AGGRESSION AND VIOLENCE 

Aggressive and violent tendencies are the defining char-
acteristics of most students who have been identified as an-
tisocial. Overt forms of antisocial behavior are character-
ized by aggressive acts directed against persons and include 
verbal or physical assault, oppositional-defiant behavior, 
use of coercive tactics, and humiliation of others (Walker, 
1993). From a social learning perspective, aggression is de-
fined as gestural, verbal, and physical behaviors that result 
in physical, material, or psychological pain or injury to an-
other person. Younger aggressive students demonstrate high-
er rates of such behaviors as humiliating, biting, being de-
structive, whining, yelling, teasing, being noncompliant, and 
being negative than their nonaggressive peers (Patterson, 
Ray, Shaw, & Cobb, 1969). A defining characteristic of older 
aggressive students is the persistence of these behaviors 
over time. Although most children demonstrate a significant 



decrease in aggressive behavior as they mature, aggressive 
children maintain a consistently high rate of aggressiveness 
as they grow older. 

The student's social environment greatly influences the 
level and intensity of his or her aggressive and violent be-
haviors in the school and classroom. Social learning may be 
the most important determinant of both aggressive and pro-
social behavior. According to Bandura (1973) aggression is 
learned through the observation of aggression and its conse-
quences and through experiencing the direct consequences 
of aggressive and nonaggressive behaviors. Kauffman (1993) 
made the following generalizations about the effects of so-
cial learning on aggression and violence: 

• Children learn many aggressive responses by observ-
ing models or examples. 

• Children are more likely to imitate aggressive models 
when the models are of high social status and when they 
observe the models receiving reinforcement or not re-
ceiving punishment for aggression. 

• Children learn aggression when their aggressive acts 
do not lead to aversive consequences or succeed in ob-
taining reinforcement by harming others. 

• Aggression is more likely to occur when children are 
aversively stimulated by physical assault or verbal 
threats, taunts, or insults; by thwarting goal-directed 
behavior; or by decreased positive reinforcement. 

• Three types of reinforcement may maintain aggressive 
behavior: external reinforcement (tangible rewards or 
increased social status for aggression, removal of aver-
sive conditions, victim pain or suffering); vicarious 
reinforcement (gratification from observing others re-
warded for aggression); and self-reinforcement (self-
reward following successful aggression). 

• Aggression may be perpetuated by cognitive processes 
and rationales that justify hostile behavior. 

• The punishment of children by adults may result in ag-
gression when it causes pain, when there are no posi-
tive alternatives to the punished behavior, when pun-
ishment is delayed or inconsistent, or when punishment 
provides a model of aggressive behavior. (p. 321) 

Kerr and Nelson (1989) suggested three functional expla-
nations for aggression in the classroom. First, the aggressive 
behavior may be under inappropriate stimulus control. 
Whereas certain forms of hurtful behavior may be deemed 
appropriate under specific conditions (e.g., self-defense, 
with mutual consent, for the protection of others), the stu-
dents who are antisocial may exhibit these behaviors in situ-
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ations that do not warrant aggression. In addition, such stu-
dents may lack the ability to discriminate the environmental 
cues or prompts that set the occa ion for prosocial rather 
than antisocial behaviors. Second, aggre sive behaviors of-
ten are reinforced by tangible reward or personal gain, by 
the reaction of others, or by the avoidance of aversive, un-
desired, or unplea ant situations or consequences. Third, ag-
gressive behavior may be imitated. If the tudent who i 
antisocial is a member of a group that places value on ag-
gression and toughness, he or she may imitate the aggre -
sive behavior exhibited by peer or other high-status model . 

Thus, from a social learning per pective, student aggre -
sion may occur as a result of a complex interaction of any of 
the following three factors: inappropriate or ineffective stim-
ulus control, direct or indirect reinforcement of aggre sion, 
and modeling of aggression. To develop and implement ef-
fective intervention strategies to ameliorate antisocial be-
haviors, and to identify and teach prosocial skills in lieu of 
aggressive and violent acts, it is important to conduct func-
tional assessments of aggressive behavior across classroom 
and school contexts. Assessment is accomplished through a 
functional analysis of the antecedents and consequences of 
both antisocial and prosocial behaviors. 

ASSESSMENT OF AGGRESSIVE BEHAVIOR 

The most successful strategies for managing aggressive 
behavior are based on early identification and intervention. 
Children who are likely to develop chronic patterns of ag-
gressive behavior are identifiable at an early age. Because 
the roots of chronic aggression are in early socialization ex-
periences, behavior patterns leading to this condition often 
are evident before children enter school (Kazdin, 1987). In 
fact, two stable patterns of behavioral di orders emerge dur-
ing the preschool years: internalizing or withdrawing and ex-
ternalizing or acting out (Achenbach & McConaughy, 1987; 
Walker & Bullis, 1991). Externalizing behavior patterns are 
more prevalent and may involve or lead to aggression, non-
compliance, and delinquency. 

Systematic Schoolwide Screening 
Systematic screening procedures have been developed 

that reliably identify students who are at risk for the devel-
opment of aggressive behavior patterns (McConaughy & 
Achenbach, 1989). One of these procedures, developed by 
Walker and Severson, is called Systematic Screening for 
Behavior Disorders (SSBD). This multiple gating procedure 
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begins with the classroom teacher nominating up to 10 stu-
dents who are at risk for externalizing behavior disorders 
and then rank-ordering them according to their degree of 
acting-out behavior. The same procedure is used for screen-
ing pupils at risk for internalizing behavior disorders. How-
ever, because the focus of this article is on externalizing 
behavior, screening for internalizing disorders will not be 
described. The second gate involves the teacher completing 
two brief rating scales for the three highest-ranked pupils. 
Those students who exceed local norms are advanced to the 
next gate, in which trained observers make two sets of con-
trolled, 15-minute observations of the students in structured 
academic activities and unstructured play activities. Students 
who exceed age- and sex-appropriate norms may be assessed 
through standardized diagnostic procedures and may receive 
early intervention services. The SSBD procedure offers the 
advantage of exposing all students to systematic screening 
(Walker et al., 1988). 

In terms of intervention, the great advantage of system-
atic screening programs is that they identify aggressive and 
violent behavior problems early on, at a time when these 
problems are most responsive to intervention efforts. As 
mentioned earlier, abundant research supports Bullis and 
Walker's (in press) contention that antisocial behavior, if 
not addressed by the time children reach the age of eight, is 
extremely durable and resistant to treatment. 

Assessment Methodology 
Significant advances in behavioral assessment procedures 

have been made in recent years. The technology includes 
the careful study of both behavior and the contexts in which 
it occurs. The strategy of behavioral-ecological assessment, 
for example, involves the evaluation of observable student 
behaviors over the range of environmental settings in which 
they occur (Kerr & Nelson, 1989). The goals are to (a) iden-
tify the specific interpersonal and environmental variables 
within each setting that influence behavior; (b) analyze the 
behavioral expectations for various settings; and (c) com-
pare those expectations with the student's behavior across 
the settings (Polsgrove, 1987). This strategy has yielded a 
rich supply of information about the environmental factors 
that influence aggressive behavior as well as the functions 
that such behavior serves for the student. 

Wehby ( 1994) identified four hypotheses about the fac-
tors that lead to aggressive behavior that have emerged from 
the available research. Aggressive behavior may be the re-
sult of (a) a social skills deficit; (b) positive or negative re-
inforcement; ( c) environmental deficits; or ( d) deficits in the 

cognitive processing of social stimuli. Although these hy-
potheses overlap and are not inclusive of all the possible 
causes of aggressive behavior, each has been supported by 
research. For example, some children engage in aggressive 
behavior because they lack the appropriate social skills to 
gain entry into peer activities and to negotiate conflicts. Ag-
gressive behavior also may be supported by attention from 
others or by access to desired materials or activities (posi-
tive reinforcement) as well as by escape from or avoidance 
of undesired activities, such as difficult tasks (negative rein-
forcement). The environmental-deficit hypothesis is sup-
ported by research demonstrating that aggressive children 
are more likely to display higher rates of aggression in set-
tings characterized by low densities of positive reinforce-
ment for desired behaviors or by low levels of structure. 

Finally, research by Dodge and his colleagues (Dodge & 
Coie, 1987; Dodge, Petit, McClaskey, & Brown, 1986; 
Dodge & Tomlin, 1987) has revealed that some aggressive 
children attend to irrelevant cues, fail to encode relevant in-
formation, misinterpret the intentions of others, make hos-
tile attributions of intent, and are unable to develop compe-
tent solutions to problems. 

These findings suggest that both the context and function 
of aggressive behavior must be considered when developing 
interventions. Too often, the only interventions used with 
aggressive behavior involve punishment tactics, which do 
not address the function the behavior may serve for the stu-
dent. A thorough behavioral analysis of aggression should 
address its antecedents and consequences as well as the be-
havior itself. 

Antecedents of Aggression 
Typically, assessments of aggression have focused on the 

immediate antecedent events. Although such antecedents 
often are important factors in provoking aggression, Conroy 
and Fox ( 1994) have noted that more complex events or 
combinations of events, known as setting events, may be 
what sets the occasion for the display of aggression. These 
events may occur within the same setting as, and immedi-
ately precede, the aggressive behavior (e.g., a noisy, crowded 
room) or they may be temporally more remote (e.g., events 
occurring in the home before school). By noting the nature 
of the aggressive behavior, its time of occurrence, the other 
persons present, and the activities taking place, the interven-
tionist can identify potential relationships between setting 
events and behavior. Conroy and Fox also recommended 
that interviews be conducted with persons who know the stu-
dent and are familiar with his or her behavior and suggested 



the use of behavioral checklists and rating scales as alterna-
tives to direct observation for identifying setting events. 
Again, knowledge of these antecedent variables may be im-
portant in designing effective interventions. 

Topography of Aggressive Behavior 
The topography, or form, of aggressive behavior may 

range from verbal taunts or insults to physical attacks on 
other persons or property (Kerr & Nelson, 1989). It is im-
portant to assess and document the topographies of aggres-
sion displayed by the student as well as the sequence of be-
haviors leading to an aggressive act. For example, a child 
may exhibit a pattern of displaying agitation and then non-
compliance before engaging in verbal or physical aggres-
sion. If such a pattern can be identified, it is possible to in-
tervene early in the sequence before it has reached the point 
at which the environment will be severely disrupted or per-
sons are in physical danger. Early intervention in a chain of 
behaviors leading to aggression is more likely to be effec-
tive than waiting until the behavior has escalated to the 
point at which the student has lost all control. 

Consequences of Aggression 
The communicative function of behavior has been stud-

ied by a number of researchers. Carr, Durand, and their col-
leagues initiated a line of applied behavior analytic research 
examining the communicative function of the behavior of 
persons with severe and profound disabilities (Carr & Du-
rand, 1985; Carr, Newsome, & Binkoff, 1980; Durand & 
Carr, 1987). This research is based on the limited verbal abil-
ities of such individuals, which creates a need to understand 
the communicative purposes served by aberrant behavior. 
Donnellan, Mirenda, Mesaros, and Fassbender (1984) iden-
tified three categories of behaviors that serve communicative 
functions: (a) behaviors that express requests for attention, 
interactions, or items; (b) behaviors that express protests, re-
fusals, or the desire to terminate an activity; and (c) behav-
iors that express declarations or comments or have personal 
meaning. Dunlap and his colleagues (Dunlap et al., 1993; 
Foster-Johnson & Dunlap, 1993) focused on two major cat-
egories: behaviors that produce a desired event and behav-
iors that serve to escape or avoid an undesired event. By 
systematically observing the rate of undesired behaviors un-
der different task and reinforcement conditions, researchers 
can test hypotheses regarding the functions these behaviors 
serve. Through the teaching of desired behaviors that serve 
the same communicative function, it has been possible to re-
duce the rates of undesired behaviors. 
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Dunlap and his colleagues have extended this research 
strategy to the communicative function of the behaviors of 
students with emotional and behavioral, but not cognitive, 
disabilities (Dunlap, Kem-Dunlap, Clarke, & Robbins, 
1991; Dunlap et al., 1993). This research holds great prom-
ise for the design of more effective interventions for stu-
dents exhibiting aggressive and violent behavior, because it 
offers a proactive alternative to waiting until the aggre sive 
behavior occurs and then punishing it. 

When Shores and his colleagues (Gunter, Denny, Jack, 
Shores, & Nelson, 1993; Shores, Gunter, & Jack, 1993; 
Shores et al., 1993) examined the interactions between stu-
dents with emotional and behavioral disabilities and their 
teachers, they found low rates of teacher reinforcement of 
desired student behavior, high rates of aversive interactions, 
and higher probabilities of teacher avoidance and escape be-
havior in the presence of pupils with aggressive behavior 
patterns. Their body of research compellingly demonstrates 
that aggressive and other undesired student behaviors may 
be strengthened because they produce desired outcomes or 
reduce the likelihood of undesired outcomes. 

Tools for the Functional Analysis of Aggressive Behavior 
Behavior analysts traditionally have advocated an assess-

ment model that examines the immediate antecedents and 
consequences of behavior (Kerr & Nelson, 1989). The value 
of such an analysis is indisputable, but the model requires 
full attention to the student during the observation period-
something that is difficult for teachers to accomplish. Alter-
nate strategies that are often more practical for busy practi-
tioners include behavioral interviews (Gross, 1984 ), ratings 
that estimate the strength of behaviors across time and ac-
tivities (Touchette, MacDonald, & Langer, 1985), and after-
the-fact behavior incident logs (Kerr & Nelson, 1989). Data 
collected from all of these strategies are useful for interven-
tion planning. 

Relationship of Assessment to Intervention 
As indicated earlier, a comprehensive behavioral-ecolog-

ical assessment can be used to identify the variables that are 
functionally related to the targeted behavior and the stan-
dards and expectations of the settings in which the behavior 
occurs. With this information, augmented by data indicating 
specific conditions affecting the rate of behavior, interven-
tionists can design strategies tailored to the unique charac-
teristics of the student, the behavior, and the settings in 
which it occurs. In particular, by analyzing the setting events 
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and stimuli preceding an episode of student aggression, in-
terventionists can become more sensitive to these variables 
and apply more appropriate treatments. If these strategies 
include teaching the student to recognize his or her indica-
tors of agitation, to understand the communicative purpose 
of the behavior, and to employ more adaptive means of 
achieving the function served by the maladaptive behavior, 
the needs of the pupil and others in the setting will be better 
served. 

Monitoring the Effectiveness of Interventions 
Practitioners often object to collecting data on targeted 

student behaviors because such activities add to the burden 
of their already busy schedules. However, as White (1986, 
p. 522) indicated, "To be responsive to the pupil's needs the 
teacher must be a student of the pupil's behavior, carefully 
analyzing how that behavior changes from day to day and 
adjusting the instructional plan as necessary to facilitate 
continued learning." Although White was referring to stu-
dents in general, the statement also pertains to students with 
serious behavior problems, such as aggression and violence. 
Whether the intervention involves reducing the frequency 
or intensity of aggressive acts, increasing alternatives to ag-
gressive behavior, or both, it is important to monitor the stu-
dent's (and the teacher's) progress toward the desired be-
havioral goals and objectives. Failure to do so involves the 
risk of prolonging an ineffective intervention or of continu-
ing an intervention strategy that no longer is necessary. For-
mative evaluation of intervention strategies against objec-
tive data decision rules is required practice. 

INTERVENTION STRATEGIES 

Teacher-Mediated Interventions 
Two primary types of intervention enable teachers to 

manage aggressive behaviors: rearranging behavior enhance-
ment and behavior reduction contingencies for aggression 
and teaching appropriate, prosocial skills that are incompat-
ible with antisocial acts. These two approaches are based on 
a social learning theory model that presumes that aggressive 
behaviors are learned and that prosocial skills that are in-
compatible with aggressive behaviors can be taught (Ban-
dura, 1971). 

Behavioral interventions derived from applied behavior 
analysis (Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968, 1987) and social learn-
ing theory emphasize the use of overt, objectively observ-

able behaviors as dependent measures. Such behavioral in-
terventions may be represented on two continua: one depict-
ing behavior enhancement procedures and one depicting be-
havior reduction procedures (Nelson & Rutherford, 1988). 

Behavior Enhancement Contingencies 
Six levels, or types, of behavior enhancement procedures 

have been documented in the applied behavior analysis lit-
erature. When combined with behavior reduction procedures, 
these strategies have proven to be effective tools for amelio-
rating aggressive and violent behavior in the classroom and 
school. The six levels are tangible reinforcement, activity 
reinforcement, token reinforcement, behavioral or contin-
gency contracting, modeling, and social reinforcement. 

Tangible reinforcement. Tangible reinforcers are material 
items that have reinforcing value for particular students. Al-
though they frequently are used as backup reinforcers in to-
ken economies (as described later), they also may be deliv-
ered immediately following desired student behavior. In 
their study of tangible reinforcement, Dewhurst and Cautela 
(1980) found that 5- to 12-year-old students with behavior 
problems rated stickers as their most preferred reinforcers. 
Rhode, Jenson, and Reavis (1993) suggested that tangibles 
tend to be more effective with younger students who may not 
initially respond consistently to teachers' social reinforce-
ment. 

Activity reinforcement. The opportunity to engage in desired 
or high-probability behaviors (Premack, 1959) has been 
shown to be an effective reinforcement procedure with stu-
dents exhibiting mild to moderate behavioral problems in 
school. For example, Jackson, Salzberg, Pacholl, and Dor-
sey (1981) effectively reduced the aggressive school-bus-
riding behaviors of a 10-year-old boy by making afternoon 
privileges at home (watching TV and playing outside) con-
tingent upon successively (progressively) lower rates of oc-
currence of targeted behaviors on the bus that included 
yelling, name-calling, moving from seat, grabbing and 
throwing objects, spitting, hitting, pinching, and pushing. 

Token reinforcement. Token economies have been used ef-
fectively with a wide range of student populations and age-
groups and in numerous educational and treatment settings 
(Kazdin, 1982). For example, Deitz, Slack, Schwarz-
mueller, Wilander, Weatherly, and Hilliard (1978) demon-
strated the positive effects of a token system in which a 
seven-year-old student received stars exchangeable for time 
on the playground for every 2-minute period in which she 
exhibited one or zero aggressive behaviors, including shov-



ing, pushing, hitting, throwing objects, and destroying ob-
jects. Tokens can be exchanged for a variety of tangible and 
activity reinforcers, and they often can be delivered more 
quickly and easily than tangible reinforcers. 

Behavioral or contingency contracting. Behavioral contract-
ing involves the negotiation and implementation of a formal 
written agreement between a student and a teacher, parent, 
peer, or other person. A typical contract specifies the beh~v-
ior(s) to be increased or decreased, the student goals with 
respect to the behaviors, and the consequences associated 
with goal attainment or nonattainment (Rutherford, 1975). 
Contracting has been effective in modifying a variety of de-
sired and undesired behaviors in students of all ages. Ruth-
erford and Polsgrove (1981), who reviewed 35 studies in 
which contracts were made with children and youth who ex-
hibited behaviorally disordered, antisocial, or delinquent 
behavior concluded that "contracting has contributed to be-
havioral change in a number of instances" (p. 64). 

Modeling. With this behavior enhancement procedure, stu-
dents observe adult or peer models performing and being re-
inforced for demonstrating prosocial behaviors and strate-
gies. When students then imitate these modeled behaviors, 
they are reinforced as well. Modeling has the potential for 
reinforcement at two stages-at the point of observing the 
model being reinforced (vicarious reinforcement) and at the 
point when the student performs the same behaviors. 

Modeling has been used mainly for teaching complex 
prosocial behaviors and typically is implemented in c?n-
junction with other behavior enhancement and reduct10n 
procedures, such as behavior rehearsal and role-playing in-
terventions. Modeling is an important component of Gold-
stein's (1987) program for teaching prosocial skills to ado-
lescents who exhibit antisocial behavior. Through the use of 
live acting by trainers or of audiovisual modeling displays, 
models demonstrate the skill steps necessary to expertly 
perform such aggression-relevant prosocial skills as re-
sponding to failure, responding to anger, dealing with being 
left out, dealing with an accusation, and dealing with group 
pressure. 

Social reinforcement. Social reinforcement consists of the 
teacher giving positive verbal and physical feedback, atten-
tion, and approval for desired student behavior. When used 
in combination with other behavior enhancement and reduc-
tion procedures, this type of intervention often is effective 
for developing the prosocial behaviors of students who be-
have antisocially (Rutherford, Chipman, DiGangi, & An-
derson, 1992). Walker et al. (1995) pointed out that behav-
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ior-specific adult praise is an extremely powerful fo~. of 
focused attention that communicates approval and positive 
regard. They noted that although students who behave a~ti-
socially initially may not be responsive to adult praise 
because of a history of negative adult interactions, social re-
inforcement paired with other behavior enhancement proce-
dures eventually will increase the positive valence of praise. 

Behavioral Reduction Contingencies 
Because the antisocial aggressive behavior patterns of 

children and youth often are o well developed, aversive, 
and resistant to behavior enhancement procedures used in 
isolation, interventions are most effective when they com-
bine behavior enhancement and reduction techniques (Nel-
son & Rutherford, 1988; Walker et al., 1995). A sub tantial 
body of research has identified several behavior reduction 
procedures, including differential reinforcement, response 
cost, and time-out. 

Differential reinforcement. Four strategies have been devel-
oped for reducing undesired behaviors through differential 
reinforcement. Differential reinforcement of incompatible 
behavior (DRI) and differential reinforcement of alternate 
behavior (DRA) involve, as their names imply, reinforcing 
behaviors that are incompatible with or merely alternatives 
to problem behaviors. Differential reinforcement of low rates 
of behavior (DRL) involves providing reinforcement when 
problem behavior occurs less than a specified amount in a 
period of time. Differential reinforcement of the omission of 
behavior (DRO) requires that the problem behavior be sup-
pressed for an entire interval of time (Deitz & Repp, 1983). 

DRI and DRA have been effective with a variety of stu-
dent populations and problem situations when the behaviors 
that are incompatible with or alternative to aggression, for 
example, prosocial skills and strategies for social interac-
tion, have been systematically reinforced. DRL has been 
used primarily to reduce minor classroom misbehaviors or 
to eliminate in a stepwise process the limited number of ag-
gressive responses that may be initially tolerated. Using DRL 
procedures, Deitz et al. (1978) reduced to nearly zero the 
number of antisocial and other inappropriate behaviors ex-
hibited by a seven-year-old boy in a special class. Epstein, 
Repp, and Cullinan (1978) and Trice and Parker (1983) suc-
cessfully used DRL to reduce the obscene and aggressive 
verbal responses of six behaviorally disordered 6- to 9-year-
olds and two disruptive 16-year-olds, respectively. DRO has 
been used successfully to reduce the occurrence of a num-
ber of severe behavior problems, although it usually is em-
ployed in combination with other behavior enhancement 
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and reduction procedures (Stainback, Stainback, & Dedrick, 
1979). Rose (1979), Rapoff, Altman, and Christopherson 
(1980), and Dorsey, Iwata, Ong, and Mcsween (1980) suc-
cessfully used DRO alone or in combination with other be-
havior reduction techniques to significantly reduce self-ag-
gressive and self-injurious behaviors of students with severe 
disabilities. 

Response cost. Research involving the removal of reinforcers 
following the occurrence of undesired target behaviors has 
indicated that this strategy is a powerful, cost-effective pro-
cedure for preventing and suppressing the occurrence of a 
variety of aggressive and violent behaviors (Walker, 1983). 
The two most common applications of response cost in-
volve removal of the opportunity to participate in specified 
activities and token removal, for example, the imposition of 
fines within token economy systems following inappropri-
ate behavior (Rutherford, 1983). Walker et al. (1995) sug-
gested that response cost contingencies usually are neces-
sary, in combination with other interventions, to produce 
socially valid reductions in aggressive and violent antisocial 
behaviors. The research literature supports the combined 
application of limit setting, reinforcement contingencies, 
and aversive consequences, such as time-out and response 
cost. Examples of response cost contingencies with students 
with behavior problems include a group contingency of 1-
minute reductions in a special 10-minute recess for each in-
stance of a "naughty finger" (raised fist with middle finger 
extended), a verbal reference to it, or "tattling" about another 
child's use of the naughty finger (Sulzbacher & Houser, 
1968); a response cost lottery in which adolescent students 
begin the day with a fixed number of reward tickets, lose 
tickets contingent upon misbehavior, and exchange remain-
ing tickets for rewards (Proctor & Morgan, 1991); and token 
loss contingent upon the aggressive behaviors of predelin-
quent boys (Phillips, 1968). 

Time-out. Response contingent time-out, or time-out from 
positive reinforcement, is a behavior reduction procedure 
whereby access to the sources of reinforcement is removed 
for a period of time following the occurrence of maladap-
tive or antisocial behaviors (Rutherford & Nelson, 1983). 
This complex intervention may be implemented at several 
different levels, ranging from planned ignoring to seclusion 
(Nelson & Rutherford, 1983). Research has shown time-out 
to be effective with children with moderate to severe behav-
ior problems, but many factors appear to influence its suc-
cess, including the level of time-out used, how it is applied, 
the schedule under which it is administered, procedures for 

removing the student from time-out, and the concurrent use 
of other behavior enhancement and reduction interventions 
(Gast & Nelson, 1977; Rutherford & Nelson, 1983). 

Substantial empirical evidence supports the use of planned 
ignoring time-out plus social reinforcement for reducing the 
aggressive behaviors of young children (Pinkston, Reese, 
LeBlanc, & Bayer, 1973; Sibley, Abbott, & Cooper, 1969; 
Wasik, Senn, Welch, & Cooper, 1969). Also proven suc-
cessful for young children exhibiting aggressive behavior 
have been planned ignoring and restraint plus social rein-
forcement (Noll & Simpson, 1979); contingent observation 
time-out plus social reinforcement (Porterfield, Herbert-
Jackson, & Risley, 1976); reduction of response maintenance 
stimuli time-out plus group free time (Devine & Tomlinson, 
1976); exclusion time-out plus social reinforcement (Fire-
stone, 1976; Mace & Heller, 1990), and seclusion time-out 
plus social reinforcement (Sachs, 1973; Sloane, Johnstone, 
& Bijou, 1967; Webster, 1976). 

Extinction, Verbal Aversives, Physical Aversives, and 
Overcorrection. 

Four behavior reduction contingencies that generally 
have not proven to be effective in reducing antisocial be-
havior patterns are extinction, verbal aversives, physical 
aversives, and overcorrection. 

Extinction. Although withholding reinforcers ( e.g., atten-
tion) that are thought to be maintaining undesired behavior 
following the occurrence of that behavior has proven to be a 
successful strategy with a variety of behaviors and students 
(Polsgrove & Reith, 1983), Stainback et al. (1979) con-
cluded that extinction is one of the least effective procedures 
for controlling severe maladaptive behavior. Further, they 
stated that it is an inappropriate strategy for reducing behav-
iors reinforced by consequences other than those controlled 
by the teacher (e.g., severe aggressive and disruptive behav-
iors). 

Verbal aversives. Verbal reprimands have proven effective 
for reducing mild and moderate behavior problems (Nelson, 
1981; Rutherford, 1983), but, unless used with other strate-
gies, they are not likely to be effective in reducing more 
serious forms of maladaptive behaviors. However, when 
verbal reprimands are associated with other punishing con-
sequences, such as response cost or time-out, they may ac-
quire aversive properties and subsequently be effective 
when used alone (Gelfand & Hartman, 1984). 

Physical aversives. Substances with aversive tastes and 
odors, electric shock, and slaps, pinches, and spankings 



constitute the range of physical aversive procedures that 
have been investigated as ways to reduce problem behav-
iors. In general, these forms of punishment have been found 
to be efficient and effective means of weakening severe 
maladaptive behaviors, such as self-injurious and extreme 
assaultive behaviors of individuals with severe disabilities 
in institutional settings (Rutherford, 1983; Stainback et al., 
1979). However, because parents and community groups 
frequently object to the use of such extreme interventions, 
alternate procedures are required in public school settings. 

In addition, physical aversives may not be effective for 
reducing students' serious aggressive and violent antisocial 
behavior when that behavior is rooted in physical abuse and 
violence. For such students, aggression may be a response 
learned through modeling of the physically punitive behav-
iors of adults. To use physical aggression to control aggres-
sion is paradoxical and, as noted by Rose (1983), not empir-
ically validated. Physical aversives, in the form of corporal 
punishment have failed to produce sustained suppression of 
inappropriate behaviors (Rose, 1981), increase the likeli-
hood that the student will behave aggressively in other set-
tings (Maurer, 1974), and make no contribution to the de-
velopment of new, appropriate behaviors (Goldstein, Apter, 
& Harootunian, 1984). 

Overcorrection. This complex procedure involves compo-
nents of restraint and guided practice, social punishment, 
extinction, and time-out. Both restitutional and positive prac-
tice overcorrection have been effective in reducing a wide 
variety of self-stimulatory and self-injurious behaviors 
(Stainback et al., 1979), as well as the behavior problems of 
students with mild disabilities (Nelson, 1981). In addition, 
restitutional overcorrection has been effective in reducing 
aggressive behavior (Gelfand & Hartman, 1984). However, 
claims that overcorrection is superior to other techniques for 
reducing aggressive behavior have not been substantiated. 
Further, the unacceptability of overcorrection to many prac-
titioners, and student resistance to overcorrection proce-
dures are obstacles to its effectiveness (Axelrod, Brantner, 
& Meddock, 1978). 

Teaching Alternative Behaviors 
This component of teacher-mediated intervention in-

volves teaching alternative prosocial skills and anger-con-
trol strategies to replace aggressive and violent behaviors in 
the classroom and school. The contingency management 
procedures reviewed earlier will help manage the outbursts 
of an aggressive student but may fall short of offering the 
student new and better ways to solve problems with others. 
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Behavior enhancement and reduction procedures can be 
used, however, to both manage aggression and violence and 
teach replacement responses. Through the functional assess-
ment procedures described earlier in this article, practition-
ers can formulate hypotheses regarding what purposes the 
undesired behavior serves the student and can then identify 
and teach the student an alternative, prosocial respon e. 
Naturally, it is important to provide systematic positive re-
inforcement of prosocial skills, especially when they are 
first acquired. Two primary intervention approache have 
been designed for teaching alternative behavior to student 
aggression: social skills training and anger management 
training. 

Social skills training. The basic goal of social skills training 
is to help the student who behaves antisocially acquire the 
social skills needed to avoid interpersonal rejection and gain 
acceptance by significant peers and adults. Aggressive stu-
dents often are at a serious disadvantage with regard to both 
peer and teacher social interactions because of their deficits 
in the areas of social perception and social skills. Walker et 
al. (1995) pointed out that peer and teacher rejection is 
nearly an inevitable consequence of displaying antisocial 
behavior in school. 

Walker et al. (1995) defined social skills for students as a 
set of competencies that allow students to initiate and main-
tain positive social relationships with others, contribute to 
positive peer acceptance and satisfactory school adjustment, 
and cope effectively and adaptively with the larger social 
environment. Social competence is a judgment-based evalu-
ation of the student by peers, teachers, parents, and other 
adults showing recognition that the student exhibits persis-
tent and generalized social skills and strategies across multi-
ple settings and with multiple individuals. 

A number of social skills training programs have been 
developed to promote the social competence of aggressive 
and socially deficient children and youth. Four of these pro-
grams are Goldstein's Structured Leaming curriculum (Gold-
stein, 1987; Goldstein, Sprafkin, Gershaw, & Klein, 1980; 
McGinnis & Goldstein, 1984); The Boys' Town Teaching 
Social Skills to Youth curriculum (Dowd & Tierney, 1992); 
The Walker Social Skills curriculum (Walker, Todis, 
Holmes, & Horton, 1988); and the Teaching Social Skills: A 
Practical Instructional Approach curriculum (Rutherford et 
al., 1992). 

All social skills curricula offer a similar format. The 
Teaching Social Skills: A Practical Instructional Approach 
curriculum, which focuses on teaching prosocial skills to el-
ementary-aged students who are aggressive, immature, or 
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withdrawn, can serve as an illustration. Each of its interven-
tions follows a standard format that incorporates effective 
components of behavioral intervention. In each case, the 
student is taught to eventually self-manage prosocial behav-
iors and effective and positive social interactions. Although 
the interventions are teacher-directed at first, they are struc-
tured to ensure that control is placed eventually with the stu-
dent. The student is provided with the tools to evaluate the 
environment, consider the alternatives, choose prosocial be-
haviors or strategies, monitor the effects of those behaviors, 
and adjust his or her behavior accordingly. 

The five components of the Teaching Social Skills pro-
gram include: 

1. Teach the student to identify alternative prosocial behav-
iors and strategies. 

2. Provide the student with models demonstrating prosocial 
behaviors and strategies. 

3. Provide the student with opportunities to practice proso-
cial behaviors and strategies in nonthreatening role-play 
and real-life situations. 

4. Socially reinforce the student in a direct manner for 
demonstrating prosocial behaviors and strategies. 

5. Teach the student how to self-control the continued use of 
prosocial skills and strategies through self-monitoring, 
self-evaluation, and self-reinforcement (Rutherford et al., 
1992). 

Anger management training. Although the teacher-medi-
ated contingency management approaches identified earlier 
may help manage and control aggressive and violent behav-
ior effectively in the school, students who behave antiso-
cially often continue to be persistently angry in out-of-
school interactions with both peers and adults. Feindler and 
Ecton ( 1986) emphasized the following impediments to 
successfully implementing contingency management inter-
ventions with these students: (a) competing peer reinforce-
ment contingencies; (b) lack of powerful competing rein-
forcers; (c) low-frequency or covert aggressive behaviors 
that go undetected or unconsequented; (d) inconsistent be-
havior change agents; and (e) lack of maintenance and gen-
eralization of treatment effects. 

An important addition to teacher-mediated contingency 
management interventions that target antisocial behavior is 
the direct treatment of high anger arousal, which may ac-
company impulsive and explosive behavior. As Feindler 
and Ecton ( 1986) pointed out, although aggressive behavior 
is not always accompanied by anger arousal, most theorists 
agree that a state of anger often is an antecedent to aggres-

sive behavior. Therefore, despite the difficulties in opera-
tionalizing or measuring a hypothetical construct such as 
anger, a primary focus of the treatment of aggression should 
be on anger control. 

Anger control programs that have been developed for ag-
gressive and violent children and adolescents include stress 
inoculation training (Maag, Parks, & Rutherford, 1988; Me-
ichenbaum, 1985); the "Think-Aloud" cognitive-behavioral 
approach (Camp, Blum, Hebert, & van Doornick, 1977); 
Adolescent Anger Control (Feindler & Ecton, 1986); Anger 
Management for Youth (Eggert, 1994); and Aggression Re-
placement Training (Goldstein & Glick, 1987). 

Aggression replacement training combines the contin-
gency management procedures and prosocial skills develop-
ment of Goldstein's Structured Leaming curriculum (Gold-
stein, 1987) with cognitive-behavioral anger control training 
strategies and interventions (Finch, Moss, & Nelson, 1993). 
Anger control training teaches antisocial behavior inhibi-
tion-that is, the reduction, management, or control of anger 
and aggression. Students are taught to respond to provoca-
tions that previously resulted in anger with a chain of re-
sponses consisting of the following: 

1. Triggers-identifying internal and external events that 
stimulate anger. 

2. Cues-identifying physiological factors that signal anger 
arousal. 

3. Reminders-generating anger-reducing self-statements. 
4. Reducers-using techniques such as backward counting, 

deep breathing, peaceful imagery, and reflection on long-
term consequences. 

5. Using prosocial skill alternatives to anger and aggression. 
6. Conducting self-evaluations of the use and results of the 

anger control sequence (Goldstein & Glick, 1987). 

Schoolwide Interventions 
Aggression and violence are becoming increasingly preva-

lent in individual students and groups of students in U. S. 
schools (Goldstein, Harootunian, & Conoley, 1994). Al-
though these antisocial behaviors often are serious, persis-
tent, and well entrenched in students' patterns of social in-
teraction with peers, teachers, and other adults, strong 
empirical evidence indicates that the teacher-mediated in-
terventions reviewed in this article can have a significant 
impact on ameliorating these behaviors in the context of a 
schoolwide intervention plan. Research by Walker et al. 
(1995), Simpson, Miles, Walker, Ormsbee, and Downing 
(1991), and Sprick, Sprick, and Garrison (1993) presents a 



strong case for proactive rather than reactive schoolwide 
programming that targets aggressive and violent behavior. 

Walker et al. ( 1995) described procedures for developing 
a proactive schoolwide discipline program whereby school 
staff collaborate to design and implement an instructional 
plan for teaching expected prosocial behaviors to and cor-
recting the inappropriate behaviors of students who behave 
antisocially. They described a system for implementing a 
continuum of preestablished rules and consequences for 
managing minor rule infractions, serious school violations, 
and illegal behavior. In addition, they described procedures 
for providing individual assistance to students who do not 
respond to teacher-mediated or general schoolwide inter-
ventions. The keys to the success of schoolwide procedures 
that effectively deal with aggression and violence are that 
they are proactive rather than reactive in their approach to 
discipline and that they involve the entire school staff in the 
design and implementation of the discipline plan. 

Sprick et al. (1993) and Simpson et al. (1991) empha-
sized the collaborative aspect of developing plans for 
schoolwide intervention for antisocial behavior. Sprick et 
al. suggested that a schoolwide plan is most effective when 
school personnel organize to develop collaborative inter-
ventions for students. Simpson et al. recommended the de-
velopment of transdisciplinary programming for dealing 
with aggressive and violent behavior in the schools. Unlike 
the traditional "pull-out" model in which professionals work 
with students on isolated skills and provide segregated 
instruction, transdisciplinary educational and treatment pro-
grams are structured so that multiple interventions can occur 
simultaneously. Professionals operating within such trans-
disciplinary programs work together to determine students' 
needs and to evaluate progress within and between pro-
grams. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Abundant technology exists for assessing and success-
fully intervening with aggressive and violent behavior in the 
schools. In most cases, the behavior patterns that lead to 
chronic aggression are evident before children enter school. 
Systematic screening procedures that effectively identify 
students at risk for aggressive and violent behavior are 
available and should be used on a schoolwide basis as part 
of a system of early intervention. 

Recent studies of aggression have led to the development 
of strategies for identifying the functional relationships be-
tween patterns of aggressive behavior and the environmen-
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tal antecedents and consequence of that behavior. Identifi-
cation of these functional relation hip is e ential to the de-
sign of interventions that not only are effective but also are 
least intrusive and proactive. A tudent's aggressive behav-
ior may serve either of two purpose : to gain something the 
student wants or to escape something that the student doe 
not want (Foster-Johnson & Dunlap, 1993). By under tand-
ing the function of the behavior for the tudent, practitioner 
can design proactive intervention , uch a modifying a cur-
riculum that is too difficult or teaching pro ocial skills to re-
place undesired behavior the tudent uses to fulfill his or her 
wants. 

Proactive interventions, in which new kills are taught 
systematically, offer an advantage over reactive strategies 
(e.g., punishment) because the instructional intervention 
are not dependent upon the occurrence of the undesired be-
havior. Because the undesired behavior i likely to occur at 
low rates, proactive strategies that teach appropriate and re-
placement behaviors or adaptive coping skills have the fur-
ther advantage of allowing instructional trials to be deliv-
ered much more frequently. Finally, proactive strategies 
that focus on early identification and prevention are les in-
trusive and more effective than interventions applied after 
the behavior has occurred. 

It is important to carefully monitor aggressive behavior 
( or earlier behavior patterns that are the targets of interven-
tion) during the systematic application of intervention strat-
egies. Only through formative evaluation procedures can 
practitioners adjust and adapt interventions to improve their 
effectiveness. 

Finally, it is important to recognize that most students 
with aggressive and violent patterns of behavior are aggres-
sive out of school as well as in school. Therefore, educator 
should establish links to family members and community 
professionals to extend the analysis of the student's behav-
ior and to allow for the design of interventions that can be 
applied consistently across multiple settings. Comprehen-
sive, ecologically based intervention is critical to the suc-
cessful treatment of established patterns of aggressive and 
violent behavior. 
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