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Abstract 

Problem behavior is one of the most pressing issues in today’s classrooms. Problem behavior not only 

interferes with the learning potential of the student exhibiting the behavior but has rippling effects 

throughout the entire learning environment. Considering that problem behavior disrupts the learning 

environment for all students, it is crucial for teachers to adopt effective pro-active behavior management 

practices. The adoption of pro-active behavior management approaches is, however, dependent on teacher 

perceptions of the nature of the problem behavior. The purpose of this study was to examine 29 pre-service 

teachers’ understanding of the nature and causes of problem behavior. A secondary purpose was to determine 

their preferred behavior management approach. Results indicated that the majority of preservice teachers 

believed that the school and classroom environments can contribute to the occurrence of problem behavior. In 

addition, the majority of students acknowledged that problem behaviors may be a manifestation of a 

disability. Finally, the majority of participants affirmed the claim that pro-active behavior management 

practices are most effective in reducing problem behavior. Recommendations and implications for future 

research are provided. 
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1. Introduction 

Problem behavior (i.e., tantrums, self-injury, yelling, defiance, and aggression) has 
become one of the most pressing issues in school settings (Sprague & Walker, 2000; Van 
Acker, 2007). It is estimated that approximately 12-22% of school children display problem 
behavior (Adelman & Taylor, 2002; Ducharme & Shecter, 2011). These behaviors are 
regarded as problematic because they compromise the ability of teachers to educate students 
due to their incompatibility with engagement and academic oriented behavior. Much 
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instructional time is lost when teachers attend to problem behavior and this negatively impacts 
the academic performance of students (Jez & Wassmer, 2015).  

Problem behavior can also interfere with instructional activities. For instance, talking 
loudly during instruction time is disruptive to the instructional  environment and, in most 
cases, the students who display such behavior are avoided or rejected by peers, minimizing 
their opportunities to learn academic content during group work and non-academic activities 
(i.e., recess, lunch) (Rohrbeck, Ginsburg-Block, Fantuzzo, & Miller, 2003). As a result, 
inattention to academic material and interactions with peers may indirectly minimize academic 
performance and the development of the students’ ability to use cooperative social skills in 
group settings. Students who display problem behavior may also be excluded from the 
instructional environment through certain behavior management practices (i.e., time out), 
thereby, losing out on instructional time which may negatively affect their educational 
performance.  

 In addition to interfering with the academic performance of students, problem 
behavior can also lead to teacher burnout and a substantial amount of research shows that 
student problem behavior is related to teacher burnout (Emery & Vandernberg, 2010; Hastings 
& Bham, 2003; Grayson, & Alvarez, 2007; Shen, McCaughtry, Martin Martin, Garn, Kulik, & 
Fahlman 2015). Burnout often leads to low self-esteem and depression among the teachers 
which, in turn, can affect the academic performance of students (Grayson & Alvarez, 2007). 
When teachers have low self-esteem and suffer from depression, they are likely to be less 
competent and will miss out on work. Because of behavior issues with students, otherwise 
competent teachers may even choose to leave the teaching field entirely. As a result, students 
are likely to perform poorly on academic assessments and other academic tasks because of 
missed instructional time due to teacher absenteeism or teacher attrition. Additionally, when 
teachers leave schools, the previous held relationships and collaborations are lost. According 
to Bryk and Schneider (2002), the quality of relationships between teachers, and between 
teachers and students, is significantly related to student achievement and it may take a 
substantial amount of time to build and maintain new relationships which, in turn, may also 
harm the academic performance of students.  

Considering all the possible consequences of problem behavior, its occurrence has 
garnered a lot of attention from educators, researchers, and policy makers (Sprague et al., 
2002). In addition to the challenges of providing instruction in core subjects, teachers are now 
faced with the monumental task of providing behavior and social skills instruction to students 
and developing effective interventions to address problem behavior. One preventative 
approach which is widely used in schools across the United States is the School-wide Positive 
Behavior Intervention Support model (SWPBIS). Having its roots in applied behavior 
analysis, SWPBIS is a proactive behavior management framework delivering behavioral 
supports to all students (Sugai & Horner, 2002). The framework is comprised of three tiers 
(i.e., primary, secondary, and tertiary). Refer to Lane, Robertson, and Graham-Bailey (2006) 
as well as Sugai and Horner (2002) for a detailed description of the three tiers. Extant research 
shows that SWPBIS is effective in preventing the occurrence of problem behavior and 
providing students with much needed supports before they reach a crisis (Chitiyo & May, 
2018) 
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The adoption and implementation of prevention focused behavior management 
practices (i.e., SWPBIS) is dependent on a number of factors, one of which is teacher 
perceptions of the nature and cause of problem behavior (Davis, & Sumara, 1997). Existing 
research shows that teacher perspectives regarding the nature of problem behavior is a crucial 
element in the referral process and in the adoption and implementation of prevention focused 
practices as their perspectives will potentially influence their choice of behavior management 
strategy (Chitiyo et al., 2014; Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002). However, there is limited 
research regarding teacher perceptions of the nature of problem behavior (Bibou-Nakou, 
Kiosseoglou, & Stogiannidoi, 2000) 

 In understanding the nature of problem behavior, a crucial component is to examine 
the factors that may be associated with its occurrence. First, Skinner and Hales (1992) 
indicated that teachers may perceive that problem behavior emanates from factors within the 
student. This view is commonly referred to as the psychodynamic or psychoanalytic 
explanation of behavior.  

Second, according to Alberto and Troutman (1990), teachers may perceive problem 
behavior from a developmental perspective. Thus, certain behaviors may be linked to the 
developmental stages a child goes through (Skinner & Hales, 1992).  Therefore, according to 
this theoretical perspective, children who display problem behavior may have experienced 
difficulties resulting in delayed development in different developmental domains. 

 Third, research indicates that children with disabilities are more likely to display 
problem behavior relative to their non-disabled peers including social and peer problems, 
conduct problems, attention challenges, hyperactivity, and internalizing problems (Fauth, 
Platt, Parsons, 2017). From this assertion, it is assumed that disability may cause problem 
behavior or problem behavior may be a manifestation of a disability (Athanasiou, Geil Hazel, 
& Copeland, 2002; Crone & Horner, 2002).  

Another assumption is that problem behavior can be a result of the environment (i.e., 
school or classroom environment). According to Walker and Plomin (2005), most teachers 
perceive the environment as the main cause of problem behavior overshadowing the other 
factors. Finally, it is also assumed that the family and background of the student can be a 
cause of problem behavior. The belief is that students display problem behavior because of 
poor parenting skills and lack of discipline at home (Chandler & Dahlquist, 2006).  A number 
of studies have shown that elementary teachers seem to attribute problem behavior to external 
factors such as family background or the upbringing of the child rather than school factors 
such as environment or other teachers (Mavropoulou & Padeliadu, 2002; Bibou-Nakou, 
Kiosseoglou, & Stogiannidou, 2000; Soodak & Poddel, 1994).  

It is important to note that, some explanations discussed above may be regarded as 
faulty in that they do not help in identifying the variables that strengthen and maintain 
problem behavior and as a result, little can be done to prevent its occurrence. Given that some 
explanations may be regarded as faulty and may not lead to the development of effective pro-
active intervention strategies, the purpose of this study was to examine pre-service teachers’ 
understanding of the nature and causes of problem behavior. A secondary purpose was to 
determine their preferred behavior management approach 
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Method 

Participants 
Participants in this study were 29 pre-service teachers enrolled in a teacher education 

program in north-eastern USA. The sample comprised of 31% (n = 9) males and 69% (n = 20) 
females. Fifty eight percent (n = 17) were early childhood education majors, 31% (n = 9) 
secondary education majors and 10% (n = 3) health and physical education majors. All the 
students were officially admitted into the Teacher Education program. So, they had taken all 
fundamental courses relating to behavior management, discipline and special education, 
positive reinforcement, shaping, and modelling (i.e., classroom management, development of 
children with exceptional needs, educating children with exceptional needs, special education 
law, and early intervention and child development). In addition, all the courses have a field 
component where students go into classrooms and either observe teachers using different 
instructional and behavior management practices or interview teachers on related subject 
matter. 
Instrumentation  

Data were collected via an online questionnaire. The questionnaire was an adaptation 
of a survey developed by Chitiyo et al. 2014.  The survey contained 12 items which were 
categorized into six factors relating to the cause of problem behavior i.e., disability, school 
related factors, classroom factors, home related factors, and media. The six factors measured 
the perceptions of in-service teachers regarding the use of punitive behavior practices. 
However, since the original instrument was focused on teachers currently on the job, it was 
modified to suit the context of this study. The resulting questionnaire consisted of three 
sections. The first section collected participants’ demographic information (i.e., gender, and 
program of study). The second section assessed participants’ understanding of problem 
behavior and their understanding of different behavior management practices. The items were 
assessed by 10 statements which were on a Likert scale (i.e., Strongly Agree = 5, Agree = 4, 
Undecided = 3, Disagree = 2, Strongly disagree = 1). The items include: behavioral problems 
are a disciplinary problem not a disability, the nature of the school environment can contribute 
to problem behaviors, behavioral problems in school may be a manifestation of a disability, 
the classroom environment can contribute to the occurrence of problem behavior, punitive 
practices are an effective way of managing problem behavior, most behavior problems are 
caused by poor parenting skills at home, proactive behavior management practices are an 
effective way of managing problem behavior, teachers should continue to use punitive 
behavior management approaches when responding to the occurrence of problem behavior,  
and students display problem behavior at school because of lax school discipline policies. 
These items were grouped into four factors (i.e., Disability as cause of problem behavior, 
school and classroom related factors, home relate factors, effectiveness of punishment-based 
behavior management approaches). The last section asked participants to indicate the extent to 
which they will use punitive behavior or proactive behavior management practices. This was 
also measured on a Likert scale with responses ranging from Very Likely to Very unlikely.  
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2. Results 

As previously discussed, descriptive statistics were used to analyze data. Specifically, 
cross tabulations were computed to generate frequencies of participants’ responses to the items 
measuring their understanding of problem behavior. Table 1 presents a detailed summary of 
participants’ responses to the items presented.  

The percentage of participants who responded positively to each item was generated by 
adding the percentages of those who “agreed” and “strongly agreed” to an item and the same 
was done for participants who responded negatively (i.e., disagree and strongly disagree) to 
each item. As previously discussed, the items that measured participants’ understanding of the 
nature of problem behavior were placed in four factors. The first factor related to school and 
classroom factors (i.e., the nature of the school environment can contribute to problem 
behaviors, the classroom environment can contribute to the occurrence of problem behavior, 
and problem behavior occurs because of lax school discipline policies). Almost all the 
participants (90%, n = 26) indicated that the nature of the school environment can contribute 
to the occurrence of problem behavior with only three participants refuting the assertion. 
Similarly, almost all the participants (97%, n = 28) also affirmed the assertion that the 
classroom environment with one participant neither agreeing nor disagreeing. For the last item 
in this factor, 27% (n = 8), agreed with the claim that students display problem behavior as a 
result of lax school discipline policies, with 38% of participants not sure and the remaining 
34% refuted this claim.  

The second factor (disability as a cause of problem behavior) had two items (i.e., 
problem behavior in school may be a manifestation of a disability and behavior problems are a 
disciplinary problem not a result of a disability). For the first item, 72% (n = 21) of 
participants affirmed that problem behavior may be a manifestation of a disability, 24% (n = 
7) were unsure and one participant disagreed. For the second item, 34% (n = 10) of 
participants affirmed that problem behavior are a disciplinary problem not a result of a 
disability, another 34% (n =10) were not sure, and 31% (n = 9) refuted this assertion. 

The third factor consisted of one item (i.e., most problem behaviors are caused by poor 
parenting skills at home). Seventeen percent of the participants (n = 5) confirmed that 
behavior problems are a result of poor parenting skills, with 45% (n = 13) indicating that they 
were unsure and 38% (n = 11) refuting the assertion. 

The final factor related to behavior management practices and it consisted of two items 
(i.e., punitive practices are effective in managing problem behavior and pro-active practices 
are an effective way of managing problem behavior). A majority of participants (62%, n = 18) 
denied that punitive practices are effective in managing problem behavior, with 28% (n = 8) 
unsure and 10% affirming the assertion. Regarding the second item, almost all the participants 
(97%, n = 28) affirmed with the assertion that pro-active behavior management practices are 
effective in reducing problem behavior with only one participant refuting this claim. The third 
part of the questionnaire asked participants to indicate the extent to which they would use pro-
active behavior management practices or punitive practices when they are currently on the job. 
For pro-active practices, 62% of participants indicated that they are extremely likely to use 
these practices and 38% are moderately likely to use them. Regarding punitive practices, 38% 
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(n =11) indicated they are moderately unlikely to use these practices, 14% (n = 4) extremely 
unlikely, 27% (n = 8) unsure, and 20% (n = 6) moderately likely 

 

Table 1. Percentage of participants’ responses   

 

3. Discussion 

Problem behavior exhibited by students in schools interferes with effective learning of 
students by diverting teachers’ time and effort towards addressing behavioral issues at the 
expense of instructional activities. Understanding sources or factors associated with 
occurrence of problem behavior in schools and the classroom is an important initiative in 
designing interventions or strategies that can help in the prevention or reduction of problem 
behavior. This study assessed pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the nature and causes of 
problem behavior in schools. The study utilized an online questionnaire consisting of 12 
question items asking teacher candidates’ perceptions of causes of problem behaviors in 
classroom.  

Item Strongly 
Agree  

Agree  Undecided Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

The school environment can 
contribute to the occurrence of 
problem behavior   

45% 45% 7% 3% 0% 

The classroom environment can 
contribute to the occurrence of 
problem behavior 

45% 51% 4% 0% 0% 

Problem behavior at school 
because of lax school discipline 
policies 

27% 38% 27% 0% 7% 

Problem behaviors in school may 
be a manifestation of a disability 

7% 65% 24% 3% 0% 

Behavior problems are a 
disciplinary problem not a result of 
a disability 

3% 31% 34% 24% 7% 

Most problem behaviors are caused 
by poor parenting skills at home 

3% 14% 45% 35% 3% 

Punitive practices are effective in 
managing problem behavior 

10% 27% 35% 27% 0% 

Pro-active practices are an effective 
way of managing problem behavior 

45% 52% 3% 0% 0%  
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Consistent with previous findings of in-service teachers’ views on the influence of 
school and class environment on problem behavior, participants in this study indicated that 
such factors are more likely than any other factors to explain the occurrence of problem 
behaviors. There is a large body of research attributing the school and classroom environment 
as the cause of problem behavior (i.e., Aldrige & Ala’l, 2013; Brennan, Shaw, Dishion, & 
Wilson, 2012). Scholars who subscribe to this assertion mention that both problem and 
appropriate behaviors are learned and maintained by the environment. Since it is assumed that 
problem behavior is maintained by the environment, the best way to intervene and prevent 
problem behavior is to examine the particular environment in which the behavior is occurring 
to identify the variables that occur prior to or concurrent with the behavior (Darch & 
Kame’nnui, 2004). These variables are known as antecedents. After identifying the variables 
that trigger and maintain problem behavior, the next step would be to identify the consequence 
or the function of the behavior. After identifying all these variables, an intervention is then 
developed which will focus on changing the variables that trigger and maintain the problem 
behavior (Carr, 1997). This pro-active way of managing problem behavior is the 
recommended way and the foundational premise on which the SWPBIS model is framed. As 
previously discussed, there is a growing body of research demonstrating the efficacy of 
SWPBIS in preventing and reducing the occurrence problem behavior.  

Results also indicated that most participants believed problem behavior to be a 
manifestation of a disability more than they are a disciplinary problem. This finding is not 
surprising considering that there a number of studies showing that, relative to students without 
disabilities, students with disabilities are more likely to engage in problem behavior (Alloway 
Gathercole, Kirkwood, & Elliott, 2009; Baker et al, 2003, Eisenhower, Baker, & Blacher, 
2005; Emerson & Einfeld, & Stancliffe , 2010). Over the past decade, an increasing number of 
students have been classified as having emotional behavioral disorders, autism spectrum 
disorders, learning disabilities or attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (Chandler & 
Dahlquist, 2006). Reid, Trout and Schartz (2005) reported that students with disabilities are 
more likely than students without disabilities, to exhibit disruptive or problem behaviors that 
interfere with their learning and the learning of other students. In another recent study, Hauser-
Cram and Woodman (2016) found that children with disabilities were susceptible to increases 
in internalizing behaviors than students without disabilities.  

Teacher understanding of different types of disabilities and behavioral issues 
associated with them is important in guiding them on the selection of ideal instructional 
methods to address them. In addition, knowledge that a student has a particular disability may 
assist teachers in understanding the variables that may trigger or maintain problem behavior 
(Chandler & Dahlquist, 2006). However, it also important to mention that some researchers 
maintain that if behavior is attributed to disability, there is little that can be done to intervene 
because we cannot change the fact that the student has a disability (Blair, Umbreit, & Bos, 
1999). 

The other factor examined in this study was the influence of parenting skills on the 
occurrence of problem behavior. The influence of parenting skills and styles on child 
development and social functioning has also been researched (Berlin & Cassidy, 2000; 
McLoyd, 1998). A large body of research has shown that parenting which is characterized by 
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harsh, arbitrary discipline or emotional detachment is associated with negative behavioral 
outcomes for children (Belsky, 1999; Berlin & Cassidy, 2000; McLoyd, 1998). For instance, 
Alizadeh et al. (2011) found a significant correlation between authoritative parenting style and 
both internalizing and externalizing behaviors among primary school children. However, there 
are mixed findings regarding the effect of different types of parenting styles on a child’s 
conduct and development. A majority of participants in this study were unsure about the 
assertion with only a few affirming the claim. This is not surprising as most of the literature on 
problem behavior refutes this claim. Attributing problem behavior to parenting styles makes 
teachers and other school personnel blame parents and not focus on the problem behavior in 
the classroom. 

Regarding the most effective behavior management practices, participants in this study 
refuted the assertion that punitive measures are effective in managing problem behaviors and 
this is consistent with previous research. Since behavior serves a function, the use of punitive 
measures to address problem behaviors is criticized for not addressing the function of the 
behavior, nor equipping students with more appropriate replacement behaviors to achieve the 
same functions. The concept of punishment needs to be understood contextually. Early 
research asserted a positive effect of punishment on reducing students’ problem behaviors 
(Hall et al., 1971; Lavoie, 1973; McMillan, Forness, & Trumbull, 1973), but that was before 
knowledge on functions of behavior had emerged. With more contemporary research, 
traditional punitive methods are perceived as suppressive measures for unwanted behavior, 
but, do not address the appropriate behavior deficits in children.  

With increased training on classroom management strategies and positive behavior 
interventions, teachers are now more likely to use behavior management strategies that prevent 
problem behaviors from ever occurring in the first place. The participants in the present study 
indicated that they were more likely to use proactive behavior management strategies than 
punitive measures.  

This study is not without limitations. Firstly, the sample survey was relatively small, 
thereby limiting the generalizability of the results. A larger sample size would have enabled a 
more comprehensive analysis to be made, especially regarding the perspective of different 
ethnic groups on causes of problem behaviors in schools. Secondly, the instrument that used in 
the study consisted of closed ended responses, thereby not allowing participants to express 
their uninterrupted opinions about the cause of problem behaviors in schools.  
 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine pre-service teachers’ understanding of the 
nature of problem behavior. The results showed that the pre-service teachers surveyed in this 
study view the school and classroom environment to be the factors that are likely to account 
for the occurrence of problem behavior over other factors. This finding is consistent with 
previous findings on the perceptions of in-service teachers regarding the matter. The study is 
significant in reflecting an area of crucial importance in teacher training that prepares pre-
service teachers in better understanding of problem behaviors and deconstructing some of the 
preconceptions of behavior prior to entering the field. Future researchers need to examine the 
factors that influence the adoption and sustainability of pro-active behavior management 
practices. 
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