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Caught Up in the Cycle 
of Behavior

Erin Aguilar, MA

Behavior Support Specialist

Preventative and Reparative Practices 
for Challenging Situations

Understanding the Escalation 
& the Interventions

Reaching the Peak

Handling the Aftermath

Challenging Behaviors: What 
are they?
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A term used to describe 
behavior that interferes with 

a child’s daily life.

Let’s Define 
Challenging 

Behavior

Defining challenging 
behavior…

Excessive anger

Tantrums or 
Moodiness

• Challenging behavior usually has a 
message. 

• Students often use challenging behavior 
when they don’t have the social or 
communication skills they need to engage 
in more appropriate interactions.

• Behavior that persists over time is usually 
working for the student.

• We need to focus on teaching children 
what to do in place of the challenging 
behavior.

Experience has taught us…
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Escalation Cycle

Calm
Agitation

Acceleration
Peak

De-escalation
Recovery

Youth 
Behavior
(C&S,2015)

Regulated
Regulated or 
Dysregulated Dysregulated RegulatedThe Brain

Active Supervision

Encouraging App. 
Behavior:
• Instruction of behavior
• Instruction of regulation 

routines
• Specific Praise
• Individual Reinforcers
• Group Contingencies
• Proactive Circles (RP)

Engagement & Opp to 
Respond

Crisis Teaching 
RoutineTeacher 

Practices

Continuum of 
Strategies to Respond to 
Inappropriate Behavior:
• Physical Proximity
• Signal
• Praise behavior in others
• Praise approximations
• Specific Error Correction
• Prompt use of regulation 

routines
• Etc.

Recovery Practices

Regulate
• Use of regulation routine

Relate (Connect with youth)
• Specific Praise

Reason
• Affective Questions (RP)
• Instruction of Behavior
• Restore/Restitution

Systems
Installation and fidelity 
of classroom practices

Safety ProceduresClassroom Practices
Staff Self-Care

Data Collection/ 
Document

Prevention Problem Behaviors Crisis Recovery

Y: Regulation Routines
Y: Relationship Routines
Y: Self-Awareness Routines

Y: Regulation Routine
A: Safety Routine
A: Crisis Teaching Routine
A: Self-Regulation Routine

A: Re-integration Routine

Routines

Midwest PBIS Network v1/6/21

Y: Accept Feedback Routine
Y: Regulation Routines
A: Self-Regulation Routine

Safety Routine

De-escalation Phases

Research Based Best Practices to 
Improve Student Behavior

Defined expectations

Positive adult contact

Social skills training

Direct instruction

Feedback

Home-school connection

Positive reinforcement

Consistency
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Understanding the Escalation 
& the Interventions

Escalation Cycle

What kind of tools will we need?

Focus on EARLY 
INTERVENTION

Focus on 
PROACTIVE 

PREVENTION

10

11

12



6/4/2024

5

Allows corrective feedback

Follows directives

Sets personal goals

Ignores distractions

Accepts praise

Student is 
cooperative.

Calm
Agitation

Acceleration
Peak

De-escalation
Recovery

Youth 
Behavior
(C&S,2015)

Regulated
Regulated or 
Dysregulated Dysregulated RegulatedThe Brain

Active Supervision

Encouraging App. 
Behavior:
• Instruction of behavior
• Instruction of regulation 

routines
• Specific Praise
• Individual Reinforcers
• Group Contingencies
• Proactive Circles (RP)

Engagement & Opp to 
Respond

Crisis Teaching 
RoutineTeacher 

Practices

Continuum of 
Strategies to Respond to 
Inappropriate Behavior:
• Physical Proximity
• Signal
• Praise behavior in others
• Praise approximations
• Specific Error Correction
• Prompt use of regulation 

routines
• Etc.

Recovery Practices

Regulate
• Use of regulation routine

Relate (Connect with youth)
• Specific Praise

Reason
• Affective Questions (RP)
• Instruction of Behavior
• Restore/Restitution

Systems
Installation and fidelity 
of classroom practices

Safety ProceduresClassroom Practices
Staff Self-Care

Data Collection/ 
Document

Prevention Problem Behaviors Crisis Recovery

Y: Regulation Routines
Y: Relationship Routines
Y: Self-Awareness Routines

Y: Regulation Routine
A: Safety Routine
A: Crisis Teaching Routine
A: Self-Regulation Routine

A: Re-integration Routine

Routines

Midwest PBIS Network v1/6/21

Y: Accept Feedback Routine
Y: Regulation Routines
A: Self-Regulation Routine

Safety Routine
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Prevention Tools

Encourage 
Appropriate 

Behavior

Engagement

Active 
Supervision

Relationships

Fostering Resilient Learners

SAFE ENOUGH
Consistent
Positive
Full of Integrity

HEALTHY ENOUGH
Initiate repair when 

needed
Model & engage in 

appropriate 
interpersonal behaviors

All we need to be is…

“If we are 
relentless in 

our support of 
their 

endeavors, 
forgive them 

for their errors, 
and maintain 
that they will 

live up to their 
potential and 

our 
expectations. 
Relationships 
will follow.” 

Fostering Resilient 
Learners, 2016
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“Low stress” Environments

Safe & inclusive

Behavioral expectations – clearly 
defining, explicitly teaching and 

regularly reinforcing across the school 
and in classroom setting

Clear & consistent classroom routines

Engaging academic instruction

Repeated failures
Frequent corrections
Interpersonal conflicts
Timelines
Low rates of positive reinforcement

Student is experiencing a 
series of unresolved 

conflicts.

Off-task
Frequent start/stop on tasks
Out of seat
Talking with others
Social withdrawal

Student is unfocused 
and distracted.
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Provocative
High Intensity
Threatening
Personal

Student displays self-
engaging behavior.

Calm
Agitation

Acceleration
Peak

De-escalation
Recovery

Youth 
Behavior
(C&S,2015)

Regulated
Regulated or 
Dysregulated Dysregulated RegulatedThe Brain

Active Supervision

Encouraging App. 
Behavior:
• Instruction of behavior
• Instruction of regulation 

routines
• Specific Praise
• Individual Reinforcers
• Group Contingencies
• Proactive Circles (RP)

Engagement & Opp to 
Respond

Crisis Teaching 
RoutineTeacher 

Practices

Continuum of 
Strategies to Respond to 
Inappropriate Behavior:
• Physical Proximity
• Signal
• Praise behavior in others
• Praise approximations
• Specific Error Correction
• Prompt use of regulation 

routines
• Etc.

Recovery Practices

Regulate
• Use of regulation routine

Relate (Connect with youth)
• Specific Praise

Reason
• Affective Questions (RP)
• Instruction of Behavior
• Restore/Restitution

Systems
Installation and fidelity 
of classroom practices

Safety ProceduresClassroom Practices
Staff Self-Care

Data Collection/ 
Document

Prevention Problem Behaviors Crisis Recovery

Y: Regulation Routines
Y: Relationship Routines
Y: Self-Awareness Routines

Y: Regulation Routine
A: Safety Routine
A: Crisis Teaching Routine
A: Self-Regulation Routine

A: Re-integration Routine

Routines

Midwest PBIS Network v1/6/21

Y: Accept Feedback Routine
Y: Regulation Routines
A: Self-Regulation Routine

Safety Routine

Problem Behavior Tools

Regulation Routines
Strategies to respond 

on inappropriate 
behavior
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5 Ways to De-Escalate Challenging Student Behavior - ASCD

The teacher 
ignores the 
behavior.

The teacher 
makes a 

declarative 
statement that the 
behavior should 

stop.

With the best intentions sometimes…

You communicate a message 
that you are either:

 unaware of the behavior
 tacitly approve of it.

But when you ignore it…

 “Psychological reactance”

 Don’t like to be told what to do… when told 
what to do, they don’t react well, often 
doing the opposite.

 Demands made through a declarative 
statement result in even cooperative 
students  becoming resistant in passive, 
reactive, or even overtly aggressive ways

Why not “STOP”?
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Correcting Behavioral Errors

 Acknowledge positive behaviors

 Redirect & Reteach

 Behavioral errors OCCUR… and SHOULD be anticipated

 Think about it… what do you do if students show up with 
academic gaps?

Respond to:
Work that is too hard 
Multiple chain of commands
Sarcasm
Anger
Work rarely acknowledged
Too much negative attention
Inconsistent consequences
Unpredictable Environments 

Don’t respond to:
Appropriate work
Visual timetable
Explicit instruction
Quiet redirection
Choices
Humor
Diffusion
Frequent recognition for attempts
Progress displayed
Consistent consequences
Predictable environments

Students with challenging behaviors

How do we remain proactive and 
preventative?

Teach the skills when YOU are CALM. 

*REMINDER*
It takes a long time:

to learn a skill
to be fluent
to generalize

Prosocial behaviors & Statewide testing… It 
may take a WHOLE YEAR to be ready!

For a child to learn something new, 
it needs to be repeated on 
average   ? times. (Joyce and Showers, 2006)

For a child to unlearn an old 
behavior and replace with a new 
behavior, the new behavior must 
be repeated on average   ?
times. (Harry Wong)

It takes an average of   ?  days for 
a new behavior to become 
automatic. (Lally et al, 2010)
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Teaching Regulation Skills

 Deep breathing
Mindfulness
 Zones of regulation
 Emotional Scales
Muscle relaxation
 Requesting breaks

Practice - REGULARLY

www.zonesofregulation.com
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Supporting Self-Regulation
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Putting Skills to Practice

 Self-regulation strategies 
effectively help students 
overcome feelings of 
dysregulation.

Must be taught and practiced 
ahead of time when a student is 
calm.

Reaching the Peak
The process of bringing a dysregulated person back to a regulated state.
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Escalation Cycle

Physical aggression
Property destruction
Self-injury
Escape/social withdrawal
Hyperventilation

Student is out of 
control.

Calm
Agitation

Acceleration
Peak

De-escalation
Recovery

Youth 
Behavior
(C&S,2015)

Regulated
Regulated or 
Dysregulated Dysregulated RegulatedThe Brain

Active Supervision

Encouraging App. 
Behavior:
• Instruction of behavior
• Instruction of regulation 

routines
• Specific Praise
• Individual Reinforcers
• Group Contingencies
• Proactive Circles (RP)

Engagement & Opp to 
Respond

Crisis Teaching 
RoutineTeacher 

Practices

Continuum of 
Strategies to Respond to 
Inappropriate Behavior:
• Physical Proximity
• Signal
• Praise behavior in others
• Praise approximations
• Specific Error Correction
• Prompt use of regulation 

routines
• Etc.

Recovery Practices

Regulate
• Use of regulation routine

Relate (Connect with youth)
• Specific Praise

Reason
• Affective Questions (RP)
• Instruction of Behavior
• Restore/Restitution

Systems
Installation and fidelity 
of classroom practices

Safety ProceduresClassroom Practices
Staff Self-Care

Data Collection/ 
Document

Prevention Problem Behaviors Crisis Recovery

Y: Regulation Routines
Y: Relationship Routines
Y: Self-Awareness Routines

Y: Regulation Routine
A: Safety Routine
A: Crisis Teaching Routine
A: Self-Regulation Routine

A: Re-integration Routine

Routines

Midwest PBIS Network v1/6/21

Y: Accept Feedback Routine
Y: Regulation Routines
A: Self-Regulation Routine

Safety Routine
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Problem Behavior Tools

Regulation RoutinesCrisis teaching 
routines

When we tend to…
 label the behavior as 
manipulative or defiant 
 label self-stimulation 
behavior as disruptive, odd, 
or distracting 
 label a student as 
unmotivated or apathetic. 

It could be that… 
• the student is trying to create 
some control in a life of chaos. 
• the student is trying to 
regulate stress. 
• the student is exhausted from 
raising him/herself and/or 
his/her siblings. 

Shifting our focus

Behavior is 
Communication
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What we say matters.

How we say it matters.

Our nonverbal 
communication cues safety 

or danger. 

Diffusers to De-escalate

In a POWER STRUGGLE:
Responses to de-escalate:

“Good point”
“I hear you” 

“Noted”

Tone of your voice –
calm as you can

Make eye contact while giving 
enough personal space to calm 
down; limit number of people

Be Empathetic & Nonjudgmental
 Try not to judge or dismiss students’ 

feelings – feelings are real

 Respect the feelings – this could be the 
most important event in their life at the 
moment

 What’s the root? May be upset about 
something else and needs our support 
and encouragement

Top De-Escalation Tips for Teachers - We Are Teachers
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Connect

Right brain to right brain

“I can see that you are getting red.”

“You’re really feeling upset about this.” 

“I see you. I hear you. I care about you."

Momentous Institute, 2019

Avoid the Overreaction

OUR RESPONSE = 
Escalates or Defuses

 TRY to stay calm, rational & professional 

 Positive thoughts 

 It’s OKAY to take a minute 

 PAUSE = PREPARE to RESPOND

Challenging Questions

“You aren’t my mom!”

“You can’t make me do anything!”

Engaging is rarely productive, so:
 Redirect attention to the issue 
 Ignore challenge, not person. 
 Bring focus back to how you can work together 

to solve the problem 
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Fight, Flight or Freeze
Students may “quickly” swing into a 

STRESS RESPONSE where they 
may feel:

Anxious 
Overwhelmed

Frightened
Angry

Terrified
Vulnerable 
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Allow Quiet time for Reflection

Teachers are taught to wait for at 
least five seconds after asking 
students a question, so they have 
time to process. 

Don’t be afraid of awkward silence! 
Silence is a powerful 
communication tool.

Handling the Aftermath
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Escalation Cycle

Calm
Agitation

Acceleration
Peak

De-escalation
Recovery

Youth 
Behavior
(C&S,2015)

Regulated
Regulated or 
Dysregulated Dysregulated RegulatedThe Brain

Active Supervision

Encouraging App. 
Behavior:
• Instruction of behavior
• Instruction of regulation 

routines
• Specific Praise
• Individual Reinforcers
• Group Contingencies
• Proactive Circles (RP)

Engagement & Opp to 
Respond

Crisis Teaching 
RoutineTeacher 

Practices

Continuum of 
Strategies to Respond to 
Inappropriate Behavior:
• Physical Proximity
• Signal
• Praise behavior in others
• Praise approximations
• Specific Error Correction
• Prompt use of regulation 

routines
• Etc.

Recovery Practices

Regulate
• Use of regulation routine

Relate (Connect with youth)
• Specific Praise

Reason
• Affective Questions (RP)
• Instruction of Behavior
• Restore/Restitution

Systems
Installation and fidelity 
of classroom practices

Safety ProceduresClassroom Practices
Staff Self-Care

Data Collection/ 
Document

Prevention Problem Behaviors Crisis Recovery

Y: Regulation Routines
Y: Relationship Routines
Y: Self-Awareness Routines

Y: Regulation Routine
A: Safety Routine
A: Crisis Teaching Routine
A: Self-Regulation Routine

A: Re-integration Routine

Routines

Midwest PBIS Network v1/6/21

Y: Accept Feedback Routine
Y: Regulation Routines
A: Self-Regulation Routine

Safety Routine

Social withdrawal 
Denial
Blaming others
Minimization of problem

Student may be 
confused and unfocused
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Attempts to correct the problem 
Unwillingness to participate in group activities
Social withdrawal and sleep

Student is eager to engage in 
non-engagement activities.

Reduce the 
Exclusionary

Regulate Relate Reason Reflect

We can’t reason with students 
UNTIL we help them regulate and then connect or relate.

We need to be able to recognize when kids aren’t regulated.
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Reconnect

It happens!

Empower students & teachers

Time-Ins

Reflection

Students push the same buttons 
again… and again… and again...

Every time is an opportunity to 
practice de-escalation strategies, 
and then reflect afterwards. 

The Student
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The Teacher

Give yourself grace and space

Take care of your wellness

Re-Teach
Beginning of the school year

• Teach rules for all areas of school
• After first week, review rules 2 or 3 times/week

End of f irst grading period

Through second grading period
• Review rules once per week

Remainder of the year 
• Review rules periodically as needed
• Review rules immediately after a school break

When behavior data indicates a need
repetition is key to learning new skills!
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Where can I start?

Greet students 
by name 

every 
morning.

Evaluations

Erin Aguilar, MA
North Region Behavior Support Specialist
day137@marshall.edu

Scan me!
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