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Awareness of High-Needs Students
Classroom teachers meet daily with a broad cross-section of students. In general, 12–22 percent of all students in
school suffer from mental, emotional, or behavioral disorders, and relatively few receive mental health services
(Adelman & Taylor, 2002). The Association of School Counselors notes that 18 percent of students have special
needs and require extraordinary interventions and treatments that go beyond the typical resources available to the
classroom (Dunn & Baker, 2002).
Although the classroom teacher is certainly not in a position to directly address such severe problems, teachers
with effective classroom management skills are aware of high-needs students and have a repertoire of specific
techniques for meeting some of their needs (Marzano, 2003b). Figure 1 (p. 10) summarizes five categories of highneeds students and suggests classroom strategies for each category and subcategory.


Passive students fall into two subcategories: those who fear relationships and those who fear
failure. Teachers can build strong relationships with these students by refraining from
criticism, rewarding small successes, and creating a classroom climate in which students feel
safe from aggressive people.



The category of aggressive students comprises three subcategories: hostile, oppositional, and
covert. Hostile students often have poor anger control, low capacity for empathy, and an
inability to see the consequences of their actions. Oppositional students exhibit milder forms
of behavior problems, but they consistently resist following rules, argue with adults, use
harsh language, and tend to annoy others. Students in the covert subcategory may be quite
pleasant at times, but they are often nearby when trouble starts and they never quite do

what authority figures ask of them. Strategies for helping aggressive students include
creating behavior contracts and providing immediate rewards and consequences. Most of all,
teachers must keep in mind that aggressive students, although they may appear highly
resistant to behavior change, are still children who are experiencing a significant amount of
fear and pain.


Students with attention problems fall into two categories: hyperactive and inattentive. These
students may respond well when teachers contract with them to manage behaviors; teach
them basic concentration, study, and thinking skills; help them divide tasks into manageable
parts; reward their successes; and assign them a peer tutor.



Students in the perfectionist category are driven to succeed at unattainable levels. They are
self-critical, have low self-esteem, and feel inferior. Teachers can often help these students
by encouraging them to develop more realistic standards, helping them to accept mistakes,
and giving them opportunities to tutor other students.



Socially inept students have difficulty making and keeping friends. They may stand too close
and touch others in annoying ways, talk too much, and misread others' comments. Teachers
can help these students by counseling them about social behaviors.

Category

Passive

Definitions & Source

Characteristics

Suggestions

Behavior that avoids the

Fear of relationships:

Provide safe adult and peer

domination of others or the

Avoids connection with

interactions and protection

pain of negative

others, is shy, doesn't

from aggressive people.

experiences. The child

initiate conversations,

Provide assertiveness and

attempts to protect self

attempts to be invisible.

positive self-talk training.

from criticism, ridicule, or
rejection, possibly reacting
to abuse and neglect. Can
have a biochemical basis,
such as anxiety.

Fear of failure: Gives
up easily, is convinced
he or she can't succeed,
is easily frustrated, uses
negative self-talk.

Reward small successes
quickly. Withhold criticism.

Behavior that overpowers,

Hostile: Rages,

Describe the student's

dominates, harms, or

threatens, or intimidates

behavior clearly. Contract

controls others without

others. Can be verbally

with the student to reward

regard for their well-being.

or physically abusive to

corrected behavior and set

The child has often taken

people, animals, or

up consequences for

aggressive people as role

objects.

uncorrected behavior. Be

models. Has had minimal
or ineffective limits set on
behavior. Is possibly
Aggressive

reacting to abuse and
neglect. Condition may
have a biochemical basis,

Oppositional: Does
opposite of what is
asked. Demands that
others agree or give in.
Resists verbally or
nonverbally.

consistent and provide
immediate rewards and
consequences. Encourage
and acknowledge
extracurricular activities in
and out of school. Give
student responsibilities to

such as depression.
Covert: Appears to

help teacher or other
agree but then does the
students to foster successful
opposite of what is
experiences.
asked. Often acts
innocent while setting
up problems for others.

Behavior that demonstrates Hyperactive: Has

Contract with the student to

either motor or attentional

difficulty with motor

manage behaviors. Teach

difficulties resulting from a

control, both physically

basic concentration, study,

neurological disorder. The

and verbally. Fidgets,

and thinking skills. Separate

child's symptoms may be

leaves seat frequently,

student in a quiet work area.

exacerbated by family or

interrupts, talks

Help the student list each

social stressors or

excessively.

step of a task. Reward

Attention
problems

biochemical conditions,
such as anxiety,

Inattentive: Has
difficulty staying focused

successes; assign a peer
tutor.

depression, or bipolar

and following through

disorders.

on projects. Has
difficulty with listening,
remembering, and
organizing.

Perfectionist

Behavior that is geared

Tends to focus too

Ask the student to make

toward avoiding the

much on the small

mistakes on purpose, then

embarrassment and

details of projects. Will

show acceptance. Have the

assumed shame of making

avoid projects if unsure

student tutor other students.

mistakes. The child fears

of outcome. Focuses on

what will happen if errors

results and not

are discovered. Has

relationships. Is self-

unrealistically high

critical.

expectations of self. Has
possibly received criticism
or lack of acceptance while
making mistakes during the
process of learning.

Behavior that is based on

Attempts to make

Teach the student to keep

the misinterpretation of

friends but is inept and

the appropriate physical

nonverbal signals of others.

unsuccessful. Is forced

distance from others. Teach

The child misunderstands

to be alone. Is often

the meaning of facial

facial expressions and

teased for unusual

expressions, such as anger

body language. Hasn't

behavior, appearance,

and hurt. Make suggestions

received adequate training

or lack of social skills.

regarding hygiene, dress,

Socially
inept

in these areas and has
poor role modeling.

mannerisms, and posture.

School may be the only place where many students who face extreme challenges can get their needs addressed.
The reality of today's schools often demands that classroom teachers address these severe issues, even though
this task is not always considered a part of their regular job.

In a study of classroom strategies (see Brophy, 1996; Brophy & McCaslin, 1992), researchers examined how
effective classroom teachers interacted with specific types of students. The study found that the most effective
classroom managers did not treat all students the same; they tended to employ different strategies with different
types of students. In contrast, ineffective classroom managers did not appear sensitive to the diverse needs of
students. Although Brophy did not couch his findings in terms of teacher-student relationships, the link is clear. An
awareness of the five general categories of high-needs students and appropriate actions for each can help teachers
build strong relationships with diverse students.

