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T he education of children and youth with 
emotional and behavioral disorders has 
long been a subject of controversy. As the 

chapter opener demonstrates, many individu-
als struggle to effectively address the needs of 
these children in home, school, and commu-
nity settings. The child in this feature, Mike, 
has a history of behavioral problems, including 
aggressive behavior, that have been of concern 
to his mother and school officials for many 
years. These concerns are legitimate, as we all 
want our children to reach their full potential. 
Mike, however, was fortunate in that he had 
access to appropriate educational, medical, and 
psychological services. Too many children and 
youth with emotional and behavioral disorders 
do not have access to early and appropriate 
interventions. Without effective interventions, 
these individuals may not experience positive 
outcomes. Left untreated, students with emotional or behavioral disorders are at high 
risk for experiencing negative long-term outcomes, including academic failure, school 
dropout, incarceration, and under- or unemployment (Kauffman & Landrum, 2013).

This chapter focuses on students with problematic behaviors. It would be a mistake, 
however, to assume that all children and youth with emotional or behavioral disorders 
exhibit acting-out, aggressive behaviors. In fact, students with these disabilities repre-
sent an extremely heterogeneous group exhibiting a wide range of behaviors, including 
those related to such debilitating disorders as schizophrenia, depression, anxiety, and 
conduct disorders. Despite this heterogeneity, however, they share at least three expe-
riences in common. First, their behaviors are almost always upsetting and troubling 
to those who teach, live with, and work with them. Second, they are often blamed 
for their disability by those around them, who do not recognize that they are dis-
abled and believe they are capable of changing their behavior if they so desire. Finally, 
these students encounter ostracism and isolation because of the stigma associated with 
individuals considered to be mentally ill—a generic term used by many profession-
als outside the field of special education for individuals with emotional or behavioral 
disorders. In fact, the reactions of those who encounter students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders are often more debilitating than the disability itself.

Defining Emotional or Behavioral Disorders
There is no universally accepted definition of emotional or behavioral disorders 
(Kauffman & Landrum, 2013; Landrum, 2011). Disagreements among profession-
als stem from many factors, including a diversity of theoretical models (for example, 
psychodynamic, humanistic, behavioral), the fact that all children and youth behave 
inappropriately at different times and in different situations, the difficulty of measuring 
emotions and behavior, and the variance across cultures in terms of what is acceptable 
and unacceptable behavior. Similarly, the terms we use to describe this population are 
many and diverse: emotionally disturbed, behaviorally disordered, emotionally conflicted, 
socially handicapped, personally impaired, socially impaired, and many others. This diversity 
of definitions and terms is compounded by the marked variability in people’s defini-
tions of “normal” behavior. We each view behavior through personal lenses that reflect 
our own standards, values, and beliefs. What appears to you as abnormal behavior may 

mentally ill: A generic term often used 
by professionals outside of the field of 
special education to refer to individuals 
with emotional or behavioral disorders.

emotional or behavioral disorder: 
A chronic condition characterized by 
behaviors that significantly differ from 
age norms and community standards 
to such a degree that educational 
performance is adversely affected.

What appears to you as abnormal behavior may appear to another person as 
within the range of normal human behavior.
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