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behavioral disorders do not have the capacity to 
learn—a conclusion that is simply untrue.

An Alternative Definition
Because of perceived difficulties inherent 
within the federal definition, the Council for 
Children with Behavioral Disorders (2000) 
proposed a more functional and workable defi-
nition that paralleled the earlier thinking of the 
National Mental Health and Special Education 
Coalition (Forness & Kavale, 2000), a group 
of professionals representing thirty different 
mental health, education, and child advocacy 
organizations. One of the recommendations 
contained in this document was to change 
the term emotionally disturbed to emotional or 
behavioral disorders. The latter term is generally 
more accepted in the field today because it (1) 
has greater utility; (2) is more representative of the students who experience problems 
with their emotions, their behavior, or both; and (3) is less stigmatizing than emotional 
disturbance.

According to the CCBD, the term emotional or behavioral disorders means a disability 
that is

•• characterized by behavioral or emotional responses in school programs so 
different from appropriate age, cultural, or ethnic norms that the responses 
adversely affect educational performance, including academic, social, vocational, 
and personal skills;

•• more than a temporary, expected response to stressful events in the environment;
•• consistently exhibited in two different settings, at least one of which is school 

related; and
•• unresponsive to direct intervention applied in general education, or the condition 

of the child is such that general education interventions would be insufficient.

The term includes such a disability that coexists with other disabilities.

The term includes a schizophrenic disorder, affective disorder, anxiety disorder, 
or other sustained disorder of conduct or adjustment, affecting a child if the 
disorder affects educational performance as described [above]. (McIntyre & 
Forness, 1996, p. 5)

Despite the many advantages of this proposed alternative definition, little progress 
has been made toward incorporating it into federal law.

Classification of Individuals  
With Emotional or Behavioral Disorders
The term emotional or behavioral disorders encompasses a wide range of disorders. When 
a student is given this broad label, educators know very little about the specific nature 
or characteristics of the student’s disability. To provide greater clarity and specificity, 
educators and mental health professionals have attempted to classify the many different 

Excluding students thought to be socially maladjusted from the IDEA 
definition of emotional disturbance is controversial.
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