
302 Part 2  n  A Study of Individuals With Special Needs

McHatton, 2009; Wagner & Davis, 2006). It 
is uncertain whether students with emotional 
or behavioral disorders experience academic 
difficulty because of a lack of motivation or mal-
adaptive behaviors, especially those associated 
with externalizing disorders; regardless, these 
pupils are at very high risk for poor academic 
performance and subsequent school failure 
(Kauffman & Landrum, 2013; Smith, Polloway, 
Taber-Doughty, Patton, & Dowdy, 2016).

Social Characteristics
Perhaps the most salient characteristic of stu-
dents with emotional or behavioral disorders 
is their difficulty building and maintaining 
satisfactory interpersonal relationships. Many 
of these children, especially those exhibiting 
aggressive behavior, often experience rejection 

by both peers and adults. Moreover, it appears that the presence of aggressive behavior 
is a major predictor of future delinquency and incarceration, particularly if it appears in 
early childhood. Research on adolescents with emotional or behavioral disorders sug-
gests high rates of incarceration for this population (Mihalas et al., 2009).

Language/Communication Characteristics
Over the years, researchers have noted that expressive, receptive, and pragmatic 
language deficits (the social use of language) appear to be relatively common in 
individuals with emotional or behavioral disorders (Smith et al., 2016). Individuals 
with emotional or behavioral disorders typically use fewer words per sentence, have 
difficulty staying on a topic, and use language that is inappropriate to social conver-
sation. It is believed that these language impairments contribute significantly to the 
challenging and disruptive behaviors common in some students with emotional or 
behavioral disorders.

Assessing Students With  
Emotional or Behavioral Disorders
As an educator, you will encounter many challenging student behaviors. These behaviors 
may puzzle you, and you may experience difficulty differentiating between behaviors 
that are “disturbing” and those that are “disturbed.” Your ability to make this distinction 
is crucial if students with emotional or behavioral disorders are to be identified and 
appropriately served in a timely manner. Some children, particularly those with exter-
nalizing disorders, are hard to overlook because their behaviors result in considerable 
havoc and disruption in the classroom. Other students may exhibit behaviors that are 
more difficult to judge. For example, because the behaviors of young children change 
so quickly, you may find it difficult to determine whether their problematic behaviors 
are indicative of an emotional or behavioral disorder or are simply developmentally 
appropriate actions. Finally, you may overlook the behaviors of pupils with internal-
izing disorders because these behaviors typically do not disrupt the learning process. 
Your ability to identify potentially problematic behaviors represents an important first 
step in the assessment process.

Children and youth with emotional or behavioral disorders are an especially 
heterogeneous population.
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