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of school, delinquency, drug abuse, and adult incarceration 
(Walker et al., 2009; Whitted, 2011).

Early intervention is crucial for young children with 
emotional or behavioral disorders (Kauffman & Landrum, 
2013; Wehman, Sutherland, & Achola, 2013). Although 
early intervention services are clearly beneficial, both in pre-
venting emotional or behavioral disorders from developing 
and in minimizing their impact once they do develop, these 
vital services are often lacking (Kauffman & Brigham, 2009; 
Kauffman & Landrum, 2013). In some instances, it is because 
of a lack of resources, except for those young children with 
the most severe disorders. On the other hand, some teachers 
are hesitant to identify very young children with problematic 
behaviors (Kauffman, 2010), despite the fact that educators 
are very capable at identifying youngsters who are at risk for 
antisocial behavior (Kauffman & Landrum, 2013).

A few early intervention programs are available to help 
young children at risk for emotional or behavioral disorders. 
One example of a successful program is First Step to Success 
(Beard & Sugai, 2004; Walker et al., 1997). First Step to 
Success is a comprehensive and collaborative school-home 
early intervention program initially designed for kindergart-
ners who exhibit emerging antisocial behaviors. This program, 
involving the combined efforts of teachers, parents, and 
peers, has been shown to be effective in helping youngsters 
in kindergarten through third grade who exhibit early-onset 
antisocial behavior achieve success in school (Frey et al., 2015; 
Walker et al., 2014; Walker et al., 2012).

Transition Into Adulthood
The presence of emotional or behavioral disorders in children is an accurate predictor of 
school failure, delinquency, adult psychiatric problems, substance abuse, and other prob-
lems. Youth who exhibit externalizing as well as internalizing disorders are at heightened 
risk for impaired functioning and negative, long-term consequences (Kauffman & 
Landrum, 2013).

A particularly alarming statistic is that over one third of students (35%) with emo-
tional or behavioral disorders leave school before graduation—the highest dropout 
rate among all categories of students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 
2015b). An equally disturbing finding is that the majority of students with emotional 
or behavioral disorders are not identified and served until their adolescent years. Using 
historical data, the U.S. Department of Education (2015a) reports that over 50 percent 
of all students receiving special education and related services because of emotional or 
behavioral disorders are adolescents, with the peak age for placement being 16 years 
of age. Clearly, educators need to work more aggressively to identify and serve this 
population at earlier ages and to implement effective dropout prevention and transi-
tion programs.

Transitioning from school to adulthood is particularly difficult for individuals with 
emotional or behavioral disorders (Wehman et al., 2013). Educators need to under-
stand that these students have a disability that will require intervention throughout 
their life span. This means that transition planning needs to be comprehensive and 

Emotional or behavioral disorders that develop at an early age 
are likely to persist throughout adolescence and adulthood.
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