Eleven-year-old James strolls into his
classroom a few minutes late wearing
headphones. This is the fourth time this
week that he returned late from lunch.
His teacher asks him to take the head-
phones off so she can begin class. James
doesn’t answer. The teacher repeats the
request twice, but still James doesn’t ac-
knowledge her. Finally, with a rising
pitch and an edge to her voice, she
shouts, “I've already asked you three
times to take that thing off. With behav-
ior like this yow'll be in the principal’s
office in no time!”’ James grumbles
something the teacher can’t quite hear
and reluctantly takes off the head-
phones. He then slinks to his desk as she
begins class while glaring his way. For
the remainder of the day James sits at
his desk and stares out the window.

he main problem here was that
James was late to class. But he
needed to take off his headphones to
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comply with class rules. Asking James
in a pleasant way to take off the head-
phones didn’t work and neither did
nagging. Perhaps James has learned
that the teacher doesn’t really expect
him to comply until she yells and
screams. Meanwhile, the real problem
of tardiness is never addressed.

Antisocial children like James, who
display behavior patterns such as
aggression, theft, noncompliance,
lying, and truancy, represent a major
social problem in today’s society. Over
two million juvenile arrests are made
each year for crimes ranging from
school vandalism and drug abuse to
robbery and forcible rape. Students dis-
playing even minor forms of antisocial
behavior are among the first to be re-
ferred to special education and among
the last to be mainstreamed back into
the regular classroom. It is not surpris-
ing that teachers find antisocial stu-
dents extremely difficult to cope with in
the classroom. The usual punishments,
such as detention or suspension, seem
to have virtually no effect on the be-
havior of these students.

In the past, a child’s antisocial be-
havior was thought to reflect some in-
ternal force (frustration, libido, anger,
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A three-part intervention program may succeed
where detentions and suspensions have failed.

or anxiety) that was manifested as non-
compliance or aggression. The child’s
lack of internal controls and crumbling
€go were thought to be distant reflec-
tions of parental neurosis. Intensive
therapy for parents was designed to
correct their neuroses. The problem
with this therapy is that it does not
work. None of dozens of studies has
shown any effect from treatment based
on this approach.

“

A Process Called Coercion

James’ interaction with his teacher is
typical of students in the early stages of
antisocial behavior, and it is that kind
of interaction which we believe under-
lies the development of antisocial be-
havior and delinquency. This type of in-
teraction between antisocial children
and their parents and teachers occurs
as part of an ongoing process of many
small events that eventually produces
dramatic changes in behavior. The pro-
cess is called coercion and describes the
way children are inadvertently taught to
be negative toward other people.

As part of this process children learn
to be verbally and even physically abu-
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sive toward parents, siblings, and
school personnel while avoiding work
and responsibilities. Coercive behavior
involves using nagging, yelling, temper
tantrums, and other negative actions to
intimidate the other person and to get
what they want.

Climbing to Failure

The antisocial ladder (Figure 1)
shows how antisocial behavior pro-
gresses OVer time and how this devel-
opment is accompanied by academic
and peer problems. The climb from an-
tisocial behavior to delinquency in-
cludes a series of steps or stages. The
longer a student remains on the ladder,
the greater the risk of more extreme
forms of deviant behavior and eventual
incarceration.

Children on Step 1 of the antisocial
ladder often come from home settings
where unemployment, marital conflict,
and financial problems are common.
Their parents often use ineffective dis-
cipline techniques, such as not backing
up threats, being inconsistent, and us-
ing extreme punishments.

Figure 1.
The Antisocial Ladder

Step 2:

Step 1:
Ineffective Parenting
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Step 2 characteristics, such as whin-
ing, fighting, yelling, and noncompli-
ance. often are early indicators of an-
tisocial behavior in children exposed to
ineffective parenting and extreme
stress at home.

Step 3, academic failure, is charac-
teristic of antisocial children early in
the elementary grades and often be-
comes worse as the student progresses.
The more severe the antisocial behav-
jor, the more deficient the students’
performance at school. Antisocial stu-
dents are often truant and also seem to
lack basic academic survival skills such
as attending to the teacher, remaining
in-seat, and answering questions ap-
propriately. One hypothesis is that as
these students become more and more
difficult to deal with in the classroom,
teachers begin to avoid interacting with
them, thus reducing the proportion of
teaching time allotted to each problem
student.

Steps 4 and 5 of the antisocial ladder
are highly related. The order of these
steps is important in that a child is not
accepted into the deviant peer group
(Step 5) until he or she is rejected by
the normal peer group (Step 4). It has
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Step 4:
Peer Rejection

Antisocial Behavior

Step 3:

Academic Failure

been well documented in the literature
on social deviance that aggressive types
of behavior cause peer rejection. Ap-
parently, antisocial children lack the
basic social skills needed to get along
with others, such as conversing, under-
standing group norms, responding to
provocation, and interacting positively.
Once antisocial students have been re-
jected by their peers, they drift toward
other children who display similar un-
desired behaviors. The deviant peer
group provides adolescent students
with the attitudes, motivations, and ra-
tionalizations to sustain their antisocial
behavior. It is here that the antisocial
adolescent receives training for delin-
quency and substance abuse.

Antisocial adolescents who have
moved into a deviant peer group are
not responsive to existing treatments.
They soon progress to Step 6 by partic-
ipating in a wide variety of delinquent
acts, accompanied by high rates of sub-
stance abuse. As adults they will suffer
from high rates of unemployment, mar-
ital problems, and psychiatric illness.
Eventually these students will have
children of their own, and the antiso-
cial cycle will begin again.

Step 6:
Delinquency

Step 5:
Deviant Peer Group
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What we have tried to demonstrate
with the antisocial ladder is that these
kinds of children do not outgrow their
problems on their own. While the na-
ture of the problem may change over
time, the deviant status does not. Prin-
cipals and teachers cannot ignore these
problems, which can be extremely se-
rious. Antisocial behavior must be ad-
dressed as early as possible, on the first
rungs of the ladder.

Unfortunately, school interventions
too often have focused on the individ-

Because many families resist partici-
pation, a variety of inducements is
often necessary. Techniques vary from
nominal payments to school pressure to
court orders. While this last measure
may seem drastic, it is often a necessary
step to improving relations within
highly chaotic or abusive families. Less
drastic measures for reducing parental
resistance to training include encour-
aging the counselors to sympathize
with the family and adapting the train-
ing to fit family needs.
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“S chools will reap immediate benefits from
decreases in antisocial behavior, including greater
teacher satisfaction and less school vandalism, and
society will benefit from reductions in the costs of
the criminal justice system.”

ual child with minimal parent involve-
ment; all the responsibility for change
is placed on the student. Although one-
on-one counseling might be beneficial
for some students, a more economical
approach is to help arrest the develop-
ment of antisocial behavior through a
three-part treatment program of parent
training, remediation of academic def-
icits, and help with social skills.
Parent Training. This involves pro-
cedures in which parents are taught
specific techniques for improving their
day-to-day effectiveness with their chil-
dren. First, parents learn how to track
behavior. It is critical that they know
whether or not their child is doing re-
quired chores or homework. They must
also be taught how to monitor the
whereabouts and peer relationships of
older children. Next, parents are taught
to consistently reinforce good behavior.
They are shown ways to use non-
physical but effective punishments such
as privilege removal for undesired be-
haviors. Finally, parents learn how to
solve social problems that might arise
as their child approaches adolescence.

Remediation of Academic Difficul-
ties. The second component for a suc-
cessful school intervention package
should include some form of remedia-
tion for the large group of antisocial
students who are behind academically.
An added benefit of such an approach
is that improved academic skills are
coupled with success. In addition to
providing systematic instruction for an-
tisocial students, teachers trained in be-
havior management techniques can
prevent many problems by providing
specific classroom rules, giving clear di-
rections, and effectively using praise.

Social Skills Training. The final com-
ponent for effective intervention, this
training is by far the most difficult one
but is necessary if antisocial students
are to learn to interact positively with
nondeviant peers. In the social skills
curriculum ACCEPTS, for example,
students are taught specific skills in five
major areas: classroom skills, basic in-
teraction skills, getting-along skills,
making-friends skills, and coping skills.

Usually, social skills instruction oc-
curs in small groups, but it can be used
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in one-to-one, large group, or entire
classroom instructional formats.
Classes usually last 45 minutes per day
for approximately four to seven weeks.
Although short-term improvement in
antisocial behavior usually follows com-
pletion of a social skills program, long-
term changes are not evident unless
combined with parent training and ac-
ademic improvements.

To be sure, this three-part program
can be viewed as just another set of
demands placed on schools. But unlike
requests for more art, more music ed-
ucation, and more extracurricular ac-
tivities, the reduction of antisocial be-
havior has direct and profound social
consequences. Schools will reap im-
mediate benefits from decreases in an-
tisocial behavior, including greater
teacher satisfaction and less school van-
dalism, and society will benefit from
reductions in the costs of the criminal
justice system. O
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