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Fact Sheet 17 - Classifying behavioural issues to identify root causes 

Early in your career, it may be a challenge to think of (and react to) behaviours in terms 

of their root causes rather than at the obvious surface levels. An easier, simpler and 

more user-friendly approach is to categorise behavioural issues into 1 of 2 categories: 

disruptive behaviours or behaviours of concern. This makes the task of determining 

what to do about the behaviour a little bit easier and it’s particularly useful for deciding 

when to report issues up the line. 

 

 

Figure 19. The 4 categories of behaviour and arrows showing how a behaviour can evolve over time. The same 
behaviour will be treated differently depending on its category. 
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Disruptive behaviour 

Disruptive behaviours require ongoing attention, but they are usually resolved quickly 

and easily with minimal effort. The average teacher faces an instance of disruptive 

behaviour every 60 seconds or so, depending on the class. As the name suggests, 

disruptive behaviour ‘disrupts’ others – not just the offender. It also disrupts the lesson 

because the time taken to manage the behaviour reduces the time available to deliver 

content and to support learning. Teachers regularly report that low-level disruptive 

behaviours are the most common type of undesirable behaviours they deal with on a 

daily basis. Examples of common disruptive behaviours include: 

• calling out in class (known as ‘talking out of turn’) 

• swearing or name calling 

• eating in class 

• wearing a hat in class 

• using mobile phones when not allowed 

• talking or whispering to friends 

• wandering around the room (getting out of their seats) 

• not paying attention (daydreaming) 

• not following instructions 

• being slow to begin work or refusing to work 

• throwing things (but not to cause injury – e.g., a scrunched-up piece of paper). 

Behaviours of concern 

This type of behaviour is much more serious and will usually require the additional 

support of a manager or colleague at some point. Behaviours of concern can be 

stressful to deal with and take a longer time to eradicate. It’s unlikely that you will deal 

with many behaviours of concern early in your career. They require the teacher and 

TA to work as a team to plan for repeat occurrences. This can happen in various ways, 

such as by implementing an individual behaviour plan and other processes to reduce 

potential triggers and antecedents (events that lead to the trigger).  

Behavioural plans and curriculum differentiation are common strategies for addressing 

behaviours of concern. If not dealt with properly, these behaviours can increase in 

intensity and frequency. Examples of behaviours of concern include: 
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• running away from class 

• violence (e.g., fighting, kicking, head-banging, biting etc.) 

• meltdowns and tantrums (including throwing things) 

• inappropriate touching or comments (either sexual or non-sexual) 

• disruptive behaviours that are highly repetitive  

• disruptive behaviours that are excessive or dangerous (e.g., running in class) 

• stealing, threats and intimidation 

• illegal behaviour (such as taking or selling drugs) 

• a disclosure referring to abuse or neglect 

• emerging patterns of behaviour that are intensifying 

• power games, manipulation, sabotage and revenge. 

Almost all behaviours that you will come across on a daily basis are simple but 

annoying disruptive behaviours. Some TAs rarely experience behaviours of concern, 

while others will deal with it on a daily basis (particularly if you’re working with special 

needs’ students).  

Unexpected or unusual behaviours 

There are 2 additional types of behaviours that are worth our attention. First, there is 

behaviour resulting from a disability or disorder – you will cover this topic in more depth 

in Chapter 7. Second, there are unexpected behavioural changes. This second 

category is concerning for staff as it indicates a more serious underlying issue (such 

as abuse or neglect, depression, bullying, family or financial problems, or the student 

might have stopped taking his/her medication). 

Behaviour as a form of communication 

You have learnt so far that behaviour is a form of communication. In fact, there is a 

term for this, and it’s called ‘the communicative function of behaviour’. In other words, 

the purpose of many problematic behaviours is to send a message. For example, a 

student who is frustrated or who feels that he/she has no chance of success may ‘act 

out’ and the resulting behaviour tells the teacher that ‘this is too hard for me’. This is 

an escape-motivated behaviour and not defiance, although many teachers and TAs 

mistakenly assume the behaviour is defiant. 

 


