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Fact Sheet 21: Identifying the root cause of behavioural issues 

A guide for teachers, teacher aides and other school staff 

Educators often refer to ‘the root cause’ of behaviour. It is the underlying reason, 

motivation, choice, trigger, factor or instinct that drove the student to behave in a 

certain manner. Uncovering and understanding the root cause of a particular 

behaviour is the basis of many of the popular behaviour management programs found 

in schools today. Defining misbehaviour by what we see only gives us part of the 

picture and is the number 1 behaviour management mistake that both teachers and 

TAs make (Barbetta et al., 2005).  

Treating the surface behaviour without first recognising the root cause is unlikely to 

lead to a permanent change in behaviour or any long-term success. In fact, surface- 

level strategies can even be harmful and might cause more problems because the root 

cause continues to go unchecked and unaddressed. The student may temporarily stop 

the undesirable behaviour due to the threat of consequences, but the underlying cause 

remains and will eventually re-surface.  

 

How understanding the root cause leads to an appropriate response that addresses the issue in the long term. You will need 
to address both the immediate surface-level behaviours as well as the root causes, however each requires a different strategy. 

Below are the main root causes that you need to be aware of when working with 

students in a school-based setting. 

Surface 
behaviour

• A student is off task and continually trying to get the attention of other 
students.

Root cause

• Low self-esteem means the student believes he/she is not capable of 
doing the task. To avoid the embarrassment of failure, the student 
'acts out'.

Strategy

• Build the student's confidence by setting small goals and helping 
him/her to achieve each one (e.g., divide the task into small and 
achievable steps, and provide lots of praise).
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Attention seeking  

These students may feel the need to seek out the attention of one or more adults or 

their peers. They may not be getting much attention at home and see their teachers 

and TAs as parental figures. They may really ‘like’ their teacher or TA while at the 

same time finding their current task to be irrelevant, boring, difficult or disengaging by 

comparison. Some students seek the attention of others to pass time, avoid work, 

distract them from the task at hand or to boost their social standing. Teenagers have 

a heightened desire to feel accepted by their group and will often prioritise their social 

needs above all else. While attention seekers can be charismatic at times, don’t let 

their charm fool you – off-task behaviour for any reason needs to be addressed.  

Task avoiders 

When a student is regularly off task, distracting others and talking a lot during class, 

he or she is usually trying to avoid schoolwork due to a fear of failure. Task avoidance 

happens when a student lacks self-esteem and self-belief. The student believes that 

he/she has no chance of successfully completing the task and therefore concludes 

that there is no reason to bother trying – trying would only lead to failure which will 

lead to humiliation. Occupied by the fear of being ousted as a failure in front of his or 

her peers, this student will do almost anything to be removed from class (e.g., trying 

to bait teachers and TAs, and escalating behaviour).  

Building self-esteem with praise and helping the child to achieve micro-goals by 

completing short and achievable activities is one of several ways to manage task 

avoiders. Publicly displaying their work to give them a sense of accomplishment and 

make them feel part of the class can also help. If you identify a task-avoiding student, 

inform the teacher because planned instructional strategies are the most effective 

approach. 

A final hint when you come across a task avoider – the longer the student avoids 

getting started on his or her work, the more chance the whole lesson will be lost. By 

getting onto task-avoiding students early, you might at least get some work out of them 

(which can in turn be the excuse to praise and encourage more work). If a task-

avoiding student works successfully for the first 15 minutes, then you have proved that 

he/she is willing to engage under the right circumstances. Try dividing the lesson into 
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4x15-minute micro-lessons, noting if the student has already completed the first micro-

lesson successfully. 

 

Task-avoiders often believe that they are incapable of completing the task to the same standard as their peers. 

Mental health 

Mental health issues can have a dramatic effect on a student’s behaviour. Some 

mental health issues that you may come across as a TA include:  

• chronic (long-term) stress 

• acute (sudden onset) stress (which is often temporary due to an event) 

• depression 

• anxiety (e.g., panic attacks, excessive worry, hyperawareness) 

• trauma and PTSD. 

If you suspect a student may be developing a mental health problem, record your 

observations and inform your teacher. Do not ‘interview’ the student beyond asking 

the usual day-to-day questions (e.g., ‘how are you today?’). Identifying and reporting 

noticeable changes in your student’s behaviour is important because it might help the 

teacher to piece together why he or she is behaving in such a way. 

Medical treatments and medicines 

Medical treatments and medicines can cause ongoing or sudden changes in 

behaviour. The extent will depend on the particular treatment or drug. Common side 
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effects to watch out for are listed below: 

• drowsiness and sleepiness 

• a lack of concentration 

• a reduction in fine motor skills (e.g., handwriting)  

• a reduction in gross motor skills (e.g., throwing) 

• being unusually withdrawn – inhibition 

• being more ‘chatty’ than usual 

• being ‘high’ – a sense of euphoria 

• ‘comedown’ effects (such as moodiness when drugs are wearing off) 

• pain and discomfort in affected areas  

• changes in personality and mood 

• slurred speech and slow reaction time in conversations 

• nausea (feeling sick, especially in the stomach) 

• headaches and migraines 

• skin issues (such as rashes and dryness) 

• tremors (the shakes). 

Learning difficulties and disorders 

Learning difficulties are usually defined as problems or issues with a core skill such as 

reading, writing or learning in general. Learning difficulties are usually temporary and 

they can be resolved with intervention programs in most cases. Long-term learning 

difficulties may be caused by a disorder or a disability. 

Disorders are neurological (of the brain or mind), long-term and diagnosed conditions 

that typically require additional support and specialist programs to help minimise their 

impact. Some disorders have a profound effect on behaviour, while others have 

minimal effects.  

Environmental (contextual) factors 

Environmental factors are influences that occur outside the classroom. They are 

therefore well outside of the control of teachers and TAs. Some common 

environmental factors are listed below: 

• poverty or lack of resources 
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• homelessness (including the lack of secure, permanent accommodation) 

• attendance at school (e.g., consistency, routine, isolation, insecurity) 

• substance abuse (e.g., alcoholism, drug abuse) 

• domestic violence 

• lack of parental care and support (e.g., indifference, neglect, or even abuse) 

• death, separation, medical or other issues affecting a family member 

• disasters (e.g., floods, fire, storm, war, etc.). 

Each of these factors contribute to the way students behave.  

Cultural factors and effects 

Culture also has a profound influence on the way that people behave, including their: 

• treatment of authority figures and subordinates 

• beliefs about what can and can’t be talked about 

• expectations of achievement and career paths 

• beliefs about gender roles and relationships 

• levels of openness and honesty (e.g., what is and isn’t private) 

• communication patterns. 

Power and revenge 

Power and revenge are extremely rare as root causes of behavioural issues. They are 

generally only causes in students who have been diagnosed with disorders such as 

oppositional defiant disorder (ODD). Most students who fall into this category complete 

their schooling in specialist programs with staff who are trained to work with them. You 

are very unlikely to ever work with a student who falls into this category. Even the 

known ‘troublemakers’ who show disregard for school rules and authority are not 

usually attempting to dominate and control others, even if that seems to be the case 

now and then. 

When students are defiant, they are not necessarily power seeking. Usually they are 

simply disagreeing with their teachers, having a bad day, protecting their image or 

communicating their frustrations, anger or anxiety.  

A simple way of determining whether a student is in fact a power seeker is to observe 

or query whether the problem behaviour occurs across all situations (e.g., at home, 
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with family, with friends during lunch, with other classes or teachers etc.). If the 

behaviour is not consistent in every situation, something else is the root cause. 

Temporary effects 

There are many temporary underlying causes of behavioural issues, such as those 

listed below: 

• a lack of sleep and rest 

• a lack of leisure, relaxation and exercise 

• a poor diet (e.g., sugar highs/lows, a vitamin deficiency, sudden changes in 

diet) 

• the common cold, flu, viruses, a poor immune system 

• one-off incidents and ‘bad days’ (e.g., being excited due to a fight at lunch) 

• the time of day (behaviour is usually better in the morning than the afternoon) 

• the desire to socialise (e.g., ‘crushes’, the need for acceptance, loneliness) 

• bullying and feeling unsafe 

• hormonal and physical changes. 
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