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Research Questions: What are the attitudes and knowledge of Albuquerque Public Schools educators 
regarding challenging behavior and social-emotional issues? Do educators feel supported dealing with 
challenging behaviors? What impact does dealing with challenging behavior have on educators? 

Rationale: 
Challenging student behavior is one of the largest issues in New Mexico public education and across the 
country. In the Yazzie/Martinez court case, expert witness testimony pointed out concerns in how New 
Mexico school districts address students with and without disabilities who present with behavioral 
challenges. In order for an intervention system to work, districts need a general education classroom with 
a strong researched-based curriculum as well as teachers and support personnel, such as special educators, 
school psychologists, etc. to implement evidence-based interventions. Failing to have these features in 
place results in systems that create a pattern of failure for the child (McLaughlin, 2006). Furthermore, 
ineffective or inefficient systems and lack of support with challenging student behavior may contribute to 
increased anxiety and stress, leading to higher teacher depression and lower job satisfaction (Ferguson, et. 
al 2012).  

Literature Review  
Independent review and research of APS’s systems has identified multiple “challenges” in the area of 
special education. Amongst these is the issue of handling challenging behavior, identified as a result of 
several contributing factors: lack of a well-defined positive-behavior program, overreliance on 
administrative procedures, and a lack of support staff (e.g., school psychologists) who are trained to 
address behavioral issues in a systematic way (Browne, et. al., 2019). Since the district lacks the 
necessary support staff, and existing support staff within the district lack opportunities for collaboration 
with teachers and other educators, the burden of addressing challenging student behavior falls 
increasingly on classroom teachers and administrators. 
 
Across the country, teachers in public school districts report feeling insufficiently prepared to deal with 
challenging behavior and often lack support to address these issues. Additionally, they report that dealing 
with student behavior takes up a great deal of their time, reduces their effectiveness as teachers, inhibits 
the learning of their students, and for general education teachers, makes them think about quitting 
(Westling, 2010). Teacher workload and student behavior account for 25% of variance in teacher-reported 
depression and anxiety (Ferguson, et. al 2012). Despite these challenges, a majority of teachers believe 
that student behavior is learned, and that it can be improved, and when given the proper support and 
training, teachers are often key agents in the development and implementation of effective interventions 
and improve students’ challenging behaviors (Westling, 2010). 

Within our district, student behavior referrals constitute a large proportion of the total referrals to Student 
Assistance Teams (SAT). The district has focused on using Functional Behavior Assessments (FBAs) and 
Behavior Intervention Plans (BIPs) as “Tier 2” behavioral interventions to address challenging behaviors. 
Teachers and staff have reported concerns with this process, such as: lack of clear written guidance, lack 
of training, overly complex documentation, poor communication of policies and procedures, inappropriate 
expectations for teachers to complete assessments beyond their area of competency, lack of collaboration 
between general and special education personnel, the extent to which behavioral interventions are 
implemented as intended, and the extent of assessment of intervention quality. There is a perception 
amongst teachers and staff in our district that behavioral interventions often are viewed as simply a 
necessary step on the pathway to refer a student for a special education evaluation (Browne, et. al., 2019).  



Addressing challenging student behavior in a more effective manner requires a systemic overhaul of 
multiple areas of district policy and procedure. However, as noted by the Counsel of Great City Schools, 
we are not without notable strengths. Those strengths are found in the dedicated and hard-working 
educators and staff throughout the district. To address concerns regarding challenging student behavior, 
there are several important areas to explore. One, the existing knowledge and attitudes of teachers and 
school-based staff towards social-emotional and behavioral interventions must be examined. Two, we 
must understand the impact that managing student behavior has on educators. Lastly, we need to examine 
the training and support given to educators by the district and their administrators. This knowledge can 
guide advocates and policy makers to better address needs for additional training and areas in which 
greater collaboration can occur between teachers and specialized support staff.  

Study Design  
A questionnaire using items rated on a 4 or 5 point Likert scale was developed to measure APS teachers’ 
self-assessed knowledge of and competency in implementing social-emotional and behavior 
interventions, their attitude towards dealing with challenging behaviors in the classroom, their beliefs 
regarding the training and support they receive to handle student behavior issues, and the impact of 
dealing with student behavior on their personal and professional lives. This questionnaire was sent to 
educators via mass email sent directly to ATF representatives to distribute to their constituencies, 
including classroom teachers and other non-administrative educators. Items for the questionnaire were 
derived from the work of Westling, 2010 on teacher attitudes towards challenging behavior as well as 
from key areas identified from the Council of Great City Schools report: Improving Special Education in 
the Albuquerque Public Schools. For specific question content, see appendix.  
 
Results 
A total of 51 educators completed the survey.  Participants had a mean of 15.47 years of experience and a 
median of 15 years in education, ranging from 2 to 35 years. Participants had a mean of 11.75 years and a 
median of 10 years of experience working within APS, ranging from 1 to 30 years. 74.5% of respondents 
were classroom teachers, and 25.5% were other non-administrative educators. There was a relatively even 
split between respondents working in general education (27.4%) and special education (23.5%), with 
many working in both settings (49%).  

Regarding training and support, 23.5% of educators reported receiving adequate training/professional 
development from APS on addressing students’ behavior and social emotional needs in the classroom. 
29.4% reported receiving adequate support from administrators. 43.1% reported working with a 
collaborative team to address challenging student behavior. 27.45% agreed that there are adequate school-
wide systems in place at their schools. 

Regarding educator attitudes towards behavior, 96.08% of educators believe that most challenging 
behaviors can be improved. While 88.2% of educators believe that behavioral interventions can help 
improve challenging behaviors, only 45.1% felt that Functional Behavior Assessments and Behavior 
Intervention Plans are helpful.  

70.5% of educators reported that dealing with behavior takes up a significant amount of their time. 43% 
also indicated that dealing with behavior causes them to be less effective as an educator. 45% report that 
dealing with behavior results in negative impacts on their personal or professional life. 66.67% of 
educators report that dealing with behavior causes them to feel stressed. 90 and 92% of educators feel that 
challenging behavior negatively impacts the learning of the student and others in the classroom, 
respectively. Meanwhile, only 54.9% of educators reported feeling that they have sufficient knowledge 
and skills to deal with most challenging behavior.  

Adequate training, support and professional development from APS/administrators was inversely related 
to reported stress from dealing with challenging behavior. Additionally, adequate training, support and 
professional developmental from APS/administrators was moderately related to increased feelings of 



overall competency in dealing with challenging behavior. Lastly, working with a collaborative team was 
also moderately related to increased feelings of overall competency in dealing with challenging behavior. 
(Table 6).   

Discussion and Recommendations 

The findings of this study support several key points. When educators work collaboratively with others 
and feel supported and well-trained by their administration/district, they report higher levels of 
competency in addressing student behavior and social-emotional needs, and they report less stress and 
negative impact from dealing with student behavior. 

Despite reporting a lack of training and support, the majority of educators feel that behavior can be 
improved, and feel that they have learned the necessary knowledge and skills in the course of their 
practice. While Functional Behavioral Assessments and Behavior Intervention Plans are the most 
commonly used “Tier 2” behavioral interventions within APS, less than half of educators find them 
helpful. Since these interventions are well supported empirically, the gap lies with implementation.  

The results of the current study are in line with broader research in the area of educator attitudes on 
challenging behavior. These results, along with existing independent review as outlined in the Council of 
Great City Schools report support significant systemic and structural changes in the way that the district 
handles students’ social-emotional and behavioral health.  

To address these challenges, the district should better utilize its support staff, specifically, school 
psychologists. School psychologists have specialized training, knowledge, and experience in social-
emotional and behavioral interventions and working collaboratively with teachers, administrators, other 
educators, students and families. Thus, school psychologists can serve as a vital resource to support our 
educators and facilitate a strong multi-disciplinary approach to addressing mental and behavioral health 
issues for all students. Currently, the district employs a small number of school psychologists who 
predominantly conduct evaluations, and are removed from processes designed to support educators, 
students, and families with social-emotional and behavioral interventions. The district has one of the 
largest student-to-school psychologist ratios among large urban school districts in the United States. This 
year, a motion was passed unanimously by the Albuquerque Teachers Federation which affirms 
educators’ support for expanding the role and recruitment of school psychologists and expanding 
multidisciplinary school-based mental health teams to address student social-emotional and behavioral 
needs.  

There are several immediate actions the district should take to address student behavior and mental health. 
One, reform existing “Health and Wellness” teams across the district and ensure that each team consists 
of building administrators, school counselors, school social workers, school nurses, school psychologists 
and other specialized support staff as needed. Two, create multidisciplinary teams, consisting of school 
psychologists, behavior specialists, and other school-based mental health educators to train teachers in 
development, implementation, and progress monitoring of behavioral interventions. Three, create and 
clearly communicate procedures by which classroom teachers can obtain consultation and support for 
challenging student behaviors from school psychologists, behavior specialists, and other school-based 
mental health educators.  

It is imperative to continue to advocate for policies and structural changes that allow for more support for 
educators and more collaboration to address student behavior and social-emotional needs. Instead of 
looking externally to what the district can bring in to address these needs, we need to better utilize 
resources that already are present and provide better structure for our dedicated educators to utilize their 
knowledge and expertise more effectively to support our students. 
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