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HOW TO TEACH REPLACEMENT BEHAVIORS IN THE
CLASSROOM

When students struggle with behavior, it’s often because 
expectations haven’t yet been made concrete and actionable. 

In this article, you’ll learn how to turn abstract language like 
“be respectful” into clear, teachable steps using a Behavior 
Response Flow™. 

By breaking behavior into small, manageable actions, you 
give students a path they can actually follow, even during 
moments of frustration. This approach builds consistency, 
strengthens skill development, and increases the likelihood 
that students will use the replacement behavior when it matters 
most.

1 What should I do if a student doesn’t follow the response flow even after I teach it?

That’s expected early on. Students will often default to old behaviors because they are more familiar 
and efficient. Instead of abandoning the flow, increase support and reinforcement for even partial 
success. Behavior change is built through repetition, guidance, and making the new behavior easier 
and more rewarding to use.

2 How do I know if my Behavior Response Flow™ is too complex or too simple? 

Watch where the student breaks down. If they hesitate, skip steps, or become frustrated, the flow may 
be too complex or unclear. If they move through it easily but still struggle in real situations, it may need 
more detail. The student’s performance is feedback that helps you refine the level of support.

3 Why don’t abstract expectations like “be respectful” lead to behavior change?

Because they describe values, not actions. In moments of stress, students need clear, observable steps 
they can follow immediately. Without that clarity, they are forced to guess what the behavior looks 
like. When behavior is broken into specific actions, students are far more likely to apply it in real 
situations.

https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/avoid-power-struggles-in-the-classroom-how-to-teach-accountability-to-students-using-the-accountability-reset

https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/avoid-power-struggles-in-the-classroom-how-to-teach-accountability-to-students-using-the-accountability-reset
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5 How can I motivate students to use a new behavior when the old one “works”? 

You have to make the new behavior more effective than the old one. That means responding quickly, 
supporting the student through the steps, and reinforcing their effort. If the replacement behavior feels 
slower or less successful, the student will return to what has worked before. Efficiency drives behavior.

4 What if the student uses the flow but still doesn’t get the outcome they want? 

That’s an important part of the learning process. The goal is not to guarantee the outcome, but to 
teach the process. Reinforce the use of the flow even if the answer is no. This helps students learn that 
appropriate behavior is still valuable, even when it doesn’t change the final decision.

6 What role does adult support play when students are learning a response flow? 

Adult support is essential, especially at the beginning. Students are not expected to perform the flow 
independently right away. Prompting, modeling, and guiding them through each step helps build the 
skill. Over time, as the student becomes more confident, that support can gradually fade.

7 How do I handle it when a student gets stuck in the middle of the flow? 

Treat that moment as instruction, not failure. Step in and guide the student through the next action. You 
might model the language, offer a prompt, or simplify the step. These breakdown points show you 
exactly where the skill needs more support or clarity in the flow.
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9 How do I adjust the flow for students with different ages or skill levels? 

Focus on simplicity and accessibility. Younger or less regulated students need fewer steps and more 
direct language. Older students can handle more steps, but clarity still matters. The flow should match 
the student’s ability to process language and follow directions in moments of stress.

8 Why is the first step of the Behavior Response Flow™ so important? 

The first step sets the entire sequence in motion. If it is unclear or too difficult, the student may never 
engage with the rest of the flow. A strong first step should be simple, immediate, and easy to start, 
especially in moments of frustration or emotional pressure.

10 What should I do if the student refuses to even start the first step? 

Go smaller. If the first step feels too demanding, break it down further or provide immediate support. 
You might prompt, model, or physically demonstrate what the step looks like. The goal is to create 
momentum. Once the student completes the first step, the rest of the flow becomes more accessible.

11 How do I reinforce the behavior without relying only on praise? 

Reinforcement should be meaningful and timely. In addition to verbal recognition, consider access to 
preferred activities, increased autonomy, or reduced demands. The key is to connect the reinforcement 
directly to the use of the behavior so the student sees it as a more effective way to meet their needs.
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Want to Go Deeper? 
Explore These Topics Next

HOW TO TEACH REPLACEMENT BEHAVIORS
IN THE CLASSROOM

Take a deeper look at why assigning consequences alone does not create behavior change so you 
can understand why students need to be taught what to do instead of just being told what not to do.

Explore how to correct misbehavior in the classroom after the student has returned to baseline 
so you can pair accountability with instruction and reinforce the replacement behaviors you are 
teaching.

Learn how to de-escalate student behavior in real time so you can stabilize the moment and create 
the conditions where replacement behaviors can actually be used.

12 How does this approach lead to long-term behavior change? 

Over time, repeated use of the flow builds fluency. What starts as a prompted sequence becomes 
automatic. Students begin to internalize the steps, reducing impulsive reactions and increasing 
intentional responses. This shift transforms behavior from something reactive into something learned, 
practiced, and eventually owned by the student.
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https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/why-assigning-a-consequence-for-student-misbehavior-alone-does-not-create-accountability
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https://www.thebehaviorstudio.com/post/10-safety-centered-procedures-for-de-escalating-student-behavior
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