
CLASSROOM / BEHAVIOR & REGULATION
TEACHING STRATEGIES

Behavior Is Communication:
10 Classroom Behaviors and
What Students Really Need
Behavior is communication. Decode 10 common classroom
behaviors with 100 examples of what students may be saying,
plus simple strategies that help.

© 15 min read



THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Calling Out & Interrupting

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

???

Blurts out
I am excited or

impulsive."

HA!
HA!

Talks over others
'I am afraid I will

forget."
Repeats the same

question
'¿I need

reassurance.

Shouts across
the room

I do not know the
expected volume."

Interrupts the lesson
'I need

connection."

Jokes at the wrong
time

'I am masking
anxiety.ại

Talks nonstop
Silence feels

uncomfortable."

Answers for others
"I am trying to
stay engaged."
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Cannot wait a turn
Waiting is
hard for me."

Argues loudly
&I feel

misunderstood."
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Silly or Off-Task Behavior

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

HA!!
HA!
HA!

Jokes constantly
"I am anxious.

Acts silly during work
'This task feels

too hard.i

Clowns for peers
'I want

connectioni

Makes random noises
"I need sensory

inputỊ

★

Doodles instead
of working

¿I need a lower-
pressure starti

RECESS
WAS
FUN!

Changes the topic
'I am avoiding
discomfort."

Giggles when
corrected
'I feel

embarrassed."

Copies funny
behaviors

"I am trying
to fit in.i

by BERMED I iepfocus.com

Cannot settle
after recess

i My body is still
activated."

Looks disruptive
¿I need regulation

before learning."
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Arguing & Defiance

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate
You can't
make me!

Because
I said so!

Says 'You can't
make me'

"I need autonomy."

That's
stupid!

Challenges
every direction
'Pressure feels
threatening.

Negotiates
everything
'I need

predictability.ạ

No!

Refuses 'because
I said so'

"I need a reason."

Debates the rules
"I want fairness."

Says 'That's stupid'
"I feel frustrated

and ashamed."

Mocks the task
"I feel incapable."

Refuses help
'I do not want to
feel dependenti
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Demands control
"I am anxious."

Escalates with
pressure
'I need

collaborationi
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Work Refusal

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

2 No!

Won't start work
'I don't know

where to begini
Puts head down

'I feel
overwhelmed."

???

Says 'No!'
'This feels
too hard."

This is
boring!

Asks to leave
"I need a break."

Distracts others
'I need help but
don't know how

to ask."

Stares at the page
$I am frozen.

Argues about
directions

"I need clarity
and control."

Complains
'This is boring'

"I am confused or
disconnected."

by BERMED I iepfocus.com

Rips the worksheet
'¿I am past my

coping limit."

Does nothing
'I need a smaller

first stepi

THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Work Refusal

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

2 No!

Won't start work
'I don't know

where to begini
Puts head down

'I feel
overwhelmed."

???

Says 'No!'
'This feels
too hard."

This is
boring!

Asks to leave
"I need a break."

Distracts others
'I need help but
don't know how

to ask."

Stares at the page
$I am frozen.

Argues about
directions

"I need clarity
and control."

Complains
'This is boring'

"I am confused or
disconnected."

by BERMED I iepfocus.com

Rips the worksheet
'¿I am past my

coping limit."

Does nothing
'I need a smaller

first stepi



THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Crying & Emotional Explosions
What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

Cries over small
things

"My stress is
already high."

Hurryup!

Breaks down
at transitions
¿Change feels

unsafe."

Cries at
correction

"I hear failure."

Melts down after
a small demand
¿It was the last

straw.'

Cries during
homework

My brain is
exhausted."

Cries when rushed
'I need more time.'

Cries at goodbye
Separation

feels hard."

Cries with noise
'The room is

too muchi
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Cries after
holding it in

'I used all my
coping energy.'

Needs comfort first
¿Connection comesbefore

problem-solving."
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Aggresion & Throwing

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

Throws materials
I am past my

limiti

Hits when touched Pushes peers away
I need space.' "This feels unsafe."

Kicks furniture
"My body is in

fight mode."

Screams
* Please lower
the demands."

Rips papers
"The task feels

impossible.

Breaks objects
" ot punishment"

Chases adults away
¿I am protecting

myself."

Swats hands away
"Do not come
closer yet."
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Calms later
I needed

co-regulation
and recovery."
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Leaving the Area

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

Walks out
I need space.'

Paces the room
¿My body needs

movement."

Hides under the table
"I do not feel safe."

Bolts from noise
'It is too much
sensory input."

Stays near the door
&I need an

escape plan."

CLEAN
UP!

331

Roams the classroom
"I am dysregulated."

Refuses to line up
'Crowds feel
overwhelming."

Leaves during
transitions

"Change feels hard."

by BERMED I iepfocus.com

Circles the room
i Movement helps

me think."

Wanders the hallway
¼I need distance

before I can return."
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Escape Behaviors & Clinginess
What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

NURSE

Asks for the
bathroom often
"I need a break."

?

4
Sharpens pencils

again
I am delaying

a hard task."

Can you
help me?

Visits the nurse
often

¿Stress is showing
up in my body.'

EXIT

Clings to adults
'I do not feel

secure."

???

Hovers near
the teacher

I need
reassurance."

I want
to go home!

Needs constant
check-ins

"I am unsure
I can do thisi

Asks for help
right away

'I fear getting
it wrong."

Stalls at the door
"Transition is

hard."

by BERMED I iepfocus.com

Forgets materials
i My executive
functioning is
overloaded.ii

Begs to go home
'School feels
unsafe today."
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THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Sleepy, Zoned Out, or Slowed Down
What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

222

???

Looks tired
'I used a lot of

energy masking."
Stares into space

¿I am mentally
overloadedii

Falls asleep in class
"I am exhausted."

Works very slowly
My processing

is overloaded."
1 … . 2 . .
???BREAK

ZONE

Misses directions
'Too much language

came at once.'

CALM
SPACE

Seems unmotivated
"I am depleted."

Needs frequent
breaks

"I am near my limit."

Daydreams
"This is my

coping strategy."
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Cannot remember Perks up in calm spaces
steps «Safety changes"Working memory behaviori

is overloaded."



THE BEHAVIOR IS COMMUNICATION
Shutting Down

What Adults See vs. What the Student May Be Trying to Communicate

Goes silent
®Words are not

Freezes
"My nervous system

available right now." is in survival mode."

Avoids eye contact
'I need less social

pressure."

Stares down
I am trying to
hold it together."

Will not answer
"I am overloaded."

Whispers
"I am depleted."

Hides face
¿I feel embarrassed

and overwhelmed."

Does not move
'I cannot do one

more thingại
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Cries quietly
"I need safety

first."

Looks fine but flat
"I used all my,energy coping.
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