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Summary

This evidence guide outlines key strategies and approaches used by teachers and
school leaders to establish and embed positive student behaviour, creating safe,
respectful and productive learning environments. Grounded in Australian and
international research, this evidence guide emphasises that appropriate behaviour
is not innate but must be explicitly taught, modelled and reinforced by teachers and
school staff over time.

Explicit teaching of behavioural expectations within a whole-school approach is
foundational. Like any other skill, appropriate behaviour at school should be taught
through structured instruction, modelling and consistent feedback. When combined
with high expectations and strong guidance, this approach supports all students -
regardless of learning needs, age, or background - to succeed. Expectations should
be communicated clearly and regularly, upheld through routine, and reinforced with
acknowledgement, praise and redirection.

Positive teacher-student relationships form the bedrock of appropriate behaviour.
When students feel respected and valued, and know their voices are heard, they
are more likely to engage and cooperate. Proactive management strategies such

as clear routines, strategic praise and classroom scanning help prevent disruption
before it starts and reduce its escalation. When inappropriate behaviour does occur,
it is important for teachers and school staff to respond calmly, consistently and
proportionately. Responsive strategies are essential to prevent disengagement and
escalation. Whole-school approaches ensure consistency across classrooms and
the wider school community, promoting shared understanding and responsibility for
behavioural standards. Leaders play an essential role in establishing, modelling and
sustaining a positive behaviour culture across their school, as well as ensuring that
all teachers and staff feel comfortable seeking support.

Culturally responsive and inclusive practices are essential in diverse classrooms.
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students, and students from diverse cultural
backgrounds may benefit when teaching and behaviour expectations are culturally
responsive and affirm students’ cultures, identities and strengths.

Students with disability may benefit from tailored expectations, visual aids,

and strategic positive reinforcement. To provide effective behaviour support for
all students, teachers and staff need access to high-quality and high-impact
professional learning to build confidence and expertise over time.

In summary, appropriate student behaviour results from intentional, school-wide
systems and practices that combine clarity, care and consistency. When these
practices are implemented effectively, they improve student academic achievement,
maximise instruction time and foster equitable, engaging learning environments.

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation



Summary

This paper complements key resources for NSW public schools, including

CESE’s What Works Best suite, the department’s Explicit teaching resources, and the
School Excellence Framework (staff only), which recognises behaviour as a crucial
factor in student wellbeing and learning. It primarily focuses on Tier 1 universal
supports, providing schools with a strong foundation for establishing and sustaining
positive student behaviour. The paper is intended to inform both individual teachers
seeking to refine, update, or validate their practice, and school leaders aiming to
implement whole-school behaviour strategies. The department offers support for more
challenging and escalated behaviours through the Team Around a School (staff only).

Figure 1
Multi-tiered system of support (adapted from AERO 2024a)
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Introduction

Behaviour plays a critical role in shaping the culture and effectiveness of schools,
yet managing behaviour challenges is often complex and demanding. Schools invest
significant effort in fostering positive student behaviour, recognising its importance
in creating a productive environment for learning. An orderly, structured and
engaging classroom environment enables optimal teaching and learning, which in
turn promotes academic achievement. In contrast, poorly managed classrooms can
disrupt learning and wellbeing for all students. Both in Australia and internationally,
teachers consistently report student behaviour as one of the most significant
challenges they face, especially low-level disruptions such as off-task talking,
inattentiveness and disengagement (Sullivan et al. 2014; OECD 2019; McDonald
2023). These seemingly minor issues are frequent and cumulative, consuming
valuable teaching time and eroding instructional quality.

Behaviour-related challenges contribute to reduced job satisfaction and higher
attrition rates, particularly among early career teachers (OECD 2019). These
behaviours disproportionately affect students with diverse needs and those

from disadvantaged backgrounds, who are more likely to face punitive responses
rather than support (Haberman 2010; Richardson et al. 2023). Addressing student
behaviour is therefore both an equity and academic issue.’

Evidence-informed, proactive approaches to

behaviour prioritise prevention, predictability The NSW Department of
and fairness. When behaviour that does Education is committed to
not meet agreed expectations occurs, supporting teachers and
effective responsive strategies prevent school staff in establishing
disengagement and escalation. School high expectations for
leaders play a crucial role in implementing student behaviour and
whole-school approaches that foster explicitly teaching
supportive environments and strengthen appropriate behaviours
teacher expertise through tailored across NSW public schools.

professional learning (AITSL 2021).

This paper highlights 6 evidence-informed strategies that teachers and school
leaders can implement to embed positive student behaviour across classrooms,
playgrounds and extracurricular settings.? Effective and consistent implementation
of these strategies together can help reduce inappropriate behaviours significantly.
Importantly, these strategies also serve as protective factors against bullying,
promoting a safer and more inclusive school environment (Sae-Koew et al. 2024).

1 For information on how classroom management can support low-SES students, refer to CESE’s (2024)
Supporting students from low socioeconomic backgrounds to flourish - What Works Best in practice.

2 While the fundamental importance of meeting students’ basic physiological needs and their strong
influence on behaviour and wellbeing is acknowledged, these aspects fall largely outside the scope
of this document. Accordingly, the paper does not elaborate on these needs, taking as given the
significant efforts schools make to address them wherever possible.
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Introduction

The 6 strategies that teachers, leaders and school staff can implement to embed
positive student behaviour are outlined in Figure 2.

Figure 2

Evidence-informed strategies to support positive student behaviour
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Strategy 1
Teaching behaviour explicitly

Explicit teaching as a core practice

Explicit teaching is a highly effective strategy for both academic and behavioural
outcomes because it aligns with how students think about, remember and recall
information (Richardson et al. 2023; CESE 2025). Extensive research in both
cognitive science - including cognitive load theory - and classroom practice
suggests that, when implemented effectively, explicit teaching benefits students
across all year groups and ability levels (Martin 2016). It is the best way to teach
students new or complex concepts and skills, including what behaviour is expected,
as it provides essential building blocks for guided and independent practice.®

Explicit teaching creates a high level of on-task behaviour through brisk lesson
pacing, frequent teacher-student interactions and regular checks for understanding.
This reduces opportunities for distraction or off-task behaviour. Students receive
immediate positive and corrective feedback on both the content being taught and
their behaviour. This targeted, success-oriented approach builds student motivation
and persistence (Likourezos and Kalyuga 2017; Martin and Evans 2018; CESE 2021;
also refer to AERO 2023a).

Established expectations and behaviours, often referred to as engagement

norms, form the foundation for student focus and participation and are inherent to
explicit teaching strategies. Teachers establish norms and routines, such as when
students are to listen and when they should respond, and how to quickly return
attention to the teacher after an activity. Methods vary depending on the age group,
characteristics of the students and teacher preference. Some teachers use verbal
call and response techniques, while others use gestures, clear transitional signals
or technology cues to create structured and predictable learning environments that
support student engagement, behaviour and academic success.

School staff report that the effective use of explicit teaching strategies in the
classroom naturally leads to a reduction in disruptive and inattentive behaviour
(Alter and Haydon 2017; McDonald 2023).

3 For more information on how cognitive science supports explicit teaching, see CESE’s (2017)
Cognitive load theory: research that teachers really need to understand.
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Explicit teaching supports calm classrooms

In NSW public schools, calm classrooms and explicit teaching go hand in hand (refer
to Figure 3). In 2025, 93% of primary students reported receiving explicit teaching
when they agreed that their teacher kept the classroom calm, compared with

67% when they did not agree. In comparison, 82% of secondary students reported
receiving explicit teaching when they agreed that their teacher kept the classroom
calm, compared with 55% when they did not agree.

Figure 3
Proportion of students receiving explicit teaching by calmness of classroom
environment, primary and secondary
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60%

55%
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20%

0%
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. Students who agree that their teacher(s) keep their classroom calm for learning

D Students who are neutral or disagree that their teacher(s) keep their classroom calm for learning

Source: CESE analysis of 2025 NSW Public Schools Survey data.
Note: n= 213,747 primary students and 204,889 secondary students.

Recognising behaviour as a set of skills and knowledge
that needs to be taught

A shift in thinking about student behaviour is the recognition that behaviour can

and should be explicitly taught, modelled and reinforced over time (Evidence for
Learning 2023; Richardson et al. 2023). Just like other skills develop with instruction,
so too does respectful, prosocial and task-focused behaviour. Students arrive at
school with varying cultural, social, and emotional backgrounds, and not all are
equipped with an understanding of classroom and school expectations.

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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Explicitly teaching behaviour involves a planned approach where teachers and
school leaders (Epstein et al. 2008; Richardson et al. 2023; AERO 2024b; Lovell
and Dowley 2024):

« identify and define expected behaviours in concrete, observable terms, focusing
on what students should do

« explain why these behaviours are important for learning, safety, wellbeing
and enjoyment

» model the behaviours explicitly through role play or demonstration and adopt
the same behaviours themselves

» provide opportunities for guided and independent practice

« give consistent and contingent feedback (feedback given immediately that
relates to a specific behaviour or action)

» reinforce appropriate behaviour with acknowledgement and praise

 identify, where relevant, how cultural expectations align with those at school.

This approach mirrors effective practices in teaching and learning of academic
skills. It reduces ambiguity about what is expected and empowers students to meet
those expectations. Importantly, teaching behaviour is not a one-off lesson; rather,
it is a continuous and cumulative process that is embedded daily and built on over
time (Lovell and Dowley 2024). Such approaches promote clarity, reduce confusion
and help all students access the behavioural and academic expectations across all
school and co-curricular settings.

Core components of explicitly teaching behaviour

Explicitly teaching behaviour requires the same level of planning, rigour and
expertise as teaching any other skill. However, since behaviour is not a separate
subject, it can be taught flexibly within the curriculum. This might involve dedicating
a single or several lessons, such as establishing routines at the start of the school
year or embedding behaviour instruction within key learning areas. For example,
teaching safety procedures during science experiments or routines for participating
in class discussions.

Effective explicit teaching of behaviour can take place in the classroom, in the
playground, or during other school activities such as excursions, and it involves
(Richardson et al. 2023; AERO 2024b; Lovell and Dowley 2024; CESE 2025):

» Pre-correcting: reminding students of expected behaviour in a positive way
before starting an activity, focusing on what they should do rather than what they
should avoid.

» Modelling: demonstrating what positive behaviour looks like.
» Think-alouds: verbalising decision-making to clarify processes.

» Practising: providing students with multiple opportunities to practise positive
behaviour, using prompts and cues as needed.

» Feedback: giving timely, specific praise or correction that directly relates to
the behaviour.

This instructional lens helps shift behaviour management from a focus on control
to an emphasis on teaching and learning, thereby maximising instruction time.

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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Linking behaviour and student engagement through
explicit teaching

Research has shown a strong link between explicit teaching and student
engagement. When students understand what they are doing, why it matters and
how to succeed, they are more likely to stay on task and demonstrate appropriate
behaviour (Hattie 2023; CESE 2025).

One way that teachers can use explicit teaching to increase engagement and reduce
inappropriate or disruptive behaviours is by regularly checking for understanding by
using ‘opportunities to respond’ (OTRs). OTRs are prompts in the form of questions,
commands or directions that require students to think about and respond to lesson
content (Cooper and Scott 2017). They may be offered to groups (unison OTRs) or
individuals, and responses may be verbal or non-verbal. For example, a teacher may
ask an individual student to answer a question, or ask all students to write their
answers on individual whiteboards and hold them up so the teacher can check their
responses (see CESE’s Blue Haven Public School case study).

High rates of OTRs have been found to increase engagement, maximise instruction
time and reduce inappropriate or disruptive behaviours in classrooms. In addition,
unison OTRs specifically have been found to increase appropriate behaviours
(Haydon et al. 2010; Haydon and Hunter 2011) and decrease inappropriate
behaviours (Lambert et al. 2006; Haydon et al. 2010) when compared to use of
individual responses. These findings suggest that unison OTRs are an efficient,
low-cost technique for fostering equitable, engaging learning environments by
maximising participation and ensuring every student receives positive, timely
feedback (Menzies et al. 2017).

Explicit teaching also helps prevent ‘quiet disengagement’ or ‘passive
disengagement’ - a major concern in middle and senior secondary years - where
students appear compliant but are not meaningfully participating (Sullivan et al.
2014; McDonald 2023). These students may sit silently, avoid drawing attention to
themselves, or complete only minimal work. While they do not cause disruption,
they miss important learning opportunities, and their lack of participation often
goes unnoticed until achievement gaps emerge.

This risk is heightened in secondary school, where students rotate between multiple
teachers each day. In these contexts, being explicit is important. Clear explanations
of what to do, why it matters and how success will be recognised, provides students
with the structure they need to stay engaged across different learning environments
and subjects. Reducing disengagement helps teachers maximise the time students
are actively attending to learning (Goss et al. 2017).

Addressing quiet disengagement is also an equity issue. Students from
disadvantaged backgrounds, students from rural or remote schools, Aboriginal and/
or Torres Strait Islander students, and high potential and gifted learners (HPGE) are
all at risk of disengaging if expectations are unclear or inconsistent across settings.
Students may belong to more than one of these groups. Explicit teaching provides a
common framework that ensures these students are consistently supported to stay
connected, challenged and valued in every classroom.

By focusing on quiet disengagement as well as overt inappropriate behaviour,
explicit teaching helps ensure that all students - especially those less likely to
seek help -remain engaged in learning.

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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The impact of explicit teaching on student
motivation and engagement

A growing body of empirical research suggests that explicit teaching practices

may help maintain or even potentially increase student motivation and engagement
(Martin and Evans 2018; CESE 2021; also refer to AERO 2023). They can do so by
reducing extraneous cognitive load, that is, the mental effort spent on non-essential
elements that do not support learning (Martin 2016). Studies show that when students
experience extraneous cognitive load during a task, they are less likely to believe that
they can succeed, accomplish goals and overcome challenges, independent of their
actual performance in the task (Likourezos and Kalyuga 2017; Feldon et al. 2018).

Explicit teaching practices also provide structure that helps students to feel
competent, recognise their growing competence, and get support when they are yet to
achieve competence. When expectations are clear, both in content and the classroom
environment, students are less likely to disengage and more likely to show higher
levels of attention, effort and persistence as well as lower levels of misbehaviour

(Jang et al. 2010; Vansteenkiste et al. 2012; Evans and Martin 2023).

In NSW public schools, CESE research suggests that explicit teaching practices
can increase student motivation and engagement which, in turn, can contribute to
improved learning outcomes:

» Explicit teaching fosters motivation and engagement by supporting students’
self-confidence in their academic abilities, growth goal setting and perseverance,
particularly among students with lower prior achievement (CESE 2021; CESE
2024a). On average, a student who reports receiving explicit teaching has academic
self-concept levels 9 percentage points higher than a student who does not. For a
low performing student in Year 5 (bottom 2 NAPLAN bands) this effect increases to
11 percentage points in Year 7 and to 13 percentage points in Year 9 (Figure 4).

» Explicit teaching practices - particularly those involving instructional relevance -
contribute considerably to low-SES students’ academic agency - that is, their
ability to take an active and self-directed role in their own learning and educational
experiences (CESE 2024b).

« Explicit teaching supports students’ adjustment to their new learning environment
when transitioning to secondary school (CESE 2024c).

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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Figure 4
Impact of explicit teaching on academic self-concept
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Note: The figure compares Student A, who experiences explicit teaching, with Student B, who does
not. The percentages indicate the relative increase in motivation and engagement levels associated
with explicit teaching across different student cohorts. The scale reflects relative differences in
motivation and engagement, not absolute measures. While all students have some level of motivation
and engagement, those who experience explicit teaching report higher levels than those who do not.

Source: CESE (2024a)

For further information on explicit teaching and teaching behaviour explicitly, see:

« NSW Department of Education explicit teaching resources

« What Works Best 2025 resources on explicit teaching

« Universal Resources Hub: Classroom management resources (staff only)

« AERO’s Foundational classroom management resources handbook

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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Strategy 2
Building positive teacher-student
relationships

Why relationships matter

Strong teacher-student relationships are foundational to effective behaviour
support. Research consistently finds that students who feel known, cared for,
respected and supported by their teachers are more likely to engage in learning,
meet expectations, experience higher levels of wellbeing and achieve academic
success (McDonald 2019; AITSL 2021; Peddie et al. 2024). These relationships
build trust, increase cooperation and create a buffer against disengagement
and/or disruption.

Positive relationships are not about being liked or permissive. Instead, they
reflect a professional ethic of care, where teachers consistently (AITSL 2021):

« communicate respect and belief in students

respect and consider cultural and other diversity

follow through on expectations fairly

respond to mistakes as learning opportunities

» invest time in knowing their students as individuals.

Such relationships foster a culture of mutual respect, trust and belonging,
which in turn strengthens, student engagement, appropriate behaviour, and
academic outcomes (Rubie-Davies et al. 2015;: CCYP 2018: CESE 2022; Li 2022;
Rubie-Davies 2023).

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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The relationship between sense of belonging, having
a supportive adult at school and classroom calmness

Analysis of NSW Public Schools Survey data suggests that a calm classroom
environment plays a role in how students feel connected and supported at school.
In both primary and secondary schools, students are more likely to report a

high sense of belonging and/or having a supportive adult at school when they
experience a calm classroom environment (refer to Figure 5). In contrast, students
in less calm classroom environments tend to report notably lower levels of
belonging and/or a supportive adult at school.

Figure 5

Proportion of students reporting a high sense of belonging and a supportive
adult at school by calmness of classroom environment, primary and secondary

Supportive adult at school Sense of belonging
100%
90%
86%
81%
80%
0 73% 72%
67%
60% 55%
50%
40% —— —
20% — I
0%
Primary Secondary Primary Secondary

. Students who agree that their teacher(s) keep their classroom calm for learning

D Students who are neutral or disagree that their teacher(s) keep their classroom calm for learning

Source: CESE analysis of 2025 NSW Public Schools Survey data.
Note: n= 213,747 primary students and 204,889 secondary students.
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Strategies to strengthen connections and sense

of belonging

Teachers can foster positive relationships with their students through both
structured and informal interactions. Effective strategies include (Ulmanen et

al. 2016; Hepburn and Beamish 2019a; AITSL 2021; Evidence for Learning 2023;
AERO 2026a):

« warmly greeting students and families by name at the school gate, and greeting
students at the classroom door each lesson

« checking in regularly, including with students who appear unsettled, and listening
and acting when concerns are raised

« providing regular opportunities for student voice*
« noticing and commenting on effort or appropriate behaviour

« engaging in follow-up relational and/or restorative conversations [PDF 66KB]°
after incidents

« showing interest in students’ co-curricular activities and personal interests.

Whenever possible, teachers should provide students with opportunities to adjust
their behaviour discreetly, without embarrassment (Bennett 2020). Maintaining
dignity in front of peers strengthens trust and rapport.

It is also important for teachers to reflect on their own values, biases, and
interactions to understand how their identity shapes relationships with students
(Peddie et al. 2024). This reflective practice is crucial in fostering inclusive learning
environments where students from diverse backgrounds feel seen and valued.

The relationship between sense of belonging and
student behaviour

A strong sense of belonging is closely linked to positive behaviour (CESE 2020a).
When students feel connected to their school, they are more likely to:

« want to come to school

participate in class

put in sustained effort

collaborate with peers

follow school rules.

4 Student voice refers to students actively participating in decision-making at school on things that shape
their educational experiences. Student voice is more than just students ‘having a say’ and ‘being heard..
To be successful, schools must value the perspectives and opinions of students and act on them in a way
that mutually shapes learning and decision-making at the school.

5 For more information on restorative practices, including eLearning, see the department’s restorative
practices webpage.

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation 17
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To foster this sense of belonging, it is essential for teachers and other school

staff to understand students’ backgrounds from the students’ own perspectives.
Recognising and valuing these diverse experiences enables staff to build trusting
relationships, showing students that their unique situations are understood and
respected. Taking the time to get to know students and their feelings about their
backgrounds nurtures positive teacher-student relationships, which in turn supports
wellbeing and encourages appropriate behaviour.

Students who report positive relationships with their teachers and a strong

sense of belonging are also less likely to engage in inappropriate behaviours,
including bullying (Sae-Koew et al. 2024). In contrast, students who feel isolated or
unsupported are at greater risk of disengagement, disruption, or acting out. A sense
of belonging therefore acts as both a motivator for learning and a protective factor
against behaviours that can disrupt safety and inclusion.

For Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students, belonging is connected
to learning environments that are culturally responsive, inclusive and affirming.
Schools that actively value Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander identities,
integrate local perspectives, and engage families and Communities in decision
making foster stronger connections and improved engagement (CESE 2022;
AERO 2024c).

For more information about how to build positive teacher-student relationships and
support students’ sense of belonging, see:

« AERO’s classroom management explainer - Positive teacher-student relationships

o CESE’s Supporting students’ sense of belonging and Sense of belonging
research series

« CESE’s Strong strides together resources

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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Strategy 3
Embedding high expectations and
clear routines for behaviour

Why high expectations for behaviour matter

A large body of evidence shows that teacher expectations significantly influence
both student behaviour and academic achievement (Hattie 2023; Rubie-Davies

and Hattie 2024). Maintaining high expectations - communicated clearly and with
genuine care - encourages students to rise to their potential. When students know
that their teachers believe in them and expect their best, they are more likely to
meet those expectations. Conversely, low expectations can undermine student
engagement and negatively affect both their behaviour and academic achievement.

High expectations go beyond simply expecting students to comply. They align with
the professional insights many teachers already apply to support student success,
including (NSW AECG and NSW Department of Education 2020; CESE 2025):

« communicating a belief that all students can succeed
» encouraging students to take ownership of their learning and behaviour

» providing challenging work with appropriate scaffolds to promote academic
growth and high achievement

« giving feedback that emphasises effort, improvement and resilience.

High expectations are not conveyed through pressure or punishment but consistent
guidance, care and clarity. Students understand both the positive outcomes of
meeting expectations and the fair, proportionate consequences when behaviour
does not meet expectations. Striking a balance between high expectations and
strong support fosters accountability, builds trust, and creates a culture where
students are motivated to demonstrate appropriate behaviour that supports
academic achievement (Richardson et al. 2023; CESE 2025).

Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation
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The impact of high expectations on the classroom environment

In NSW public schools, high expectations are almost always present in calm
classrooms. The relationship between high expectations and calm classrooms
is particularly pronounced among secondary students (refer to Figure 6). In
2025, 89% of students who said that their teachers maintained a calm learning
environment also reported that their teachers had high expectations of them,
compared with only 51% of students in less calm environments.

Figure 6

Proportion of students reporting high expectations by calmness of classroom
environment, primary and secondary

100% 96%
89%
81%

80%

60%

51%

40%

20%
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Primary Secondary

. Students who agree that their teacher(s) keep their classroom calm for learning

D Students who are neutral or disagree that their teacher(s) keep their classroom calm for learning

Source: CESE analysis of 2025 NSW Public Schools Survey data.
Note: n= 213,747 primary students and 204,889 secondary students.

The importance of routines

Routines and norms are the practical expression of behavioural expectations.

They help students understand what is expected in different situations, facilitate
smooth transitions and maximise learning time. Well-established routines allow
students to follow them independently with minimal teacher input, leading to fewer
interruptions and more time for learning (Archer and Hughes, 2011). Routines also
reduce cognitive load, freeing students’ attention for the task at hand (Epstein et al.
2008; Peddie et al. 2024).
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To support students, teachers can establish routines for common tasks and
activities throughout the school day - such as entering and exiting the classroom,
asking for help or moving between activities. When students have learned these
routines and practised them enough to become automatic, they can focus more
fully on their learning without having to think about the steps involved (Simonsen
et al. 2008; Chaffee et al. 2017).

Establishing, implementing and reinforcing routines

Establishing norms and routines for classroom behaviour involves more than

simply creating rules. Effective routines incorporate student voice, giving students
influence and ownership over decisions affecting them. They are grounded in
shared values and attitudes that promote safe, inclusive and culturally responsive
environments. These environments not only support learning but also foster a sense
of belonging, which motivates students to attend school and engage meaningfully
(Bennett 2020; Peddie et al. 2024).

Routines serve as the everyday habits that help both students and teachers

to uphold agreed expectations. For routines to be effective, they need to be
thoughtfully adapted to suit the unique context of each school and student cohort.
Examples of effective routines to promote positive student behaviour can include:

» younger students lining up calmly outside the classroom to begin lessons

« older students starting with a silent “do now” activity on entry to the classroom
« visual or auditory prompts to signal transitions between activities

» clear processes for handing in work, asking for help or moving around the room
« silent attention signals (for example, raised hand, count down)

» structured end-of-day or lesson pack-up and reflection processes.

For routines to be effective, they need to be explicitly taught, practised and
reinforced consistently over time (Epstein et al. 2008; Wong and Wong 2018:
Lemov 2021). New routines are best introduced gradually over several weeks to
avoid overwhelming students (Archer and Hughes 2011). Teachers need to explain
the purpose of each routine, model the steps repeatedly and consistently, and
use reminders and cues until it becomes habitual. Immediate, consistent praise or
correction helps reinforce routines, while reteaching and practice across the year
ensures they are sustained.

Routines are especially important for students who experience challenges with
executive functioning or self-regulation (Peddie et al. 2024). These students
benefit from predictable and calm environments that reduce anxiety, build
independence and support self-management. Routines also promote a sense
of shared understanding and responsibility and collective ownership of the
school environment.
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Want to see this in action?

« For an example of high expectations and clear routines within a whole-school
approach, see the What Works Best illustration of practice - Classroom management
at Plumpton High School.

« For practical guidance on establishing routines, see AERQO’s classroom management
explainer: AERO Classroom management explainer - Teaching routines.
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Strategy 4
Using proactive and responsive
classroom management strategies

Preventing disruption before it starts

Preventative strategies aim to create environments where students are engaged in
learning and remain on task. By reducing disengagement and disruptive behaviours,
they also minimise the time teachers spend addressing inappropriate behaviour,
which helps to maximise instruction time. A preventative approach shifts the
emphasis from controlling behaviour to shaping the school environment in ways
that make disruption less likely and help all students feel safe and supported.

Key proactive strategies include (Richardson et al. 2023; Lovell and Dowley 2024;
CESE 2025):

« structuring lessons to maximise engagement by varying the pace, incorporating
a variety of activities and managing transitions effectively

« building strong teacher-student relationships

« creating and maintaining safe and predictable classroom environments,
using inclusive and culturally responsive practices

« holding high expectations for all students
« engaging students with high-quality instruction
« explicitly teaching and modelling classroom rules and routines

» reinforcing expected behaviours through acknowledgement, feedback,
praise and rewards

« using proximity and non-verbal cues, such as eye contact, gestures and
movement to guide behaviour

» using social and emotional learning programs to explicitly teach
students cognitive, affective and behavioural skills including self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills and
responsible decision-making

» having clear and consistent responses for inappropriate behaviour.
These strategies are particularly effective in preventing low-level disruptions, such

as off-task talking, disengagement or inattention, which can accumulate into bigger
challenges if not addressed early (Marzano et al. 2003; Goss et al. 2017).
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Teachers can also use the physical aspects of the classroom environment to
mediate student behaviour (Wheldall et al. 2020; Education Review Office 2024).

By strategically designing seating plans, pathways, and learning spaces, they can
create a setting that minimises distractions and disruptions while promoting on-task
behaviour. Active supervision® is most effective when the classroom layout allows
teachers to see every student and move easily around the room (Hunter and Haydon
2019). Such a layout makes it easier for teachers to monitor student work and
behaviour, and to foster a positive, respectful and productive learning environment.
There is strong evidence that rows of tables facing the board are most effective

in minimising off-task behaviour (Wannarka and Ruhl 2008; Simmons et al. 2015).
When it is not possible or appropriate to arrange learning spaces in this way, the
optimal seating arrangement should be informed by both the nature of the learning
task and the needs of students.

Using praise and acknowledgement to reinforce
appropriate behaviour

Acknowledging students when they demonstrate appropriate behaviour is a simple
yet essential component of evidence-informed behaviour support (McDonald 2019;
Bennett 2020). Behaviour-specific praise, as a form of positive feedback, helps
students understand exactly which behaviours are expected and encourages
repetition. However, research suggests behaviour-specific praise could be used
more frequently and deliberately in classrooms to better balance corrections in
supporting positive student behaviour (Rila et al. 2024).

Effective praise and acknowledgement are most impactful when they are specific
and timely, clearly identifying the behaviour being recognised. This not only
reinforces expectations but also shows students their effort is noticed and valued.
Reprimands are more effective when they are infrequent and delivered privately
(Wheldall et al. 2020).

Research on positive teaching approaches shows that praise and acknowledgement
are most effective when they are (Wheldall et al. 2020; AERO 2023b):

» contingent - directly linked to the behaviour displayed
« immediate - provided soon after the behaviour occurs
« consistent -reinforced regularly so students know expectations are predictable

« abundant but purposeful - frequent enough to establish habits, then gradually
reduced as behaviours become embedded.

6 Active supervision involves moving about the classroom, scanning for signs of on-task or off-task
behaviour, predicting when inappropriate behaviour is likely, redirecting students to on-task behaviour
and acknowledging appropriate behaviours (Menzies et al. 2018).
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Teachers and school staff can also use explicit recognition systems - such as
tokens, shout-outs or house points -to acknowledge and reinforce appropriate
behaviour (Evidence for Learning 2023). While these systems can enhance student
motivation and foster group cohesion, it is important to recognise that they are not
equally effective for all students (Moore et al. 2019). Those experiencing complex
life circumstances, multiple risk factors, or who are intrinsically motivated may
benefit from different approaches. To optimise effectiveness, these systems should
be fair, inclusive and transparent. Teachers need to clearly define the behaviours
or achievements being recognised, ensure the system accommodates diverse
abilities, provide constructive feedback for improvement and regularly evaluate

its effectiveness.

Responding calmly to disengaged, inappropriate and
disruptive behaviours

When behaviour does not meet expectations, it is important for teachers and school
staff to respond calmly, consistently and proportionately - often scripting and
rehearsing their responses to ensure they “act, don’t react” (Wheldall et al. 2020:59).
A graduated response provides a structured way of addressing inappropriate
behaviour, ensuring the response matches the seriousness of the behaviour

(AERO 2023b):

1. using a non-verbal cue such as eye contact, gesture or proximity to redirect
minor off-task behaviour

2. moving closer to the student without disrupting others or drawing undue
attention

3. providing a verbal reminder of expectations

4. offering choices to encourage the student to take responsibility for correcting
their behaviour

5. applying fair and proportionate consequences, in alignment with school policy
and procedures, when the behaviour continues or escalates.

The teacher’s response is largely influenced by the nature of the misbehaviour
(AITSL 2021). For serious behaviours like racist or discriminatory remarks,
harassment, or threats, more immediate and overt action is required. In these
situations, subtle cues like a look are insufficient - both the individual involved
and the wider class need to see the behaviour being addressed appropriately
in line with policy and procedures. This may involve:

« aclear, calm verbal correction explaining why the behaviour is unacceptable

» arestorative practice conversation [PDF 66KB] to repair harm and
promote understanding

» engaging with the school’s Anti-Racism Contact Officer to assist in managing
the behaviour

» or, where necessary, an action in line with the School Behaviour Support and
Management Plan (staff only) and NSW Department of Education’s Student
Behaviour Policy.
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Framing consequences as opportunities for learning and restoration, rather than
purely punishment, fosters a sense of fairness in students and helps rebuild
relationships when expectations are breached (Rhodes and Long 2019).

Students often take cues from their teachers (AERO 2026b). Remaining calm and
regulated during behavioural incidents models emotional control and strengthens
authority. Conversely, responding with anger, sarcasm or inconsistency can damage
relationships and reduce the likelihood that students will demonstrate appropriate
behaviour in the future.

For further information on responding to disengaged and disruptive student
behaviours, including practical guidance on implementing a graduated response and
supporting students during times of escalation, refer to:

+ AERO’s Classroom management practice guides:

o ‘Responding to disengaged and disruptive behaviours’

o ‘Escalated behaviour: Creating calm, focused classrooms’

o ‘Persistent disengaged and disruptive behaviour: Creating calm,
focused classrooms’.

» the department’s professional learning: De-escalation of Student Behaviour;
and Understanding behaviour.
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Strategy 5

Supporting diversity through culturally

responsive and inclusive practices

Cultural responsiveness and trauma-informed practice
in behaviour support

NSW public schools are diverse, and effective behaviour practices should

reflect and respect this diversity.” Culturally responsive behaviour support and
management acknowledges the experiences, identities and communication styles
students bring to school. Students are more likely to engage and demonstrate
appropriate behaviour when expectations are taught with cultural awareness

and inclusivity. For example, embedding Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
perspectives in the curriculum so Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
students see their identities respected and valued, and all students deepen

their understanding of Australia’s shared stories.

Key culturally responsive practices include (Weinstein et al. 2004; NSW AECG
and NSW Department of Education 2020; AITSL 2021; CESE 2022):

« learning about students’ cultural backgrounds and incorporating this knowledge
into examples, routines and discussions, where appropriate

» using inclusive language and resources that reflect the diversity of the
school community

« working with families, local Aboriginal Education Consultative Groups to
co-design supports and approaches for behavioural expectations

» recognising and avoiding deficit thinking or bias

« providing behaviour expectations in multiple formats, such as visual, verbal
instructions, and role-play, to ensure accessibility.

Equally important is recognising that trauma can impede learning and behaviour,
and some students will require trauma-informed behaviour support. Trauma can
impact a student’s memory, focus, concentration, self-regulation and ability to
form positive relationships (DeCandia et al. 2014; Harris 2017; CESE 2020Db).

7 This paper acknowledges the diversity of NSW public schools, which extends beyond the specific
groups mentioned.
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In an educational context, trauma-informed practice is a strengths-based
framework in which education systems, schools and school staff understand,
recognise and respond effectively to the impact of trauma on students in ways
that can help students feel safe (Craig 2016; Quadara and Hunter 2016). While
there is no single, proven model for successfully implementing trauma-informed
practice in educational settings, researchers and practitioners commonly suggest
the following interrelated strategies can be useful in supporting the wellbeing and
learning of all students, particularly those impacted by trauma (Van der Kolk 2005;
Atkinson 2013; SAMHSA 2014, Craig 2016; Wall et al. 2016; Kezelman 2021):

» physical and emotional safety for students and staff

» respect for diversity, including different cultures, historical backgrounds and
genders

« positive relationships, particularly focused on trust, respect, consistency and
predictability

« empowerment of students, including taking a strengths-based approach.

For more information on these strategies, see CESE’s (2020b) Trauma-informed
practice in schools - an explainer.

Both culturally responsive and trauma-informed practices encourage teachers

to consider how their own values, assumptions and responses shape classroom
relationships (Weinstein et al. 2004; Peddie et al. 2024). Together, these approaches
create environments where students feel safe, valued and supported to meet
expectations outlined in the Student Code of Conduct.

Students with additional learning and support
requirements

Inclusive classrooms accommodate students with a wide range of abilities,
neurodivergences and emotional needs through practices that combine clarity,
care and consistency. These students may require differentiated behaviour support
to fully access learning and demonstrate appropriate behaviour (Meyer et al. 2021).
This support can include, for example:

» increased structure and predictable routines

« visual schedules, social stories, and scripts

« calm-down spaces and sensory tools

« one-on-one check-ins and individual behaviour support plans.

Individualised and intensive supports should be collaboratively planned with input
from students, learning support staff including student learning support officers,
families and, when appropriate, external professionals (AITSL 2021; AERO 2025).
As an alternative to excluding students for behaviours they may not fully control,

effective approaches focus on actively developing their skills over time through
consistent support and engagement.
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Students with language or self-regulation difficulties may struggle to express
feelings or frustrations verbally, which can lead to acting out or withdrawing
(AITSL 2021). For example, an overwhelmed student might disrupt the lesson or
alternatively become quiet and disengaged.

Teachers play a key role in supporting communication and emotional regulation
directly. For students with language difficulties, alternative methods of
communication, such as visual aids, gestures, or assistive technology, can help
them express their needs more clearly (Meyer et al. 2021). For students with
self-regulation challenges, strategies that leverage their preferences, strengths
and needs can support emotional regulation, helping them manage their feelings
in positive and constructive ways (AERO 2025).

The department’s Functional Behaviour Assessment (FBA) is a valuable tool that
guides teachers through a systematic process for gathering information to better
understand and address challenging student behaviours.

While teachers and leaders are not expected to determine the underlying causes

of all behaviours, the FBA resources assist in identifying potential environmental or
situational triggers. This insight enables informed decision-making to tailor supports
and develop effective behaviour plans, while recognising that some situations

may require additional expertise or support beyond what a teacher or school can
manage alone. NSW Department of Education staff can access e-learning modules
on planning and responding functionally to behaviour.

By embedding inclusive strategies, schools can create environments
where their students feel safe, supported and empowered to demonstrate
appropriate behaviour, thereby optimising instruction time and promoting
academic achievement.

For more information about providing additional support and guidance to identified
students, see the NSW Department of Education’s Planning behaviour for individual

students webpage.
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Strategy 6
Implementing consistent whole-school
approaches to behaviour

Creating a consistent school-wide approach to behaviour

Behaviour management strategies are most effective when embedded within a
broader, school-wide approach. Consistent implementation across all classrooms
and other school settings, supported by committed follow-through from school
leaders, is critical. Even a single teacher or executive member who does not adhere
to the whole-school approach can undermine the established high expectations and
send mixed signals to students about the value placed on these standards. One way
to achieve this is by introducing a behaviour curriculum,® a concept that has gained
prominence in Australia following a 2023 Senate inquiry recommending its adoption
to address increasing classroom disruptions.

In NSW, the new Student Code of Conduct (2026) provides the necessary
framework for establishing a whole-school approach. Like a behaviour curriculum,
the Code clearly defines expectations for all NSW public school students,
emphasising high standards of respect, responsibility and safety, while also
outlining behaviours that do not meet these expectations. Implementing a whole-
school approach to behaviour promotes consistency and predictability across
classrooms and other school activities for both students and staff, while fostering a
strong sense of community.

Whole-school approaches® are built around shared values, preventative strategies,
and data-informed decision-making. Key features include (Myers et al. 2017;
Kubiszewski and Carrizales 2024: Center on PBIS 2025):

« acommon set of school-wide behavioural expectations
» parent, carer, and community awareness of school-wide expectations

« explicit teaching of those expectations in all school settings (classroom,
playground, excursions)

8 The concept of a ‘behaviour curriculum’ is based on the premise that, like any new skill or concept,
behaviour needs to be taught systematically. It formalises school-wide expectations, rules, and routines
into a clear scope and sequence of age-appropriate behaviours taught across the school. For more
information, see Bennett 2023.

9 For example, Positive Behaviour for Learning (PBL). PBL is a type of School-Wide Positive Behaviour
Support (SWPBS) with a strong evidence base. Also known as Positive Behaviour Interventions and
Support (PBIS), SWPBS is a whole-school approach that uses evidence-informed practices to create
positive, predictable, and equitable learning environments. It supports all students through a multi-tiered
system by establishing clear expectations, explicitly teaching appropriate behaviours, and using data to
monitor and refine practice. For more information, see St. Joseph et al. 2025.
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» amulti-tiered system of universal, early intervention, and targeted support
» regular use of behaviour data to identify trends, monitor progress, evaluate the
effectiveness and refine practices.

Research shows that schools implementing these frameworks with fidelity see
reductions in suspensions, improved student behaviour and higher levels of staff
and student satisfaction (Fox et al. 2022: Richardson et al. 2023).

A whole-school multi-tiered approach ensures that:

« most students (Tier 1) are supported through universal strategies embedded in
everyday teaching, routines, and the school culture

« some students (Tier 2) receive additional targeted support, small-group
interventions and closer monitoring

« afew students (Tier 3) require intensive, individualised support, developed in
collaboration with specialists, families and external services.

The department’s Care continuum facilitates the implementation of a whole-school,

prevention-focused and positive approach to behaviour support to meet the needs

of all students. For more practical guidance and tools to support Tier 1, Tier 2 and

Tier 3 implementation, see the department’s support resources. For information on

face-to-face professional learning, contact Team Around a School (staff only).

Building confidence through professional learning

Behaviour management is a complex professional skill, not an innate ability. Many

teachers, especially early career teachers, report feeling underprepared to manage

behaviour when they enter the classroom (Hepburn and Beamish 2019b; OECD
2019). This gap between initial teacher education and the realities of practice can
lead to increased stress and contribute to attrition.

Schools can bridge this gap by investing in structured, evidence-informed
professional learning that provides (AITSL 2021):

« induction and refresher training in behaviour management strategies and routines

« ongoing workshops, peer learning, and coaching opportunities

» opportunities for teachers to rehearse and model strategies in low-stakes settings

» feedback cycles that support reflection and refinement.

It is important to recognise that behaviour management is a common challenge
faced by many teachers, not just those new to the profession. To address

this, the NSW Department of Education is committed to offering high-quality,
evidence-informed professional learning to support the implementation of the
Student Behaviour Policy and procedures. This ongoing training is designed to
help staff at all career stages develop and refine the skills and strategies needed
to manage student behaviour effectively in various school settings, including
classrooms, playgrounds, excursions and other activities.
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Professional learning should focus on practical strategies that can be applied
immediately, enacted by modelling, rehearsal and feedback (Peddie et al. 2024). For
example, teachers might practise giving clear directions or using non-verbal cues in
a low-stakes setting before applying them in the classroom and other settings.

Sustained improvement in behaviour management is more likely when teachers,
other school staff and school leaders work together, and when leaders create a
school culture where all teachers and school staff feel comfortable and encouraged
to seek support whenever needed. School leaders play a crucial role in enabling this
(Bennett 2017; AITSL 2021; Winn et al. 2021). They can, for example:

» Schedule collaborative planning time: although time is often limited, allocating
even brief, dedicated periods for staff to work together, can make a meaningful
impact. Leaders can create opportunities for sharing experiences, discussing
challenges, and developing collective strategies for managing student behaviour.
This can include dedicated sessions during staff development days, or short
‘bite-sized’ professional learning in weekly briefings. Structured time to share
experiences and co-design routines leads to a more consistent and predictable
approach across the school.

» Encourage peer observation and coaching: leaders can promote a culture of
openness and professional growth by encouraging teachers to observe one
another’s practice. Short, focused observations - for example, watching how a
colleague uses non-verbal cues or manages transitions - provide valuable learning
opportunities. Follow-up coaching conversations support teachers in reflecting on
and adapting strategies to their own context.

« Celebrate and share effective practice: leaders can use staff meetings,
newsletters, or informal shout-outs to highlight examples of effective behaviour
support. Publicly recognising positive practice reinforces collective ownership
and builds confidence across the entire staff.

Active leadership ensures that behaviour support is not left to individual teachers
working in isolation but is a whole-school priority embedded in ongoing professional
learning and improvement.

The role of leadership

School leaders play a key role in establishing and sustaining a positive approach

to behaviour (AITSL 2021; Fox et al. 2022). They set the tone for the whole school
community, and ensure systems are applied consistently and fairly. By cultivating a
culture where all teachers feel empowered and unembarrassed to ask for support,
leaders enable collaboration and shared responsibility, strengthening their school’s
approach to behaviour management.

Effective leaders:

« Model respectful relationships: leaders demonstrate the behaviours they expect
from staff, students, and families. Research shows that relational leadership
fosters trust and strengthens school culture (Sarra et al. 2020; AITSL 2022).
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» Prioritise professional learning: leaders invest in building staff confidence and
expertise by providing access to targeted training, coaching and collaborative
planning time. They may also draw on expertise within the school (Hepburn and
Beamish 2019b; Peddie et al. 2024).

» Support teachers’ professional judgement: leaders foster a culture where
teachers’ professional expertise is respected and trusted. They back
teachers’ classroom responses aligned with the School Behaviour Support
and Management Plan (SBSMP) (staff only) and students’ individual support
plans, and support the escalation of serious incidents (Marzano et al. 2003;
Bennett 2017).

» Build and sustain strong partnerships with Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait
Islander Communities and local AECGs: leaders ensure that behavioural
expectations, responses and supports are co-designed (NSW AECG and NSW
Department of Education 2020; CESE 2022)

» Promote consistency across the school: leaders ensure behaviour expectations
and responses are applied fairly and predictably, reducing student confusion and
fostering a positive, equitable environment (AITSL 2021; Richardson et al. 2023;
Peddie et al. 2024).

» Use data for decisions: reviewing behaviour-related data helps leaders to identify
trends, make informed decisions and allocate resources effectively (Fox et al.
2022; Center on PBIS 2025).

Leaders can enable implementation by regularly reviewing behavioural data,
celebrating successes, and addressing ongoing challenges in their setting.
Establishing a co-designed, shared vision and common language around behaviour
across the school helps ensure all staff - teachers, support staff, and administrative
staff — are working together (Fox et al. 2022; Richardson et al. 2023).

A whole-school approach also helps students as they transition between year levels,
staff, or from primary school to secondary school. For example, when a student
moves from primary school to secondary school, maintaining consistent behavioural
expectations across different subjects can facilitate adjustment and reduce anxiety
(Peddie et al. 2024).

By modelling, supporting, and embedding effective practice, school leaders create
the conditions for consistency, fairness and belonging across the school. This aligns
directly with Our Plan for NSW Public Education, which commits to every student
being known, valued, and cared for.

For further resources designed to help school leaders identify and implement
evidence-informed whole-school approaches, see:

« The NSW Department of Education’s School Behaviour Support and Management
Plan (SBSMP) (staff only)

« AERO’s Classroom management professional learning resources for school leaders

« The NSW Department of Education’s Behaviour professional learning webpage
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Conclusion

Creating safe, respectful, and engaging learning environments where all students
can succeed is a central goal of every NSW public school. As research and teacher
experience shows, appropriate student behaviour is not accidental - it is taught,
reinforced and embedded through intentional, school-wide practices.

Key findings from this evidence summary include:

behaviour should be explicitly taught, just like academic skills
positive teacher-student relationships are foundational to success

high expectations, communicated with care, motivate students to meet
behavioural and academic goals

consistent routines and proactive strategies reduce disruption and
increase engagement

a whole-school approach ensures consistency and shared responsibility

behaviour support must be inclusive and responsive to the diverse needs
of all learners

teachers need access to ongoing, high-quality professional learning to
build expertise

school leaders play a vital role in establishing and sustaining positive behaviour
culture and consistency.

These practices not only improve student behaviour but also create the conditions
for deeper learning, better wellbeing and stronger relationships.
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Conclusion

The Australian Education Research Organisation
(AERO) has an extensive suite of resources to
support positive student behaviour

AERO has produced a suite of classroom management explainers, practice

guides and skill resources based on a synthesis of relevant research evidence

and guidance from researchers and practitioners. AERO’s Classroom management
resources: User guide describes these three types of resources and how they can
support teachers to develop, refine, or refresh their practice:

Classroom management explainers provide summaries of the evidence for
classroom management, explain the key principles and describe how they are
enacted in practice.

Classroom management practice guides provide step-by-step guidance for
effectively implementing and refining evidence-based practices, and checklists
for effective practice.

Classroom management skill resources support teachers in refining necessary
classroom management skills. They include definitions for the elements for success
for each skill.

School leaders can use these resources when reviewing and refining whole-school
approaches to classroom management. They can also use them to support teachers
to reflect on and refine their practice and skills, and to support conversations,
mentoring or other collaborative approaches aimed at improving classroom
management. In addition, AERO has created Classroom management professional
learning resources to help school leaders guide staff in professional learning to
support a whole-school approach to classroom management.
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Conclusion

Remember

There are times when student behaviour may be beyond what a classroom teacher
or school can manage by themselves. The department has supports available to you
through the Team Around a School (staff only).

The Assistant Principal Learning and Support or Learning and Wellbeing Officer
aligned to each principal network is the first point of contact for principals and
school teams. The Assistant Principal Learning and Support or Learning and
Wellbeing Officer can be contacted by phone or email.

If you know the support you need,
go directly to the School Support
Contacts or scan this QR code.

Where you are unsure and wish to discuss support options, please contact your
Learning and Wellbeing Officer or Assistant Principal Learning and Support.

For urgent requests, principals should contact their Director, Educational
Leadership (DEL).
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