
Reports of children with mental health issues and 
maladaptive behaviors increased following the 
unprecedented pandemic-era events.i Since returning to in-
person instruction, teachers are concerned by an uptick in these 
issues,ii including a decline in students’ respect for authority, 
lower tolerance for redirection, a rise in misbehaviors, fighting, 
and swearing in schools.iii iv Teachers now identify managing 
student behaviors as one of their two largest job-related 
stressors (along with attending to pandemic-era learning loss).v vi 
Working in this environment can cause chronic stress, eventually 
leading to teacher burnout and eventual turnover.vii Studies 
before the pandemic show that the stress of dealing with student 
maladaptive behaviorsviii and heightened disciplinary issues can 
increase the likelihood that a teacher will leave their position.ix 

In the years following the pandemic, Virginia teachers who left 
their positions identified inadequate support and ineffective 
leadership as two of the largest contributing factors to their 
decision.x Divisions across Virginia and the nation continue to 
struggle with persistent teacher turnover and are taking note 
of such important contributing factors. This brief summarizes 
the research on student behavior issues connected to teacher 
turnover and points education leaders toward solutions 
supported by evidence-based practices. 
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Many teachers feel that they do not possess the appropriate  
skill sets to address their students’ new behavioral needs.xi   
These added demands contribute to higher rates of burnout and teacher turnover. The 
antecedents that influence maladaptive behaviors and teacher turnover are factors 
within a complex web of school interactions, which are depicted in the map below. 
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Causes of Teacher Turnover  (continued)

Mental Health Issues
Mental health among children and teenagers declined during 
the pandemic.xii About 44% of teenagers nationally reported 
feeling persistently sad or hopeless during the pandemic, 
an increase of four percentage points from 2019 to 2020.xiii 

These adverse effects seem to be more pronounced for girls, 
LGBQT+ youth, and children who have experienced racism.xiv 

Socialization and Socioemotional Regulation  
Teachers and administrators report a noticeable deterioration 
in students’ emotional regulation since returning to in-person 
instruction.xv xvi Students typically develop socioemotional 
and peer socialization skills during the early grade levels.
xvii However, students who were virtual during these years 
missed the opportunity to learn these foundational skills. 
In addition, peer socialization is a significant component 
of adolescent development, which was inhibited by social 
distancing.xviii 
 

Teacher Burnout 
Teachers are tasked with the difficult job of improving student 
academic achievement while also addressing the youth mental 
health crisis and socioemotional difficulties that cause many 
of their students to display maladaptive behaviors. Spending 
more time on maladaptive behaviors inhibits educators’ ability 
to teach and address learning loss. As a result, teachers leaving 
the classroom spiked during and after the pandemicxix ranging 
from half a percentage point to nearly five percentage points 
across states where COVID-era teacher turnover was studied.xx 

xxi xxii While these statistics may seem miniscule, each percentage 
point represents thousands of teachers across each state. 

To illustrate this point using Virginia, the Commonwealth had 
1,063 unfilled staffing positions in the 2019-2020 SY, which 
jumped to 3,649 vacancies for the 2023-2024 SY.xxiii Region 
4 alone had over 1,000 unfilled vacancies for the 2023-2024 
SY.xxiv Increased turnover occurs throughout the distribution of 
experience of teachers, with just as many late-career teachers 
leaving as early-career teachers.xxv High turnover throughout 
the teacher workforce is a cause for concern. Veteran teachers 
possess human capital; their experience and knowledge can be 
used to develop early-career teachers. At the same time, those 
early-career teachers are the future of the workforce. Thus, 
their retention is vital to the stability of the teacher workforce. 

Evidence-Based Solutions
There are evidence-based practices that teachers and school 
leaders can implement to address student maladaptive 
behaviors to improve classroom management and decrease 
teacher burnout. However, research about students’ behavior 
in schools post-COVID is only beginning to emerge. The 
research presented below includes pre-pandemic studies 
that focus on these issues and that attempted to isolate the 
influence of student behavior on teacher turnover within the 
school environment.  

unfilled staffing positions
for the 2023-2024 SY3,649

The Commonwealth had

Up from 1,063 unfilled positions in 2019-20
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Addressing Trauma

The American Academy of Pediatrics 
recommends a trauma-informed approach 
to identifying and supporting students’ 
mental health after the pandemic.xxvi This 
means providing all students with a routine, 
structured environment with caring adults 
and freeing up time to identify and screen 
for students who may be struggling with 
mental health issues. Trauma-informed 
pedagogy promotes a classroom culture 
emphasizing a safe and structured 
environment where behavioral expectations 
are clearly outlined, acknowledging 
the impact of adverse life experiences.
xxvii xxviii The structure of trauma-informed 
classrooms resembles the Positive 
Behavior Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 
classroom structure, with which many 
schools in Virginia are already familiar. 
Therefore, classrooms already using PBIS 
to fidelity could easily adopt a trauma-
informed approach.  

One randomized controlled trial examined the effects of 
integrating mental health professionals into a PBIS framework 
using the PBIS Interconnected Systems Framework (PBIS-
ISF). The schools included in this study were those identified 
as already using PBIS school-wide to fidelity.xxix  Fidelity is 
necessary because PBIS develops systematic routines and 
expectations to promote self-efficacy in students. PBIS-
ISF uses community-based partnerships - such as mental 
health professionals - to support students’ social, emotional, 
behavioral, and academic needs with focused attention on 
supporting students’ mental health.xxx In this study, community-
based partnerships included mental health professionals 
placed within the schools and schools collaborating with 
mental health centers within the community. The six PBIS-ISF 
schools experienced about a 0.50 standard deviation decrease 
in office discipline referrals.xxxi To understand what this effect 
would look like in Virginia, consider one county in Region 4 that 
counted 4,924 incidences of behaviors disrupting the classroom 
in the 2022-2023 SY. A decrease by 0.50 standard deviations 
would mean a decrease of 156 referrals. While the sample of 
this study was small, only six schools in the treatment group 
and 18 in the control group, it does offer some preliminary 
evidence to address students’ mental health. The study 
suggests adjusting systems schools already have in place, 
such as partnerships with community organizations, can help 
students struggling with mental health issues that negatively 
impact their experience in the classroom. 

Some divisions have already begun creating mental health 
networks for students. For example, Fairfax County offers free 
telehealth for high school studentsxxxii and Loudoun County 
offers free resources for mental health assessments and 
services for children and families on their division website.xxxiii 
Indeed, pre-pandemic research found telehealth was effective 
at diagnosing and improving the behavioral health of children 
and teens.xxiv

In addition to school-wide support systems, it is also crucial 
for students to build relationships within school that provide 
emotional support. A nationally representative survey 
conducted by the CDC on adolescent mental health during 
the pandemic found that students with a strong personal 
connection at school - either an adult or a peer - had better 
mental health outcomes. For students who can identify feeling 
close to someone at school, only 28.4% identified poor mental 
health in the past 30 days, compared to 45.2% for those who 
did not have someone.xxxv In addition, 5.8% of students with 
close connections at school considered suicide compared to 
11.9% of those who did not.xxxvi Increasing connectedness with 
individuals in their home, school, or community can foster 
improved mental health in students.  

Addressing Trauma and Students’ Mental Health
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Implementing Curriculum 

Teachers also report that students have lower socioemotional regulation since 
returning from the pandemic. Schools might consider implementing lessons 
explicitly teaching social skills to reduce maladaptive behaviors resulting from 
lower emotional regulation. These programs are primarily beneficial in lower 
elementary grades, where socioemotional development largely takes place. One 
randomized controlled trial examined the effect of integrating the PurposeFull 
People curriculum into PBIS Tier-1 instruction on students’ social, emotional, and 
behavioral outcomes. Researchers observed students who received the program 
and found that they had a lower rate of incidences of maladaptive behaviors 
compared to their pre-treatment observations, and they were also 1.5 times less 
likely to have been disciplined in the last four months than peers who did not 
receive the PurposeFull lessons.xxxvii

Implementing Curriculum That Builds Social Skills

Students who recieved the
PurposeFull People

curriculum
were

in the last 4 months

times less likely to 
have been disciplined1.5
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Student behaviors and academic needs 
will take time to improve. However, 
teachers in crisis need support now.xxxviii 
Survey responses from a nationally 
representative sample of teachers 
found that teachers who felt their 
administrators supported their 
discipline decisions and felt a sense of 
belonging in their schools were about 
ten percentage points less likely to 
experience negative well-being or 
report constant job-related stress.xxxix 
Indeed, it seems that supportive 
systems and teacher well-being are 
closely connected. Another survey 
conducted during the pandemic found 
that teachers who maintained positive 
well-being identified strong 
relationships with teachers’ peers and 
supportive school leaders as the largest 
contributing factor to their satisfaction.xl 
In a survey focused on the Virginia 
teacher labor force, 32% of teachers 
stated they would consider returning to 
the profession if there were better 
systems for managing student behavior 
in place, and another 30% of teachers 
would consider returning if there was 
better support for teachers from their 
schools and the communities they 
serve.xli These findings suggest that, 
similarly to how teachers build a sense of belonging in their 
classroom to engage students, administrators must make 
connections and build a sense of belonging for teachers.xlii

Novice teachers typically find classroom management one of 
the most challenging tasks of the job. The uptick in maladaptive 
behaviors means new educators are facing more challenging 
classrooms in their first years. This has resulted in novice 
teachers reporting lower self-efficacy regarding managing 
behavior and a rise in turnover amongst them.xliii xliv xlv To mitigate 
this issue, Prince William County recently implemented a 
new mentor program for all novice teachers. Each teacher is 
matched with a mentor teacher in their first year who provides 
routine feedback and support to their mentees. As teachers 
progress into their second and third years, they are provided 
with a mentor to reach out to if needed but are no longer 
required to have routine meetings. As a result of this new 
program, the county has seen a 91% retention rate among 

Supporting Teachers  

Supporting Teachers’ Behavioral Management Decisions  
and Their Development

novice teachers. Other counties might consider similar systems 
of support to develop their novice educators. 

Another study found that schools where teachers received 
more in-person observations had fewer referrals for student 
misbehavior and fewer suspensions. In their study, the 
researchers found that increased observations improved 
classroom management, which administrator presence in the 
classroom alone could not account for.xlvi This suggests that 
increasing the number of observations allowed administrators to 
provide teachers with meaningful feedback that helped teachers 
improve their classroom management skills, resulting in lower 
rates of misbehavior. This study highlights that increased 
observations, feedback, or effective PD that addresses teacher 
concerns and offers explicit solutions to classroom management 
can be an effective intervention for teachers struggling with 
classroom management. This, in turn, could increase teacher 
self-efficacy and reduce burnout and turnover.
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Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic drastically changed school structure 
and opportunities to socialize with peers. In addition, some 
families experienced stress or traumatic events such as a 
parent losing their job or the loss or illness of a loved one. 
In Virginia, in the first year of the pandemic, the death rate 
rose 15% higher than expected levels, and countrywide, over 
1 million lives were lost. This has lasting effects on the mental 
health and socioemotional skills of children and adolescents. 
Therefore, schools should continue promoting classroom culture, 
emphasizing safe and structured environments where behavioral 
expectations are clearly outlined, and screening for and providing 
mental health services to those who need them. Schools would 
benefit from teachers explicitly teaching social skills in lower 
grades, especially for cohorts who attended lower elementary 
grades virtually and missed the opportunity to socialize with 

peers and develop these skills. Finally, teachers need supportive 
environments from peers and administrators as they navigate 
this difficult moment in education. Administrators should build 
relationships with their teachers and provide collaborative 
time for teachers to build relationships with each other. 
Teachers would also benefit from direct support or explicit 
training to help improve classroom management skills and 
address these new behavioral challenges.   

If your school or district is interested in adopting or 
adapting one of the interventions presented, or if your 
organization has implemented the intervention discussed 
without realizing the expected benefits, EdPolicyFoward 
welcomes the opportunity to problem solve collaboratively. 
Please reach out to us at epf@gmu.edu.
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