
 

Staying Present When Students Refuse Independent Work 

“Warm demanders are teachers who 'expect a great deal of their students, convince them of their own brilliance, and 
help them to reach their potential in a disciplined and structured environment.'"  

 
— Lisa Delpit, MacArthur Award winner, Felton G. Clark Professor of Education at Southern University.  

 
A note to the teacher:  
 
It’s natural to feel frustrated or want to blame students who seem like they just don’t care. You’re not alone. 
Resistant, at-risk students often test the resolve of those who care most about their success. The key to reaching 
them lies in adopting proven strategies from colleagues and classroom research. 
 
The following evidence-based strategies are designed for teams to consider, debate, revise, and revise in their PLCs. 
They aim to address the critical question: "What predictable behaviors can we use/learn/adopt when we know certain 
students will resist independent work?" Together, we will master tried and true responses that foster engagement and 
growth. 
 

Strategy Description Teacher Actions Teacher Scripts  Research & 
Evidence 

Choice 
Making

 

Provide students 
with meaningful 
choices to foster 
autonomy and 
reduce resistance. 

- Create a menu of task options. 

- Encourage flexible modalities (e.g., 
dictating responses, drawing 
diagrams). 

- Offer simple, actionable choices 
students can commit to. 

- “Would you like to start with the 
reading or the hands-on activity?” 

- “Try X or think about Y. I’ll check in 
soon.” 

- Video 
Example 1 

- Video 
Example 2 

Dunlap et al. 
(1994); 
Gushanas & 
Smith (2023) 
Link. 

Function 
Based Inter- 
ventions

 

Use a response 
based on the root 
causes of 
behavior, such as 
attention-seeking 
or task avoidance. 

- Anticipate and preempt behaviors 
with supportive non-verbal cues. 

- Modify instruction based on the 
behavior’s function (e.g., escape or 
attention-seeking) 

.- Use proximity or visual cues to 
redirect attention. 

- “It looks like this task feels 
overwhelming. Let’s find a way to 
make it more manageable.” 

- EdQueen 
Behavior 
Blog- 
Behavior Tips 

Dunlap & Fox 
(2011) Link. 

https://youtu.be/aYfAZyE8O_I
https://youtu.be/aYfAZyE8O_I
https://youtu.be/akvDT9KFZPw?si=WE_WWmfB4m2qnKmX
https://youtu.be/akvDT9KFZPw?si=WE_WWmfB4m2qnKmX
https://doi.org/10.1177/10742956231201658
https://doi.org/10.1177/10742956231201658
https://www.theedqueenbehaviorblog.com/post/attention-seeking-behaviors-strategies-to-support-the-student-and-you-that-does-not-involve-ignorin
https://www.theedqueenbehaviorblog.com/post/attention-seeking-behaviors-strategies-to-support-the-student-and-you-that-does-not-involve-ignorin
https://www.theedqueenbehaviorblog.com/post/attention-seeking-behaviors-strategies-to-support-the-student-and-you-that-does-not-involve-ignorin
https://www.atbehavior.com/blog/transforming-work-avoidance-into-active-engagement-a-6-step-approach
https://www.atbehavior.com/blog/transforming-work-avoidance-into-active-engagement-a-6-step-approach
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053815111429971


 

Predictable 
Routines

 

Ensure 
consistency.  

- Post clear schedules and use 
countdowns for transitions 

.- Establish calming start-of-class 
routines to reduce initial refusals. 

- Use Love and Logic’s idea of 
offering consistent structure to 
reduce anxiety. 

- “We’ll move to independent work in 
5 minutes. Let me know if you need 
help starting or Need help choosing 
how to start?” 

- Routines 
Resource- 
Blueprint 
Article 

Flannery & 
Horner (1994) 
Link. 

Behavioral 
Momentum 
(a.k.a High- 
Probability 
Request 
Sequences) 

 

Start with easy, 
high-probability 
tasks before 
progressing to 
more challenging 
requests. 

- Begin with simple tasks to build 
success and reduce resistance. 

- Praise each step to sustain 
momentum. 

- Model the task to reduce 
intimidation and increase clarity. 

- “Can you write your name on the 
paper? Great, now let’s tackle the first 
question.” 

- “Let’s do one together before you 
continue.” 

- Video: 
High-Probabili
ty Requests 

- PDF 
Resource 

- Example 

-Example 

Mace et al. 
(1988) Link. 

Positive 
Interactions 

 

Maintain positive 
teacher-student 
relationships 
while circulating 
often and offering 
proximity.  

Greet students at the door warmly 
each day to set a positive tone.  
 
Use specific praise to highlight effort 
and achievement (e.g., "Great job 
persisting through that tough 
problem!").  
 
Don’t make sarcastic remarks that 
could embarrass or alienate students.  
 
Don’t single out students negatively 
in front of their peers. Address issues 
privately when possible.  
 
Don’t assume students know 
expectations—clarify them explicitly 
and consistently.  
 
Don’t react emotionally to 
challenging behavior. Stay calm and 
composed to de-escalate situations.  
 
Don’t overlook small 
wins—acknowledge and celebrate 
incremental progress to keep 
students motivated.  

- “I can see this is frustrating. Let’s 
figure it out together.” 

- “I really like how you stayed on task 
during that activity.” 

Instead of sarcastic remarks that 
embarrass:“I see you’re having a tough 
time with this today. Let’s work 
through it together—you’ve got this!” 
(Acknowledges the challenge while 
offering encouragement without 
negativity.) 

Instead of singling out students 
negatively in front of peers: “Can I 
talk to you for a minute after class? I 
want to check in with you about 
something important.” 
(Ensures privacy and respect, 
maintaining the student’s dignity.) 

Additional Ideas.  

- Video: 
Building 
Relationships 

- 4 to 1 
Strategy 

Sutherland 
(2000) Link. 

Edutopia. 
(2019). 
Welcoming 
students with 
a smile. 
Retrieved 
from link. 
WeAreTeacher
s. (n.d.). 15+ 
ways to build 
positive 
teacher-studen
t relationships. 
Retrieved 
from link.  

https://newteachercoach.com/classroom-routines-for-new-teachers/
https://newteachercoach.com/classroom-routines-for-new-teachers/
https://blueprintschools.org/circulating-the-classroom-with-purpose?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blueprintschools.org/circulating-the-classroom-with-purpose?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blueprintschools.org/circulating-the-classroom-with-purpose?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01544110
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01544110
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nFmgaqn_td0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nFmgaqn_td0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nFmgaqn_td0
https://pages.uoregon.edu/ttobin/noncompliance.pdf
https://pages.uoregon.edu/ttobin/noncompliance.pdf
https://www.education.uw.edu/ibestt/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/High-Probability-Requests.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.interventioncentral.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/pdfs_blog/motivation_students_high_probability_requests.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1901/jaba.1988.21-123
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1y65zk2n_GWTlX8foG0I4fdzfkLpnfS80ftmdD4Vr2DY/edit?tab=t.0
https://youtu.be/Bj0SAHJXCYs?si=KJ8yopiDnr3lzJ4Y
https://youtu.be/Bj0SAHJXCYs?si=KJ8yopiDnr3lzJ4Y
https://youtu.be/Bj0SAHJXCYs?si=KJ8yopiDnr3lzJ4Y
https://www.cpet.tc.columbia.edu/news-press/from-off-task-to-on-what-to-do-when-kids-arent-working?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://youtu.be/Q3wpviS5gaQ
https://youtu.be/Q3wpviS5gaQ
https://doi.org/10.1080/10459880009599792
https://www.edutopia.org/article/welcoming-students-smile
https://www.weareteachers.com/teacher-student-relationships/


 

Opportunitie

s to Respond

 

Increase active 
participation 
through varied 
and frequent 
response 
methods. 

- Use whiteboards or quick polls 

- Encourage Think-Pair-Share and 
writing/drawing as alternatives 

- Pose engaging, simple questions to 
re-engage students. 

- “Everyone take 15 seconds to write 
about this question and then we’ll 
share.” 

-Think-Pair-S
hare Options 

-Engagement 
Video 

Sutherland et 
al. (2003) 
Link. 

Function 
Based Task 
Matching

 

Tailor tasks to 
student ability, 
ensuring they are 
manageable and 
achievable. 

- Break tasks into smaller parts.- 
Scaffold complexity as students build 
confidence. 

- Offer tasks that balance challenge 
and achievability based on Love and 
Logic’s principles of shared control. 

- “Let’s do the first two problems 
together.” 

-“If you feel stuck let’s start with an 
easier part and work our way up.” 

- PDF: 
Matching 
Task 
Difficulty 

- Case Study 

Haydon (2012) 
Link. 

Provide an 
Out, 
Accountably

 

Allow students a 
graceful way to 
adapt or 
temporarily 
disengage without 
confrontation. 

- Offer alternatives, like requesting a 
break or switching to a simpler task 

.- Use visual signals for non-verbal 
communication 

.- Create a reset station with calming 
tools. 

- “If this feels overwhelming right 
now, you can take a break and come 
back to it later.” 

- “You can choose to do this now or 
try a simpler task first.” 

- Resource: 
Graceful 
Disengageme
nt-  

Book 
Reference 

Hockett & 
Doubet (2020) 
Link. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/think-pair-share-variations-16-ways-up-your-game
https://www.edutopia.org/article/think-pair-share-variations-16-ways-up-your-game
https://youtu.be/1tT2M0bCi64
https://youtu.be/1tT2M0bCi64
https://doi.org/10.1177/10634266030110040501
https://doi.org/10.1177/10634266030110040501
https://pages.uoregon.edu/ttobin/noncompliance.pdf
https://pages.uoregon.edu/ttobin/noncompliance.pdf
https://pages.uoregon.edu/ttobin/noncompliance.pdf
https://pages.uoregon.edu/ttobin/noncompliance.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1353/etc.2012.0019
https://doi.org/10.1353/etc.2012.0019
https://doi.org/10.1353/etc.2012.0019
https://www.edutopia.org/article/addressing-work-refusal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.edutopia.org/article/addressing-work-refusal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.edutopia.org/article/addressing-work-refusal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.edutopia.org/article/addressing-work-refusal?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.amazon.com/Differentiation-Middle-High-School-Strategies/dp/1416620184
https://www.amazon.com/Differentiation-Middle-High-School-Strategies/dp/1416620184
https://www.amazon.com/Differentiation-Middle-High-School-Strategies/dp/1416620184
https://www.amazon.com/Differentiation-Middle-High-School-Strategies/dp/1416620184
https://www.amazon.com/Differentiation-Middle-High-School-Strategies/dp/1416620184


 

Master Teacher Tips 
Source Basic Principles of 

Communicating with 
Students 

Tips for Communicating 
with Students Who Refuse 

Example Scripts Further Reading 

Wisdom from 
Mendler: Teaching 

Students Who Don’t 
Care 

- Show genuine respect 
and care. 

- Build trust through 
consistency. 

- Avoid power struggles. 

- Use neutral language to 
de-escalate conflicts. 

- Offer students choices to 
regain a sense of control. 

- “I understand this is hard. 
Let’s figure it out 
together.” 

- “What would help you 
get started on this?” 

Mendler, A. (2000). Motivating 
Students Who Don’t Care. Link 

Marshall Rosenberg: 
Nonviolent 

Communication 

- Focus on feelings and 
needs. 

- Use empathetic 
listening.- Avoid blame or 
criticism. 

- Acknowledge the 
student’s emotions.- Use 
observations, not 
judgments, to discuss 
behavior.- 

 Address their needs and 
frame achievable requests. 

NVC Framework:  

Observation: “I noticed 
you haven’t started the 
task yet.” 

- Feeling: “I sense you 
might be feeling 
overwhelmed. Is that 
right?” 

- Need: “I’m hearing from 
you (or I understand) you 
need a little more 
guidance to feel 
comfortable starting, does 
that feel right to you” 

- Request: “Would it help 
if we broke this into 
smaller steps together? If 
not, what would help you 
right now?”  

Rosenberg, M. (2003). Nonviolent 
Communication: A Language of 
Life. Link 

Jim Fay: Love and 
Logic 

- Share control to build 
responsibility.- Offer 
choices with enforceable 
limits.- Use empathy first. 

- Avoid threats; focus on 
natural consequences 

.- Offer limited choices 
that guide behavior. 

- “You can choose to finish 
this now or during lunch. 
What works for you?” 

- “I’d be happy to help 
when you’re ready to 
start.” 

Fay, J., & Funk, D. (1995). Teaching 
with Love and Logic: Taking 
Control of the Classroom. Link 

 

https://www.ascd.org/products
https://www.cnvc.org/
https://www.loveandlogic.com/


 

Full References with Live Links 

● Dunlap, G., DePerczel, M., Clarke, S., Wilson, D., Wright, S., White, R., & Gomez, A. (1994). 
Choice-making to promote adaptive behavior for students with emotional and behavioral challenges. Journal 
of Applied Behavior Analysis, 27, 505–518. Link 

● Gushanas, C. M., & Smith, S. D. (2023). Incorporating choice-making to improve challenging and academic 
behaviors for students with emotional and behavioral disorders. Behavioral Disorders, 33(2). Link 

● Dunlap, G., & Fox, L. (2011). Function-based interventions for children with challenging behavior. Journal of 
Early Intervention, 33, 333–343. Link 

● Flannery, K. B., & Horner, R. H. (1994). The relationship between predictability and problem behavior for 
students with severe disabilities. Journal of Behavioral Education, 4, 157–176. Link 

● Mace, F. C., Hock, M. L., Lalli, J. S., West, B. J., Belfiore, P., Pinter, E., & Brown, D. K. (1988). Behavioral 
momentum in the treatment of noncompliance. Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis, 21, 123–141. Link 

● Sutherland, K. S. (2000). Promoting positive interactions between teachers and students with 
emotional/behavioral disorders. Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 44, 
110–115. Link 

● Sutherland, K., Alder, N., & Gunter, P. (2003). The effect of varying rates of opportunities to respond to 
academic requests on the classroom behavior of students with EBD. Journal of Emotional & Behavioral 
Disorders, 11, 239–248. Link 

● Haydon, T. (2012). Using functional behavior assessment to match task difficulty for a 5th grade student: A 
case study. Education and Treatment of Children, 35, 459–476. Link 

● Hockett, J. A., & Doubet, K. J. (2020). Differentiation in Middle and High School: Strategies to Engage All 
Learners. Link 

● Fay, J., & Funk, D. (1995). Teaching with Love and Logic: Taking Control of the Classroom. Golden, CO: 
Love and Logic Institute. Link 

● Mendler, A. (2000). Motivating Students Who Don’t Care. Alexandria, VA: ASCD. Link 
● Rosenberg, M. B. (2003). Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life. Encinitas, CA: PuddleDancer 

Press. Link 

University of Texas Literature Review:  

Edutopia Article: https://www.edutopia.org/article/addressing-work-refusal?utm_source=chatgpt.com 
 
Texas University Literature Review 
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