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Adolescence is often described as a time of great change in a person’s life. Young
people during this time are expected to behave as adults in their relationships with
their peers and adults. However, many adolescents experience frustration and stress
in being independent, in some instances, and yet dependent on their parents and
school/community authorities in others (Vickers, 2002). Most adolescents will
occasionally exhibit difficult behaviour or occasional aggressive outbursts, but
this behaviour becomes problematic when persistent.

Withers (1995) in a major review of programmes for vulnerable youth in the
UK, Canada, Australia, and the USA, concluded that all adolescents feel anger
and frustration, and exhibit a range of behaviour difficulties as a result of the many
physical, emotional, and social stresses associated with this developmental stage. It
is often appropriate to feel sad, angry, persecuted, or confused (Wilberg, 1998).
During adolescence, young people seek greater control of their lives as they create
and explore their own identity. If this is not adequately provided for by the signif-
icant adults in their lives, or if the adults do not offer other support that they value,
they may seek their independence and relationships outside the approved value
systems of the adults and may develop disruptive behaviour (Rose, 1998).

Adolescent disruptive behaviour: Implications for schools

Young people with frequent disruptive behaviour are usually classified as
experiencing behavioural, emotional or social difficulties and may also be recog-
nized as having special educational needs (Jones, 2003). A significant number of
research studies have highlighted disruptive behaviour as a major challenge for
teachers, where conflicts can arise between meeting individual needs and providing



(Farrington, 1991), early school leaving (James & Lawlor, 2001), and juvenile
criminality (Nelson, Finch, & Ghee, 2006).

There is a vast body of literature examining the effectiveness of psychological
interventions for adolescents with behavioural problems. It is considered that
school-based interventions for pupils with disruptive behaviour are most effective,
as they are already engaging in experiences within the school context that assist
them in their social and cognitive development (Murphy & Christner, 2006).
Young people who engage in disruptive behaviour often get involved in verbal
and physical quarrels with their peers, throw tantrums, have poor social skills
and show a lack of self-control (Kendall & Panichelli-Mindel, 1995). Given the
correlation between problem behaviours in adolescence and poor cognitive and
social problem-solving abilities, cognitive behavioural approaches have been
described as an efficacious intervention for young people with behaviour difficulties
(Erikson, 1998).

Cognitive behavioural interventions with adolescents:
An overview

Cognitive behavioural approaches are used for a range of problems in children,
adolescents, and adults. The core principle of the cognitive behavioural approach is
that people are not disturbed by things, but by the views they take of them (Greig,
2007). Drawing largely on the work of Beck, Rush, Shaw, and Emery (1979), the

Table 1. Types of disruptive behaviour in the classroom (Cameron, 1998)

Category Description

(a) Aggressive behaviour Hitting, pulling hair, kicking, pushing, using abusive

language

(b) Physically disruptive behaviour Smashing or damaging or defacing objects, throw-

ing objects, physically annoying other pupils



development of cognitive behavioural interventions was based around the applica-
tion of techniques to correct cognitive distortions through the application of logic
and the search for evidence.

Cognitive distortions have been reported in young people with a range of diffi-
culties. For example, aggressive children perceive more aggressive intent in ambig-
uous situations, and select fewer cues when making decisions about the intent of
another person’s behaviour (Dodge, 1985). Cognitive behavioural interventions
that address cognitive distortions are primarily concerned with the teaching of
new cognitive and behavioural skills. Programmes often involve psycho-education
in the areas of social problem solving, attribution retraining, learning new cognitive
strategies (e.g. positive self-talk), practice, and self-reinforcement (Stallard, 2002;
Toland & Boyle, 2008). In order to demonstrate how changing thoughts may



Group work using cognitive behavioural approaches

Group interventions can be delivered to multiple adolescents within a limited time-
frame, thus maximizing efficiency while not compromising effectiveness (Pérusse,
Goodhough, & Lee, 2009). While this is convenient in terms of time, space, staffing,
and financial considerations, groups also allow professionals to begin work with
young people sooner to prevent the escalation of disruptive behaviours, which
could lead to eventual exclusion during a long wait period (Mennuti, Freeman,
& Christner, 2006). The experience of being in a group is central to human exis-
tence given that a great proportion of people’s lives is spent interacting with others
in groups from the moment they are born. Action research undertaken by Larmar
(2006) indicates that a group approach is an effective means of facilitating cognitive
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