
Effective Classroom 
Strategies for Students 

with Disabilities 
Strategy 8: Creating a Break System 



Functions of Behavior 

Interfering Behavior 

Obtain/Gain Access Escape/Avoid

Stimulation/Sensory Social Tangible/Activity 



Students may escape or avoid work 
or academic tasks by engaging in 

behaviors when: 

•Work is too difficult (or perceived to 
be challenging); 

•Work is too easy;

•Reinforcement/motivation to 
complete work has not been 
established.

Off-Task Behaviors 



Break System Basics 

• Offer consistent and predictable schedules of breaks throughout the day.
Students need to know 

when breaks are coming.

• Lower the difficulty level/make the work less challenging to build 
endurance.

• Introduce work choices. 

• Use behavior momentum.

Regular access to breaks 
can prevent problem 

behaviors from occurring. 

Source: Teaching a Request for a Break

https://www.education.uw.edu/ibestt/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Teaching-a-Request-for-a-Break.pdf


Data-Based Decisions 

Baseline data can assist in planning for how often 

breaks will occur.

Consider whether breaks will be contingent or noncontingent. 

Contingent: Give breaks 

when specific tasks are 

completed. 

Noncontingent: Build break 

time into the routine as part 

of a schedule. Use a timer 

to show when the break is 

coming. 



Explicitly Teach How to Request a Break 

Use social 
narratives 

Provide a 
social script

Role play 
scenarios 

Teach students 
to use a break 

card



Break Cards
 Plan for what a 

“break” or “pause” in 
work looks like.

Praise and reinforce 
the request for break 
and coming back to 

work. 

Plan for how students 
will know when the 

break is over.

Give access to a 
break each time the 

student requests 
when first 

implementing.



Example in the Elementary Classroom
Using a Break System with Luna

Using a Break System 

with Luna

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s781GJLt48w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s781GJLt48w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s781GJLt48w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s781GJLt48w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s781GJLt48w


Additional Resources

• Intervention Guide: Teaching a Request for a Break

• The Power of Communication: Functional Communication 

Training- Kentucky Autism Training Center Video

• Teacher Delivered Behavioral Interventions in Grades K-5 

https://www.education.uw.edu/ibestt/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Teaching-a-Request-for-a-Break.pdf
https://www.education.uw.edu/ibestt/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Teaching-a-Request-for-a-Break.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ttOOoqFolU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ttOOoqFolU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ttOOoqFolU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ttOOoqFolU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ttOOoqFolU
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/behavioral-interventions-practice-guide_v3a_508a.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/behavioral-interventions-practice-guide_v3a_508a.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/behavioral-interventions-practice-guide_v3a_508a.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/behavioral-interventions-practice-guide_v3a_508a.pdf


Contact Information 

Rebecca Turner

Education Program Consultant 

Division of IDEA Implementation and Preschool

502-564-4970, extension 4164

Rebecca.Turner@education.ky.gov 

mailto:marcie.bridges@education.ky.gov
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