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Guidelines
for Using

In Schools

The Safe and Caring Schools (SACS) Initiative was launched by the former Minister of
Education in 1996. In 1999, the mission of the SACS Initiative was incorporated into the
School Act:

27(7) A board shall ensure that each student enrolled in a school
operated by the board is provided with a safe and caring environment
that fosters and maintains respectful and responsible behaviours.

There are many ways to promote safe and caring schools and encourage responsible
and respectful behaviours in students. All behavioural interventions assume a regard
for the well-being and dignity of students and staff. The use of timeout procedures is
well documented in the professional literature and, when implemented correctly, has
proven to be an effective method of reducing a wide variety of disruptive behaviours in
children.

Timeout may not be effective for all children. Each child is unique and may require
alternative strategies to deal with inappropriate behaviours. The use of timeout requires
well-defined procedures, routines and interventions to prevent and modify problem
behaviour before timeout is ever considered.

Timeout lies within a continuum of behavioural interventions and exclusion and
seclusion timeout should only be used when less restrictive interventions have not been
successful. The exception to this would be when a student presents with acting out
behaviours that school personnel did not anticipate and the safety of staff and students
is in jeopardy. Subsequent to this single, unpredictable incident, a behaviour plan must
be developed.
• Educators, parents and other members of the school communities should work

together to promote positive behaviour, teach and reinforce appropriate social skills
and encourage the development of respect and responsibility in students.

• Early intervention is the first strategy to be used to prevent acting-out behaviour and
promote academic and behavioural student success (see Appendices A and B).

If timeout is used, strategies must be systematically planned, delivered, supervised and
evaluated to determine their effectiveness with individual students.
• Parental permission must be obtained in order to utilize seclusion timeout as a

strategy in the behaviour management of their children. The School Act prescribes
how schools must involve and communicate with parents in suspension and
expulsion processes. Parents may not support the use of timeout. If that is the
case, they must be involved in determining alternative strategies for dealing with
inappropriate behaviours of their children.

• Administration must play a leadership role in the development, implementation and
monitoring of the timeout procedures and processes. Administration must also
provide opportunities for regular consultation and feedback with students, parents
and staff about school behaviour requirements and expectations and timeout.
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TIMEOUT DEFINITIONS
1. Contingent Observation or Non-exclusion Timeout — The student is removed

from the reinforcing activity, but is still allowed to observe the activity. For example,
a grade 4 student continues to disrupt the class by poking a neighbour and talking
during a class project, despite attempts from the teacher to encourage the student to
stop and focus on the task at hand. The teacher directs the student to a timeout
area in the classroom where the student is able to listen to the discussion, but not
allowed to participate for a period of time.

2. Exclusion Timeout — The student is excluded from the reinforcing activity and is
not allowed to participate or observe the activity. For example, the student
continues to talk while in contingent observation timeout. The student yells, throws a
pencil and disrupts the class activity. The teacher asks the student to leave the
timeout area and go to another supervised area until the student demonstrates
appropriate behaviour and is ready to return to class.

3. Seclusion Timeout — The student is removed from the reinforcing activity area,
placed in a separate room and is supervised during the entire seclusion timeout. For
example, the student grabs a pair of scissors off the teacher’s desk and runs around
the room and then out of the class. The student threatens other students and is in
danger of hurting self and/or others. The student is moved to a timeout room that is
safe, where he or she is constantly supervised.

4. Suspension and Expulsion — These interventions are recognized as forms of
timeout. School authorities are advised to abide by section 19 and 19.1 of the
School Act when considering suspension or expulsion procedures.

EFFECTIVE TIMEOUT STRATEGIES
The effective use of timeout is contingent upon a number of factors. The strategies
listed below are designed to provide guidance to schools and school communities as
they refine, develop and implement timeout procedures.

• When implementing timeout consider the following questions:
− Does the student understand the reason for the timeout?
− Does the student have an opportunity to stop the misbehaviour

and demonstrate appropriate behaviour?
− Does the student have an opportunity to demonstrate responsibility for his or her

own behaviour and have opportunities to practice self-control?
− Does the student understand what the expectations are for a successful return to

classroom activities?
− Is the length of time in timeout reasonable and appropriate for the student’s age

and/or ability?
− Is the timeout space reasonable, safe and respectful of the needs of all students?
− Is data routinely collected and reviewed to evaluate the effectiveness of timeout?
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• There must be a documented attempt to establish the cause of the behaviour
leading to timeout. This documentation will also guide future education and
behaviour programming decisions. Through the analysis of documentation and data
collected, more effective prevention programs may be established.

• Research indicates that the degree of timeout effectiveness is tied to an
understanding of why the student is misbehaving. A functional behaviour and/or
communicative assessment should be conducted for students who display chronic,
inappropriate behaviours. This may include, but are not limited to, an
assessment of:
− the student’s ability, areas of strengths and needs
− the situation(s) that occur prior to the student’s behaviour
− the frequency, intensity, duration and intent of the behaviour
− previous attempts to deal with the behaviour and the result of those attempts
− the environmental factors that may be contributing to the behaviour.

• The classroom environment must provide a nurturing, safe, and caring environment
where the student benefits from a wide variety of positive reinforcements and
instructional strategies.
− Clear, concise expectations for behaviour, including pre-correction, must be

communicated to the student, in a manner the student is best able to understand,
prior to the use of timeout.

− Positive reinforcement for appropriate behaviour, as well as negative
consequences for inappropriate behaviour, must be stated clearly and in a
manner appropriate for the student’s age and/or ability.

− There must be a clear distinction between the amount of positive reinforcement
the student receives when engaged in appropriate behaviours and when involved
in a timeout from the activity.

− Positive behaviour strategies may include, but are not limited to, praise and
encouragement, positive behaviour contracts, positive phone calls and notes
home. The praise and encouragement provided should be delivered frequently
and provide the student with clear descriptions of expected behaviours.
Strategies to deal with misbehaviour may include, but are not limited to, ignoring
minor misbehaviour, redirecting students to another task, loss of privileges and
timeout.

• If timeout is to be at all effective, the student must perceive the
environment he or she is removed from as being considerably
more reinforcing than the timeout environment.

• Timeout procedures for specific behaviours must be included as
part of the student’s behaviour plan and clearly stated and
communicated to the student, parent(s), staff and the administration. A review of
timeout procedures by a district specialist is strongly advised.
– The behaviours that result in timeout must be stated prior to the use of timeout.

Staff should be able to identify the specific behaviour that has resulted in the
timeout and the reinforcing situations that are allowing the student’s inappropriate
behaviour to continue.
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• Should a student present with behaviours that compromise the safety of others, and
the student has never presented such behaviours before, the use of timeout, for
safety reasons, may occur regardless of the contents of the IPP. This incident must
be documented and reported to the parents. Revisions to the IPP are advised
immediately after the incident.

• Milder forms of timeout must be tried prior to resorting to the use of seclusion
timeout. Documentation that milder forms of timeout have not been effective with a
student should be provided before using seclusion timeout.

• If exclusion and/or seclusion timeout is to be utilized as a strategy in the behavioural
interventions continuum, the specific behaviour(s) resulting in timeout must be
clearly communicated to the student, parent(s) and the administration prior to the
use of exclusion and/or seclusion timeout. The plan should be documented on the
student’s Individualized Program Plan (IPP) and should include specific strategies to
deal with the disruptive behaviour(s).

• When using seclusion timeout the following procedures should be utilized:
− The use of seclusion timeout should be documented in the student’s

behaviour plan and/or on the student’s IPP and signed by the
student’s parent and IPP team that includes the student, parent(s),
teacher(s), administration and other appropriate personnel.

− Administration must be informed of the student’s need for seclusion
timeout and involved in providing support and assistance, if
necessary.

− A staff member who is familiar with the student’s behaviour plan must
continuously supervise the student.

− The staff member should document, in a central log available to all members of
the team, the student’s name, the behaviour resulting in seclusion timeout, the
time of day that the student entered timeout, the time the student was released
from timeout, the total time in timeout and the student’s behaviour in timeout.

− The effectiveness of the use of seclusion timeout should be evaluated on an
ongoing basis.

• Timeout rooms must provide for the safety and security of the student and be shown
to be effective in the reduction of dangerous behaviours and the promotion of
appropriate behaviour. For example, timeout rooms must:

− not be locked from either the outside or inside
− meet Fire Marshal standards
− be supervised at all times
− not contain items or fixtures that may be harmful to students
− be well ventilated
− allow students to exit should there be an emergency (see Fire Marshal standards)
− provide the means where adults can visually monitor the student at all times.
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EARLY INTERVENTIONS THAT HELP TO PREVENT
PROBLEM BEHAVIOURS

Inviting, engaging
classrooms.

Clearly articulated and
communicated school-
wide expectations for
student behaviour
(Please see EBS link,
Safe and Caring
Schools Website,
www.learning.gov.ab.ca
\safeschools\

The frequent
reinforcement of positive
behaviours and a 4 to 1
ratio of positive to
negative interventions.

The routine
communication of current
themes, curriculum
content, behavioural
expectations and
academic successes to
parents and other
stakeholders.

Classroom discipline and
responsibility plans (see
Teaching Students with
Emotional Disorders and/or
Mental Illness. See also
document excerpts at the
Safe and Caring Website,
www.learning.gov.ab.ca\
safeschools\

Social skills instruction.
Model, teach, practise
and reinforce the
behaviour students are
to engage in to realize
academic and social
success.

The active scanning and
monitoring of behaviours in
the school and classrooms.

The collection and
analyses of data to guide
future decisions regarding
preventative strategies.

The teaching of relaxation
techniques, self-monitoring
and problem-solving in
addition to or as part of
social skills instruction.

The teachable moment.
Since the generalization of
social skills training
continues to be difficult,
teach, rehearse and
reinforce social behaviours
in natural environments.

Pre-correction for
problem behaviours.
Often adults in the
school are able to predict
where and when problem
behaviours may occur.
Remind students of
expectations prior to
identified activities or
transitions.

Use descriptive, specific
statements to encourage
students. For example
“You used your words to
ask to join in” or “You have
been focused on your
writing project for ten
minutes.”

Develop Individualized
Program Plans for
students in need of
exceptional services.
Work in partnership with
the student’s parents or
care providers to ensure
success across
environments.
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STEPS TO TAKE SHOULD ACTING-OUT BEHAVIOUR OCCUR

Provide
individual
students in
need of
additional
support with
private
corrective
feedback.

Use
proximity
control to
deliver
private cues
and shape
student
behaviour.

Provide
support. At
low levels of
acting-out
behaviour, a
supportive
stance may
serve to
prevent any
further
escalation of
behaviour.

Redirect the student.

Use planned
ignoring and
monitor its effects
on behaviour
change.

Establish
monitoring
and
reinforcement
systems for
students in
need of
individualized
services and
supports.

Impose
established
classroom and,
if need be,
school-wide
consequences.

Develop and
employ a specific
contract for
behaviour change
with the student
and his or her
parents and
include this in the
student’s IPP.

Collect and
analyze data
to guide future
decisions.

Refer students
presenting with
ongoing, severe
acting-out behaviours
for interagency
assessment and
intervention services.
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