
SELF-MONITORING HELPS STUDENTS DO MORE THAN JUST BE ON TASK
1
 

Self-monitoring is a relatively simple procedure in which a person observes his behavior 

systematically and records the occurrence or nonoccurrence of a specific behavior. Self-

monitoring not only often changes the behavior observed and recorded, it also typically changes 

the behavior in the desired direction. 

Self-monitoring has helped students with and without disabilities be on task more often in the 

classroom (Wood, Murdock, Cronin, Dawson, & Kirby, 1998), decrease talk-outs and aggression 

(Martella, Leonard, Marchand-Martella, & Agran, 1993), improve their performance in a variety 

of academic subject areas (Maag, Reid, & DiGangi, 1993; Wolfe, Heron, & Goddard, 2000), and 

complete homework assignments (Trammel, Schloss, & Alper, 1994). In addition to improving 

the target behavior, self-monitoring enables students to achieve a form of self-determination by 

taking responsibility for their learning (Wehmeyer & Schalock, 2001). 

CAN STUDENTS WITH ADHD SELF-MONITOR THEIR OWN BEHAVIOR? 

How can a a student who seldom sits still, pays little attention to instruction, and frequently 

disrupts the class be expected to carefully observe his own behavior and accurately self-record 

it? Asking a child with ADHD to self-monitor whether he is on task and productive may seem a 

bit like asking the fox to guard the hen house. How can a student with ADHD pay attention to 

his own paying attention? Isn’t he likely to forget? And if he does remember, what will keep him 

from recording that he was on task even if he wasn’t? Although these are understandable and 

legitimate questions and concerns, research has shown self-monitoring to be an effective 

intervention for students diagnosed with ADHD (e.g., Barry & Messer, 2003; Harris, 

Friedlancer, Saddler, Frizzelle, & Graham, 2005; Lo & Cartledge, 2006). 

HOW TO GET STARTED 

Following are suggestions based on more than 30 years of research on self-monitoring. For a 

review of principles and strategies for self-monitoring, see Cooper, Heron, and Heward (2007). 

Detailed procedures and materials for teaching students self-monitoring and other self-

management skills are described in Joseph and Konrad (2009) and Rafferty (2010). 

1. Specify the target behavior and performance goals. In general, students should self-
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monitor their performance of academic or social tasks (e.g., number of math problems answered, 

participating in class discussions, transitioning between activities, having materials ready for 

class) instead of an on-task behavior such as “paying attention.” On-task behavior does not 

necessarily result in a collateral increase in productivity. By contract, when productivity is 

increased, improvements in on-task behavior almost always occur as well. However, a student 

whose persistent off-task and disruptive behaviors create problems for him or others in the 

classroom may benefit more from self-monitoring on-task behavior, at least initially. 

Encourage students’ participation in selecting and defining the behaviors to be self-

monitored and in setting performance goals. Some students will work harder to achieve self-

selected goals than teacher-determined goals (Olympia, Sheridan, Jenson, & Andrews, 1994). 

2. Select or create materials that make self-monitoring easy. Simple paper-and-pencil 

recording forms, wrist counters, hand-tally counters, and countdown timers can make self-

monitoring easy and efficient. Self-recording forms consisting of nothing more than a series of 

boxes or squares are often effective. At various intervals, the student might write a + or –, circle 

yes or no, or mark an  through a smiling face or sad face; or record tally marks for the number 

of target responses made during a just-completed interval. 

For example, elementary students with ADHD used the form shown here/where? to self-

monitor whether they worked quietly, evaluated their work, and followed a prescribed sequence 

for obtaining teacher assistance during independent seat-work activities (Lo & Cartledge, 2006). 

The form served the dual purpose of reminding the students of the expected behaviors and as a 

device on which to self-record those behaviors. Countoons are self-monitoring forms that 

illustrate the target behaviors to be self-monitored and the consequences for meeting the 

performance contingency (Daly & Ranalli, 2003). 

KidTools are free software programs children can use to create charts and tools for self-

monitoring and other self-management tasks. KidTools can be downloaded at 

http://kidtools.missouri.edu. Also available at this site are training modules for teachers with 

video demonstrations and practice materials. 

3. Provide supplementary cues to self-monitor. Although the self-monitoring device or form 

itself provides a visual reminder to self-monitor, additional prompts or cues are often helpful. 
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Teachers should provide frequent prompts at the beginning of a self-monitoring intervention and 

gradually reduce their number as the student becomes accustomed to self-monitoring. Auditory 

prompts in the form of prerecorded beeps or tones to cue self-monitoring. For example, Todd, 

Horner, and Sugai (1999) had a student place a check mark next to Yes or No under the heading 

“Was I paying attention?” each time he heard a prerecorded tone that sounded at random 

intervals. 

Tactile prompts to signal self-recording moments. The MotivAider® (www.habitchange.com) 

is a small, battery-operated device the user can program to vibrate at fixed or variable time 

intervals. Flaute, Peterson, Van Norman, Riffle, and Eakins (2005) describe 20 ways for using a 

MotivAider to improve behavior and productivity in the classroom. 

4. Provide explicit instruction. Self-monitoring is easy, but don’t assume that simply telling 

the student how to do it will suffice. Model examples and nonexamples of the target behavior 

and how and when it should be recorded, provide repeated opportunities to practice, and give 

praise and corrective feedback. 

5. Reinforce accurate self-monitoring. Although self-monitoring often positively affects 

behavior even when inaccurate (e.g., Maag et al., 1993; Marshall, Lloyd, & Hallahan, 1993), 

accurate self-monitoring is desirable, especially when students the self-recorded data are the 

basis for self-evaluation or self-administered consequences. One proven method for increasing 

the accuracy of self-monitoring is rewarding students when their self-recorded data match 

teacher-collected data for the same period (Rhode, Morgan, & Young, 1983). Check student’s 

data frequently at the beginning of a self-monitoring program, then gradually reduce the number 

of checks to a randomly scheduled check every now and then. 

6. Reward improvements in the target behavior. Self-monitoring is often part of an 

intervention package that includes reinforcement for meeting self- or teacher-selected 

performance goals (e.g., Olympia et al., 1994). The reinforcer may be self-administered or 

teacher-delivered (Martella et al., 1993). 

7. Encourage self-evaluation. Self-evaluation entails comparing one’s performace with a 

predetermined goal or standard (e.g., Grossi & Heward, 1998). Show the student how to self-

evaluate and make self-evaluative statements about his behavior (e.g., “That was my best score 

ever. Excellent!” “I missed my goal by 2 problems. I’ll work harder tomorrow.”). 
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8. Evaluate the program. Take some data of the student’s behavior for several days before 

the student begins self-monitoring. Use these data as a baseline against which to compare the 

data you obtain during the first several sessions of self-monitoring. 
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