
Dealing with Underachieving Students 
 
Problem area:  Underachieving students do the minimum just to get by.  They do not 
value school and are not challenged by schoolwork.  Underachieving students are 
poorly motivated. 
 
Implementation:  Jere Brophy interviewed expert teachers and reviewed the relevant 
education and psychology literature on this topic.  This summary is compiled from the 
information he provides in his book, referenced below. 
 

 There are several types of underachievement: 
 

o Alienated underachievers are students who aren’t oriented to or interested in 
schoolwork, aren’t motivated, are unwilling to accept responsibility, and fail to 
persist in the face of a challenge. 

o Aggressive underachievers are disruptive, talkative, and can act as the class 
clown. 

o Nonachievement syndrome:  the student is lazy and/or unmotivated, seems to 
coast or cruise, provides endless excuses, and procrastinates. 

o Work-Inhibited students are unable to engage unless an adult is assisting.  
These students are immature and dependent.  They typically have deficiencies in 
study skills and self-regulation so that these need to be specifically taught. 

 

 Interventions need to target the core causes of underachievement and not the 
peripheral symptoms.  That is, focus on increasing expectations and responsibility. 

 

 Self-monitoring through progress charts can help. 
 

 Behavior modification strategies are helpful, but rewards need to be reinforcing for 
the child.  

 

 Find out what interests the child and make that the reward for work completion.  
Physical rewards work better than praise for underachieving students, who are not 
motivated by teacher reactions. 

 

 Break work to be completed into small chunks and reward the student for each 
chunk completed. 

 

 Make the curriculum as interesting as possible. 
 

 Display completed work and talk about it as a class so that the student is reinforced. 
 

 Teacher strategies that are patient and supportive, as opposed to threatening and 
demanding, tend to be more effective. 

 

 Have the underachieving student tutor or help a younger child. 



 

 Use teacher proximity, reminders of expectations, and redirection to task. 
 

 Mandel and Marcus argue that reducing work reinforces underachievement.  They 
suggest a more confrontational approach that doesn’t accept excuses and withholds 
privileges.  They suggest using these steps:   

 
o Ask if the child wants better grades.  Assuming the answer is yes,  
o Take detailed stock of current progress/problems in each subject. 
o Isolate one specific problem and develop a plan for attacking it. 
o Hold the student to the plan. 
o Reinforce his/her meeting the goal. 

 
 
Reference Citation: “Underachieving Students,” in Jere Brophy, Teaching Problem 
Students, New York: Guilford Press, 2003. 
 
Research/Efficacy:  Brophy’s suggestions are culled from his own research, interviews 
with expert teachers, and review of the research literature.  References are provided in 
the book.   
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