
ACADEMIC UNDERACHIEVEMENT

BEHAVIORAL DEFINITIONS

1. History of overall academic performance that is below the expected
level according to the client’s measured intelligence or perfor-
mance on standardized achievement tests.

2. Repeated failure to complete school or homework assignments
and/or current assignments on time.

3. Poor organizational or study skills that contribute to academic un-
derachievement.

4. Frequent tendency to procrastinate or postpone doing school or
homework assignments in favor of playing or engaging in recre-
ational and leisure activities.

5. Family history of members having academic problems, failures, or
disinterests.

6. Feelings of depression, insecurity, and low self-esteem that inter-
fere with learning and academic progress.

7. Recurrent pattern of engaging in acting out, disruptive, and nega-
tive attention-seeking behaviors when encountering difficulty or
frustration in learning.

8. Heightened anxiety that interferes with client’s performance dur-
ing tests or examinations.

9. Excessive or unrealistic pressure placed on the client by his/her
parents to the degree that it negatively affects his/her academic
performance.

10. Decline in academic performance that occurs in response to envi-
ronmental factors or stress (e.g., parents’ divorce, death of a loved
one, relocation, or move).

.

.
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SHORT-TERM 
OBJECTIVES

1. Complete a psychoeduca-
tional evaluation. (1)

THERAPEUTIC
INTERVENTIONS

1. Arrange for psychoeduca-
tional testing to evaluate
the presence of a learning
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.

LONG-TERM GOALS

1. Demonstrate consistent interest, initiative, and motivation in aca-
demics, and bring performance up to the expected level of intellec-
tual or academic functioning.

2. Complete school and homework assignments on a regular and con-
sistent basis.

3. Achieve and maintain a healthy balance between accomplishing
academic goals and meeting his/her social, emotional, and self-
esteem needs.

4. Stabilize moods and build self-esteem so that the client is able to
cope effectively with the frustrations and stressors associated with
academic pursuits and learning.

5. Eliminate the pattern of engaging in acting-out, disruptive, or neg-
ative attention-seeking behaviors when confronted with difficulty
or frustration in learning.

6. Significantly reduce the level of anxiety related to taking tests.
7. Parents establish realistic expectations of the client’s learning

abilities and implement effective intervention strategies at home
to help the client keep up with schoolwork and achieve academic
goals.

8. Remove emotional impediments or resolve family conflicts and en-
vironmental stressors to allow for improved academic performance.

.

.

.
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2. Complete psychological
testing. (2)

3. The client and his/her par-
ents provide psychosocial
history information. (3)

4. Cooperate with a hearing,
vision, or medical examina-
tion. (4)

5. Comply with the recommen-
dations made by the multi-
disciplinary evaluation
team at school regarding
educational interventions.
(5, 6)

disability, and determine
whether the client is eligi-
ble to receive special educa-
tion services; provide
feedback to the client,
his/her family, and school
officials regarding the psy-
choeducational evaluation.

2. Arrange for psychological
testing to assess whether
possible attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder or
emotional factors are inter-
fering with the client’s aca-
demic performance; provide
feedback to the client,
his/her family, and school
officials regarding the psy-
chological evaluation.

3. Gather psychosocial history
information that includes
key developmental mile-
stones and a family history
of educational achievements
and failures.

4. Refer the client for a hear-
ing, vision, or medical ex-
amination to rule out
possible hearing, visual, or
health problems that are in-
terfering with school perfor-
mance.

5. Attend an individualized
educational planning com-
mittee (IEPC) meeting with
the parents, teacher, and
school officials to determine
the client’s eligibility for
special education services;
design education interven-
tions, and establish educa-
tional goals.
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6. Parents and teachers imple-
ment educational strategies
that maximize the client’s
learning strengths and com-
pensate for learning weak-
nesses. (7)

7. Participate in outside tutor-
ing to increase knowledge
and skills in the area of aca-
demic weakness. (8, 9)

8. Implement effective study
skills to increase the fre-
quency of completion of
school assignments and im-
prove academic perfor-
mance. (10, 11)

9. Implement effective test-
taking strategies to de-
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6. Based on the IEPC goals
and recommendation, ar-
range for the client to be
moved to an appropriate
classroom setting to maxi-
mize his/her learning.

7. Consult with the client, par-
ents, and school officials
about designing effective
learning programs for inter-
vention strategies that
build on his/her strengths
and compensate for weak-
nesses.

8. Recommend that the par-
ents seek outside tutoring
after school to boost the
client’s skills in the area of
his/her academic weakness
(e.g., reading, mathematics,
written expression).

9. Refer the client to a private
learning center for extra 
tutoring in the areas of aca-
demic weakness and assis-
tance in improving study
and test-taking skills.

10. Teach the client more effec-
tive study skills (e.g., re-
move distractions, study in
quiet places, develop out-
lines, highlight important
details, schedule breaks).

11. Consult with the teachers
and parents about using a
study buddy or peer tutor to
assist the client in the area
of academic weakness and
improve study skills.

12. Teach the client more effec-
tive test-taking strategies
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crease anxiety and improve
test performance. (12, 13)

10. Parents maintain regular
(i.e., daily to weekly) com-
munication with the teach-
ers. (14)

11. Use self-monitoring check-
lists, planners, or calendars
to remain organized and
help complete school assign-
ments. (15, 16, 17)

12. Establish a regular routine
that allows time to engage
in play, to spend quality
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(e.g., study over an ex-
tended period of time, re-
view material regularly,
read directions twice,
recheck work).

13. Train the client in relax-
ation techniques or guided
imagery to reduce his/her
anxiety before or during the
taking of tests.

14. Encourage the parents to
maintain regular (i.e., daily
or weekly) communication
with the teachers to help
the client remain organized
and keep up with school as-
signments.

15. Encourage the client to use
self-monitoring checklists to
increase completion of
school assignments and im-
prove academic perfor-
mance.

16. Direct the client to use
planners or calendars to
record school or homework
assignments and plan
ahead for long-term pro-
jects.

17. Monitor the client’s comple-
tion of school and home-
work assignments on a
regular, consistent basis (or
use the “Getting It Done”
program in the Brief Child
Therapy Homework Planner
by Jongsma, Peterson, and
McInnis).

18. Assist the client and his/her
parents in developing a rou-
tine daily schedule at home
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time with the family, and to
complete homework assign-
ments. (18)

13. Parents and teachers in-
crease the frequency of
praise and positive rein-
forcement of the client’s
school performance. (19, 20)

14. Identify and resolve all
emotional blocks or learn-
ing inhibitions that are
within the client and/or the
family system. (21, 22)

15. Parents increase the time
spent being involved with
the client’s homework.
(23, 24)
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that allows the client to
achieve a healthy balance of
completing school/home-
work assignments, engag-
ing in independent play,
and spending quality time
with family and peers.

19. Encourage the parents and
teachers to give frequent
praise and positive rein-
forcement for the client’s ef-
fort and accomplishment on
academic tasks.

20. Identify a variety of positive
reinforcers or rewards to
maintain the client’s inter-
est and motivation to com-
plete school assignments.

21. Teach the client positive
coping mechanisms (e.g., re-
laxation techniques, posi-
tive self-talk, cognitive
restructuring) to use when
encountering anxiety, frus-
tration, or difficulty with
schoolwork.

22. Conduct family sessions
that probe the client’s fam-
ily system to identify any
emotional blocks or inhibi-
tions to learning; assist the
family in resolving identi-
fied family conflicts.

23. Encourage the parents to
demonstrate and/or main-
tain regular interest and in-
volvement in the client’s
homework (e.g., parents
reading aloud to or along-
side the client, using flash-
cards to improve math
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16. Parents decrease the fre-
quency and intensity of ar-
guments with the client
over issues related to school
performance and home-
work. (25, 26)

17. Parents verbally recognize
that their pattern of over-
protectiveness interferes
with the client’s academic
growth and responsibility.
(27)
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skills, rechecking spelling
words).

24. Assist the parents and
teachers in the development
of systematic rewards for
progress and accomplish-
ment (e.g., charts with stars
for goal attainment, praise
for each success, some
material reward for
achievement).

25. Conduct family therapy ses-
sions to assess whether the
parents have developed un-
realistic expectations or are
placing excessive pressure
on the client to perform;
confront and challenge the
parents about placing ex-
cessive pressure on the
client.

26. Encourage the parents to
set firm, consistent limits
and use natural, logical con-
sequences for the client’s
noncompliance or refusal to
do homework; instruct the
parents to avoid unhealthy
power struggles or lengthy
arguments over homework
each night.

27. Observe parent-child inter-
actions to assess whether
the parents’ overprotective-
ness or infantilization of the
client contributes to his/her
academic underachieve-
ment; assist the parents in
developing realistic expecta-
tions of his/her learning po-
tential.
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18. Increase the frequency of
on-task behavior at school,
increasing the completion of
school assignments without
expressing frustration and
the desire to give up. 
(28, 29)

19. Increase the frequency of
positive statements about
school experiences and con-
fidence in the ability to suc-
ceed academically. 
(30, 31, 32)

20. Decrease the frequency and
severity of acting-out be-
haviors when encountering
frustrations with school as-
signments. (33, 34, 35, 36)
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28. Consult with school officials
about ways to improve the
client’s on-task behaviors
(e.g., keep him/her close to
the teacher; keep him/her
close to positive peer role
models; call on him/her
often; provide frequent feed-
back to him/her; structure
the material into a series of
small steps).

29. Assign the client to read
material designed to im-
prove his/her organization
and study skills (e.g., 13
Steps to Better Grades by
Silverman); process the in-
formation gained from the
reading.

30. Reinforce the client’s suc-
cessful school experiences
and positive statements
about school.

31. Confront the client’s self-
disparaging remarks and
expressed desire to give up
on school assignments.

32. Assign the client the task 
of making one positive self-
statement daily about
school and his/her ability,
and have him/her record it
in a journal.

33. Help the client to identify
which rewards would in-
crease his/her motivation to
improve academic perfor-
mance; implement these
suggestions into the aca-
demic program.
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21. Identify and verbalize how
specific, responsible actions
lead to improvements in
academic performance. 
(37, 38)

22. Develop a list of resource
people within school setting
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34. Conduct individual play-
therapy sessions to help the
client work through and re-
solve painful emotions, core
conflicts, or stressors that
impede academic perfor-
mance.

35. Help the client to realize
the connection between neg-
ative or painful emotions
and decrease in academic
performance.

36. Teach the client positive
coping and self-control
strategies (e.g., cognitive re-
structuring; positive self-
talk; “stop, look, listen, and
think”) to inhibit the im-
pulse to act out or engage in
negative attention-seeking
behaviors when encounter-
ing frustrations with school-
work.

37. Explore periods of time
when the client completed
schoolwork regularly and/or
achieved academic success;
identify and encourage
him/her to use similar
strategies to improve
his/her current academic
performance.

38. Examine coping strategies
that the client has used to
solve other problems; en-
courage him/her to use sim-
ilar coping strategies to
overcome problems associ-
ated with learning.

39. Identify a list of individuals
within the school to whom
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to whom the client can turn
for support, assistance, or
instruction for learning
problems. (39)

23. Increase the time spent in
independent reading. (40)

24. Expressing feelings about
school through artwork and
mutual storytelling. 
(41, 42, 43)
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the client can turn for sup-
port, assistance, or instruc-
tion when he/she encounters
difficulty or frustration with
learning.

40. Encourage the parents to
use a reward system to re-
inforce the client for engag-
ing in independent reading
(or use the “Reading Adven-
ture” program in the Brief
Child Therapy Homework
Planner by Jongsma, Peter-
son, and McInnis).

41. Use mutual storytelling
techniques whereby the
therapist and client alter-
nate telling stories through
the use of puppets, dolls, or
stuffed animals. The thera-
pist first models appropriate
ways to manage frustration
related to learning prob-
lems, then the client follows
by creating a story with
similar characters or
themes.

42. Have the client create a 
variety of drawings on a
posterboard or large sheet
of paper that reflect how
his/her personal and family
life would be different if
he/she completed homework
regularly; process the con-
tent of these drawings.

43. Instruct the client to draw a
picture of a school building,
then have him/her create a
story that tells what it is
like to be a student at that
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.

.

.
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school to assess possible
stressors that may interfere
with learning and academic
progress.

.

.

.

DIAGNOSTIC SUGGESTIONS

Axis I: 315.00 Reading Disorder
315.1 Mathematics Disorder
315.2 Disorder of Written Expression
V62.3 Academic Problem
314.01 Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder,

Combined Type
314.00 Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder,

Predominantly Inattentive Type
300.4 Dysthymic Disorder
313.81 Oppositional Defiant Disorder
312.9 Disruptive Behavior Disorder, NOS

Axis II: 317 Mild Mental Retardation
V62.89 Borderline Intellectual Functioning
799.9 Diagnosis Deferred
V71.09 No Diagnosis on Axis II
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