he Three B’s are found

posted on almost every

wall at Blossomwood

Elementary School in
oo Huntsville, Alabama.

Be Respectful

Be Responsible

Be Resourceful

The Three B's are part of Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports
(PBIS), a systems-based method for
improving student behavior, aspects
of which are being implemented at
Blossomwood.

“For us, it is about consistency,” said
Carol Costello, Blossomwood’s assistant
principal. “We needed to set schoolwide
expectations for student behavior. PBIS
gives our students, teachers, and staff a

common langrage for discussing
dents’ actions.”

Less than three miles away, the same
words adorn the 80-year-old walls of
Lincoln Elementary, another school imple-
menting PBIS. In some ways, Lincoln is
similar to Blossomwood. Both schools score
well on state testing, cousistently meet the
Adequate Yearly Progress requirements of
No Child Left Behind, and have top-end
attendance rates. Demographically, how-
ever, the schools are different. About 80
percent of Lincoln Elementary students
receive a free or reduced-price lunch,
while about 15 percent of Blossomwood
students do. Lincoln’s student body is 70
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percent African American and 30 per-
cent white, while Blossomwood’s student
body is 81 percent white and 18 percent
African American.

Melinda Clark, Lincoln’s curriculum
specialist, likes PBIS because it is proactive.
“We are addressing issues with student
behavior before they happen, she said.

Lincoln and Blossomwood are among
more than 7,000 schools nationwide
implementing PBIS. The program was
developed at the University of Oregon and
has been shown to work at all grade levels
and be effective in districts with greater
concentrations of poverty and higher per-
centages of “at-risk” students. For those
schools that effectively implement PBIS,
the list of demonstrated rewards is long:

« reduced office referral rates of up to

50 percent per year;

« improved attendance and school

engagement;

« improved academic achievement;

« reduced dropout rates;

« reduced delinquency in

later years;

« improved school atmosphere; and

« reduced referrals to special

education.

The need for PBIS is self-evident.
Out-of-school suspension numbers
outpace enrollment; juvenile judges
find their courtrooms clogged by stu-
dents, particularly students of color,
who have been referred for non-vi-
olent misbehavior; and research has
shown that school exclusion is inef-
fective at improving student behavior
and may, in fact, be counterproductive.
Research has also tied school exclu-
sion to grade retention and dropout
problems. The result? Too many stu-
dents leave school, one way or another,
because of school discipline.

Discipline issues also affect teacher
attrition. Researchers estimate that almost




half of new teachers are no longer in the
profession by their fifth year. In a 2005
national survey of teachers leaving the
profession, 44 percent of teachers, and 39
percent of highly qualified teachers, cited
student behavior as a reason for leaving.

At a time when both students and
teachers are leaving our schools because
of discipline, a number of districts have
been looking to try something different.
PBIS — which requires a major shift in
a school's approach to discipline — may
be the answer.

TEACHING POSITIVE BEHAVIOR
Positive behavior is not taught in a
15-minute session on the first day of
school. Nor is a week, or even a month,
of reinforcement adequate. PBIS is a sys-
temwide, sustained approach to behavior

nanagement, introduced at the outset
and reinforced throughout the year.

Abbott Middle School in Elgin, [llinois,
ses “Coel Teeols” — lesson plans that
model expected behavior, explain the rea-
sons for the expected behavior, and allow
for student and teacher role play. “Each
department is responsible for teaching
different procedures at the beginning of
the school year,” said Matt Freesemann,
an 8th-grade U.S. history teacher at
Abbott. For example, the math depart-
ment taught the students how to comport
themselves in the stairwells and the bath-
rooms. “When we saw a dip in the desired
behavior, we re-taught the expectations
and worked to reinforce them”

Part of the PBIS model of rein-
forcement comes from acknowledging

and rewarding appropriate behavior.
One school awards “gotchas” for good
behavior, which can be traded for nov-
elties and school supplies at the school’s
PBIS Store.

Another awards “wildcards” for stu-

dents who are “caught being good’
Students take their wildcards to the front
office, where they’re entered in a raffle —
receiving positive feedback all along the
way from teachers and staff.

Other schools offer a variety of
rewards for positive behavior, including
lunch with a friend, homework passes,
free time in the gym, or achance to read
outside. Schools also hold pizza parties
and ice cream socials as incentives for
meeting PBIS goals.

There also are consequences — con-
sequences as clear and consistent as the
rewards.

At one school, for example, there is a




progression of consequences tied to non-violent disciplinary
incidents: a verbal warning, followed by contacting the stu-
dent’s parents, then a school conference with the parents and
finally a disciplinary referral to the principal’s office.

PBIS and Racial

Disparity in

Jiscipline
Y

Researchers are looking at ways in which PBIS can
reduce the racial discipline gap. Too often in many
schools, students of color, particularly African
American and Latino students, are disciplined dispro-
portionately to their presence in the student body. At
Abbott Middle School, PBIS lowered discipline rates
while maintaining discipline numbers proportional by
race to the school’s enroliment.

“As we reviewed the data, we realized we had a few
teachers who were sending a disproportionate number
of African American students to the office] said Kathy
Davis, assistant principal at Abbott. “When we looked at
these teachers’ disciplinary numbers, we found that they
were sending children to the office for incidents which
are not grounds for office referrals in our school. In short,
once these teachers began to actually implement PBIS,
these numbers decreased to where they should be”

Unfortunately, Abbott's proportionality is the excep-
tion, not the rule, even in schools implementing PBIS.

Russell Skiba, director of the Initiative on Equity
and Opportunity at Indiana University has found that,
overall, PBIS has enabled schools to reduce school
exclusion by appropriately matching the severity of the
disciplinary incident to the consequence. While PBIS
reduces school exclusion for all students, Skiba found
that students of color in PBIS schools were still more
likely to receive harsher punishments for similar misbe-
havior than their white peers. Nonetheless, Skiba sees
promise in the PBIS framework as a means to bring
these data and these conversations to the forefront.

Skiba advocates for diverse representation on school
PBIS teams to ensure that multiple perspectives aid the
development of the school’s behavior expectations,
interventions, and reinforcement. “I believe educators
are excellent problem solvers. If they see a problem,
they will try to solve it,” Skiba said. “If we bring that
kind of awareness into the framework of PBIS, we will
see that same kind of problem solving”

~Matthew Cregor
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PBIS schools rely on data, tracked most easily in the form
of office referrals, to develop and modify their PBIS implemen-
tation plan. Using data helps schools stay abreast of trends or
patterns in disciplinary incidents: When and where do most
office referrals occur? What types of incidents are most com-
mon? Which teachers are referring the most students? Which
students are most often referred? Are there gender or racial
disparities in the referrals?

“It’s hard to argue with the numbers,” said Kathy Davis, assis-
tant principal at Abbott. “Reviewing the data makes you aware
and more conscious of your interactions with students’”

At Abbott Middle School, the PBIS Team, consisting of a
representative from each grade level and each department,
meets monthly to review its disciplinary data and determine.
its next steps. “It enables us to see where our efforts are paying
off and where we need to refocus,” Freesemann said. The team's
members bring the data to grade level and departmental meet-
ings for further review and planning, “If we see an upward trend
in discipline referrals, we can use different incentives to bring
things back into line,” Freesemann said. “If we notice certain
students continue to receive referrals, we can direct more tar-
geted interventions for specific types of misbehavior”

The result? .

“We cut our in-school suspensions and after-school
detentions in half compared to the first semester last year,
Freesemann said. And out-of-school suspensions went from
20 or 25 a year to just three or four.

LEVELS OF SUPPORT

PBIS schools use a multi-tiered approach to intervention.
While the universal supports described above are sufficient to
maintain acceptable behavior for about 80 percent of students,
15 percent require more targeted supports to reduce specific
misconduct such as truancy. The remaining 5 percent require
individualized supports to address more challenging behaviors,
(See pyramid illustration.)

Despite the improvements in after-school detentions and in-
and out-of-school suspensions at Abbott, tardiness remained
more targeted response,

In the second semester, teachers rewarded students on ran-
dom days and at random times if they were “caught being on
time.” Students who were late to class had to meet with the
principal to discuss tardiness. After several weeks, the number
of reported tardies decreased, but there were still 14 students
who were consistently tardy. These students required individ-
ualized supports.

Abbott set up a four-week program that monitored and

Teaching Tolerance offers a list of alternatives to suspension
online at www.teachingtolerance.crg/PBIS
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rewarded the students’ punctuality. The four-week period began
with a goal of making it to class on time 80 percent of the time,
increasing weekly to 100 percent. As students met goals, they
were entered in weekly raffles, with prizes such as T-shirts and
movie tickets. Students who met the 100 percent goal earned food
cards to local restaurants and graduated from the program.

Ten of the 14 students successfully completed the program.
Marisol, a 7th-grader, is one of them. “I love it. It helped me a
lot. I don't get any more detentions, and detentions are really
boring,” she said.

Some of Marisol’s friends still get in trouble for tardiness.
‘Tam trying to be as quick as [ can. If my friends aren’t ready,
I'tell them I need to go and I leave them now. I wanted to pass
. the program.

Marisol is no longer tardy and is more engaged at Abhott
now. “I want to be a teacher;” she said.

GROWING PAINS
Implementing PBIS and changing a school’s disciplinary cul-
ture are not easy. Most state PBIS programs will not train a
school or district unless there is significant buy-in from teach-
ers and administrators. Research suggests that a school cannot
implement PBIS successfully without the commitment of key
administrators and 80 percent of the school's teachers. “It’s a
teacher-focused program,” Abbott’s Davis said. “Could our teach-
ers implement it without the support of the administration? It
would be a lot harder, but yes. Could our administrators imple-
ment it without the support of our teachers? Absolutely not”
Securing buy-in from both teachers and administrators is ham-
pered by some common misconceptions about PBIS. First, there is
the misperception that PBIS only allows for positive reinforcement
and not for other forms of consequences. Second, there is the mis-
perception that positive reinforcement is only allowed to be given in
tangible goods such as toys, not in less tangible forms of praise.

There are deeper misgivings as well. Those who have watched
half-hearted, failed attempts to implement other disciplinary pro-
grams may doubt PBIS’s structure or the schools ability to implement
it. Teachers are asked to handie more minor disciplinary incidents in
the classroom rather than sending students to the principal’s office
— a fundamental restructuring of discipline in some schools.

School redistricting led to an increase in students exhib-
iting at-risk behavior at Abbott Middle School. In turn, that
led Abbott’s teachers and administrators to look for ways to
improve discipline.

At Abbott, Davis said, “We introduced PBIS to our teach-
ers as an idea, as a possibility. We tried to show our teachers
and stafl how flexible the program could really be” Abbott’s
teachers participated in developing common procedures and
expectations for behavior.

“We asked for a lot of input. We gave our teachers a lot
of opportunities along the way to shape it,” explained Davis.
Nonetheless, for those teachers who were totally against chang-
ing Abbott’s approach to discipline, “we let them know from
the beginning that we have to change, no matter what? Davis
said. “So, whether you buy into this program or you don't, the
mentality has to change or you need to think about looking
somewhere else”

Sustained effort, throughout the year, is a key to PBIS's success.

“When we saw lulls in expected student behavior in March
or April, we had to keep ourselves as teachers from backslid-
ing to other ways of disciplining students,” Freesemann said. “1t
helped that our principal believed in PBIS 100 percent. When
talking to students or parents about disciplinary issues, she
always referenced our schoolwide expectations. It really began
to change the way we thought about behavior as a school” ¢

Matthew Cregor is a staff attorney with the Southern Poverty
Law Center’s Alabama Education Reform Project. Prior to
becoming an attorney, he taught 5th grade at Arturo Toscanini
Jumior High School 145 in the Bronx, N.Y. Email him at
matthew.cregor@splcenter. org.

RESOURCES S ,
The National Technical Assistance Center onPBIS
offers a:number. of resources, including program =
descriptions, research, and state-by-state contacts.
Many:state PBIS programs have wabsites asweéll:
swww.pbis.org

Minneapolis Public Schools has.developed a “posi-
tive school climate tool kit Creating a Positive School
Climate for Learning. The kit offers Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports and exercises in cultural
-competency astools for climate improvemen’c.v /
hEtp://sss'.mpls.k'm.mn.,us/Posi{:ive“SchoaR_Ciimaé:e_
Tool Kit.html '
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