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Whole-School Positive Behaviour
Support: Effects on student discipline
problems and academic performance

James K. Luiselli*, Robert F. Putnam, Marcie W. Handler,

and Adam B. Feinberg
The May Institute and The May Center for Applied Research, USA

Many students attending public schools exhibit discipline problems such as disruptive classroom
behaviour, vandalism, bullying, and violence. Establishing effective discipline practices is critical to
ensure academic success and to provide a safe learning environment. In this article, we describe
the effects of whole-school positive behaviour support on discipline problems and academic
outcomes of students enrolled in an urban elementary school. The whole-school model was
designed through technical assistance consultation with teachers that emphasized: (1) improving
instructional methods; (2) formulating behavioural expectations; (3) increasing classroom activity
engagement; (4) reinforcing positive performance; and (5) monitoring efficacy through data-based
evaluation. As compared to a pre-intervention phase, the whole-school intervention was associated
with decreased discipline problems (office referrals and school suspensions) over the course of
several academic years. Student academic performance, as measured by standardized tests of read-
ing and mathematics skills, improved contemporaneously with intervention. Issues related to
whole-school approaches to student discipline and the contributions of positive behaviour support
are discussed.

Antisocial behaviour, academic underachievement, and poor development of proso-
cial skills among students attending our nation’s public schools remain a concern for
educators, parents, and the lay public (Durlak, 1995; National Center for Education
Statistics, 2002; Rose & Gallup, 1998; Stage & Quiroz, 1997). Problems such as
violence, vandalism, bullying, and similar behaviours create an unsafe learning envi-
ronment, undermine instruction, and pose a threat to the school population.
Furthermore, early onset of discipline problems in school children predicts later
maladjustment (Hawkins, Catalano, & Miller, 1992). Thus, children who engage in
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antisocial behaviours at a young age are more likely than their nonaggressive peers to
respond similarly when older and as adults (Huesmann, Eron, Lefkowitz, & Walder,
1984; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Moffit, Caspi, Dickson, Silva, & Stanton, 1996;
Olweus, 1979). Accordingly, longitudinal research points to large-scale primary and
secondary prevention models as the logical intervention foci to influence positive
school climate and youth behaviour (Dishion, Patterson, Stodmiller, & Skinner,
1991; Dryfoos, 1990; Kellam, Mayer, Rebok, & Hawkins, 1998; O’Donnell,
Hawkins, Catalano, Abbot, & Day, 1995; Sugar, Horner et al., 2000).

The concern about student discipline has produced many intervention and
prevention-focused programs to improve character and moral development,
promote exemplary social skills, reduce antisocial behaviours, and strengthen
academic competencies (Leff, Power, Manz, Costigan, & Nabors, 2001). Unfortu-
nately, many of these programs have conceptual limitations, were publicized without
supporting empirical data, or had minimal to no positive effects when evaluated
objectively through randomized controlled trials (Furlong & Morrison, 1994; Tolan
& Guerra, 1996; Weisz & Hawley, 1998).

More recently, “second generation” research has identified several evidence-based
strategies that have proven effective in school intervention. For example, meta-
analyses of more than 800 studies concerned with school discipline problems and
challenging behaviours revealed the largest effect sizes for: (1) social skills training;
(2) system-wide behavioural intervention; and (3) academic curricula modifications
(Gottfredson, 1997; Lipsey, 1991). The first of these approaches, social skills train-
ing, promotes social competence by teaching students how to interact more effec-
tively with peers and adults through enhanced conflict resolution, problem solving,
negotiation, and friendship building abilities. At the core of this training is reinforc-
ing students positively when they demonstrate these skills in vivo and express
improved attitudes and standards of behaviour (Reid, Eddy, Fetrow, & Stoolmiller,
1999; Weissberg & Greenberg, 1997). Importantly, establishing positive social rela-
tionships among students and school personnel has been shown to mediate risk
factors and facilitate the impact of preventive interventions on youth prosocial devel-
opment (Dishion et al., 1991; Dryfoos, 1990; Kellam et al., 1998; O’Donnell et al.,
1995).

Systems-based behavioural intervention in schools incorporates contemporary
principles of positive behaviour support (PBS). Defined broadly, PBS is “the appli-
cation of positive behavioural intervention and systems to achieve socially important
behaviour change” (Sugar, Horner et al., 2000, p. 133). PBS models include the
design of individual student behaviour support plans but have, as a primary goal, the
implementation of prevention practices that target the entire school population.
Although this large-scale application of behaviour-change technology encompasses
many procedures, the critical components include: (1) setting consensus-driven
behaviour expectations; (2) teaching critical interpersonal skills; (3) providing
systematic positive reinforcement for meeting and exceeding performance criteria;
(4) monitoring intervention efficacy continuously through data collection and analy-
sis; (5) involving all stakeholders in the formulation of discipline practices (students,
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teachers, administrators, and parents); and (6) reducing and eliminating reactive,
punitive, and exclusionary strategies in favour of a proactive, preventive, and skill-
building orientation (Horner & Sugai, 2000; Nelson, 1996; Taylor-Greene, et al.,
1997; Walker, et al., 1996).

The area of academic curricular modification considers many influences but one
of the most relevant is training educators to increase the academic engagement of
their students. Academic engagement may be defined as students displaying passive
behaviours (for example, silent reading, listening to instruction) or active behaviours
(for example, writing, delivering an oral report, asking questions) that are related
directly to classroom instruction. When teachers are able to increase, strengthen,
and maintain high levels of student academic engagement there is a corresponding
improvement in academic performance and achievement (DiPerna, Volpe, & Elliott,
2002; DuPaul, Ervin, Hook, & McGoey, 1998; Greenwood, 1991; Greenwood,
Delquardi, & Hall, 1989; Ota & DuPaul, 2002). Academic engagement, then, is an
observable and measurable behaviour that can be influenced by direct instructional
approaches (for example, class-wide tutoring, and precision teaching) and positively-
focused interventions that reduce disruption, distraction, and negative behaviours in
the classroom.

In summary, there is consensus among many professionals that positive social and
character development in schoolchildren, reduced prevalence of antisocial behav-
iour, and improved social climate are likely to be the product of large-scale, multi-
component, skill-building, and preventive interventions. In this article we describe
the results of whole-school positive behaviour support on discipline problems and
the academic outcomes of students at an urban elementary school. Intervention was
designed, implemented, and evaluated through technical assistance consultation that
concentrated on evidence-based practices, systems-level service delivery, and empir-
ical efficacy evaluation. Data are reported for multiple school years to document
sustainability of the whole-school intervention.

Method
Parrcipants and Setring

The setting was an elementary school (grades K-5) in an urban community located
in the mid-west region of the United States. There were 666 students enrolled in
school at the start of school Year 1, a population that decreased to 590 students by
the conclusion of that year. The number of students enrolled in school was 550
during each of the remaining two school years. The ethnic composition of the
student population was 88% African American, 5% Caucasian, 4% Hispanic, 2%
Asian/Pacific, and 1% other. Approximately 90% of students qualified for free or
reduced lunch, 11% received special education services, and 10% had English as a
second language.

The elementary school participating in this project was self-selected. That is, school
administrators initiated a referral for consultation to improve student discipline
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practices and academic performance. For many years, the school was plagued
with recurrent discipline problems, poor morale among staff, and academic under-
achievement.

Measurement

Several student discipline and academic achievement measures were recorded.

Office discipline referrals. Teachers and school administrators issued an office refer-
ral slip when students displayed behaviours that were a “rule infraction.” The rules
defined safe and respectful behaviours from the student population and had been
established by the school before intervention. A referral slip was completed for any
student who did not adhere to the school rules, specifying the behaviour and respec-
tive conditions (for example, inside the school, outside, or on the bus). The follow-
ing behaviours produced an office referral: (1) fighting with peers; (2) a threat or
assault toward staff; (3) classroom disruption; (4) problems during bus transporta-
tion; (5) defiance; and (6) property destruction (vandalism). Each office referral slip
was retained by an administrator and subsequently entered in a computer database.

Suspensions. A suspension was given to students when they accumulated a predeter-
mined number of office discipline referrals, and/or demonstrated particularly prob-
lematic behaviours. An administrative team at the school made the decision to
suspend a student. Once suspended, the student had to remain out of school for one
to nine days. Similar to office referrals, the number of suspensions and associated
conditions were recorded in a computer database.

Academic performance. In October of each school year, third, fourth, and fifth grade
students were tested on the Metropolitan Achievement Test—-Seventh Edition
(MAT-7; Harcourt Educational Measurement, 1998). The MAT-7 is a nationally
norm-referenced standardized test administered by public school districts through-
out the United States. The test measures critical skills related to reading comprehen-
sion and mathematics. Student performance scores were converted to percentile
rankings relative to same-grade peers who were tested during a similar time frame.

The office discipline referral, suspension, and academic performance data were
selected for several reasons. First, it has been demonstrated that office discipline
referrals and detentions/suspensions are a useful metric in evaluating the effective-
ness of school-wide behaviour support (Putnam, Luiselli, Handler, & Jefferson,
2003; Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker, 2000; Wright & Dusek, 1998). Second,
the school routinely documented disciplinary data and administered academic test-
ing each year. Accordingly, a naturally occurring data source was available. And
third, we judged that a positive effect from intervention would be revealed by
changes in these measures.



ued
{er-

fer-
1les
een
any
yec-
SW-
- or
rta-
slip
se.

er-

to
ne
ted

ade
ion
ally
oh-
en-
tile

ere
ine
ve-
on,
nd,
ST~
nd

by

Whole-School Positive Behaviour Support 187

Design and Procedures

The study spanned three consecutive school years. A preintervention phase repre-
sented the first semester of the 1999-2000 school year, commencing in August 1999
and concluding in January 2000. Intervention development and implementation
proceeded from February 2000 through June 2001. A postintervention follow-up
phase occurred during the third school year for the period August 2001 through
April 2002.

Preintervention. During the preintervention phase, a policy handbook listing disci-
plinary practices was presented to students at the start of the school year. The school
did not have a comprehensive or coordinated discipline program. As described
earlier, office discipline referral slips were given as a consequence of problem behav-
iour. When a student received a referral slip, she/he was required to go to an admin-
istrator’s office. The administrator reviewed the disciplinary incident with the
student and determined a course of action. For example, a student might be sent
back to the classroom, directed to work on assignments in another location, or
remain present while a telephone call was made to her/his parents. A decision about
school suspension, as warranted, was also made at this time.

Intervention. The whole-school intervention was developed with teachers and
administrators through technical assistance consultation provided by doctoral-level
psychologists from an out-of-state behavioural healthcare organization. This model
of service delivery, known as Positive Schools (Putnam, Handler, & Luiselli, 2003)
includes training of school personnel (primarily teachers), preparing a school-wide
behaviour support plan, organizing staff responsible for various implementation
functions, and coordinating efficacy evaluation. The consultants were present at
school during regularly scheduled monthly visits, and also communicated with
school personnel between on-site contacts via telephone conversations and email
messages. During the intervention phase, the consultants were present at school for
approximately two days each month.

Training of teachers and administrators involved didactic instruction about basic
principles of applied behaviour analysis, group meetings to explain the process of
program development, performance feedback following classroom observations, and
administrative reviews that addressed data recording and decision making. During the
first school year, the chief elements of the whole-school intervention were as follows:

1) Teachers, administrators, and other school personnel formed a behaviour
support team, whose primary responsibility was to monitor program implemen-
tation. The team convened at times with the consultants, and also met between
consultation visits. During meetings, team members discussed progress,
reviewed data, and considered plan modifications.

2) The school’s data management system for office discipline referrals and suspen-
sions was refined so that information was reported and processed in a more
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timely manner. School staff reported that office discipline referral slips had not
been completed consistently during the preintervention phase. Therefore, proce-
dures were developed to ensure that all students sent to the office received a
corresponding and accurate referral slip. Consultation also focused on using the
data to guide programmatic decisions, for example, by identifying functional
influences and possible setting events for discipline problems.

3) The policy handbook was revised by adding positive behaviour expectations. The
expectations emphasized what to do instead of what not to do, and were applica-
ble to all common locations inside and outside of school (for example, corridors,
lavatories, cafeteria, recess areas, buses). These expectations were taught to
students, reviewed with them routinely, and posted conspicuously within the
school.

4) A token reinforcement system was introduced. Teachers and administrators
learned to identify desirable student behaviours, and deliver positive reinforce-
ment using “Caught In The Act” (CIA) slips. Staff could give a CIA slip to a
student when they observed her/him adhering to school rules, interacting coop-
eratively with peers, making good conflict resolution decisions, progressing
academically, showing exemplary classroom behaviour, and similar. The presen-
tation of CIA slips was left to the discretion of staff, who were encouraged to
acknowledge students frequently and for a variety of behaviours and skills. Each
slip included the name of the student, grade level, the acknowledged behav-
iour(s), and respective location.

(5) When students earned CIA slips, they placed them in a marked container,
making them eligible for weekly and monthly lottery drawings. At each drawing,
a teacher selected a pre-determined number of CIA slips. Students who had slips
drawn received activity privileges at school, and prizes that included movie
passes, coupons at fast-food restaurants, and other tangible items. Some of these
“back-up” reinforcers were purchased by the school and others were donated by
local merchants. Winners were also announced on a school television broadcast.

In the second school year, the consultants continued meeting with teachers and
administrators to monitor effectiveness of the whole-school intervention. All teach-
ers received additional training to improve their classroom instruction and behaviour
management strategies. More intensive behaviour support plans were developed at
their request, or when the administrative team judged the need for further classroom
assistance. Like the whole-school intervention, classroom-specific applications
emphasized behaviour expectations, recognition of exemplary student performance,
and positive reinforcement. Active tracking of students’ attention to task and teach-
ers’ instructional practices was performed in designated classrooms.

‘Throughout intervention, the policy of issuing office discipline referrals and evok-
ing suspensions was the same as the preintervention phase.

Follow-up. At follow-up, the whole-school intervention continued, but with
reduced consultation. Starting on the first month of the new school year (August
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2001), the consultant no longer conducted site visits. For several months, consulta-
tion contact continued on a routine schedule through telephone and email commu-
nications. Eventually, correspondence with the consultant was faded to an “as
needed” basis. Throughout the follow-up phase, the school continued to report
discipline and academic achievement data.

Social validity. In May/June of each school year, teachers completed a multiple item
questionnaire that sampled their opinions of and satisfaction with policies, perfor-
mance responsibilities, elements of the physical environment, expectations, and the
like. All items were in the form of a “yes/no” statement. Two items from the ques-
tionnaire were extracted to measure social validity of whole-school PBS: “The
school discipline plan is effective” and “Student learning time is protected from
disruption in your class.” Distribution of the questionnaire in the first school year
occurred after approximately three months’ implementation of whole-school PBS.
The questionnaire data for the next two school years were gathered one and two
years later respectively.

Results

Figures 1 and 2 show the number of office discipline referrals and suspensions per
100 students each month across the three consecutive school years. Compared to
the preintervention phase, office referrals increased during the initial three months of
intervention, but occurred less frequently in the final two months of the first school
year and throughout the following school year. The decrease in office referrals was
maintained during the third (follow-up) school year.

For suspensions (Figure 2), frequency did not change appreciably in the five
months that intervention was in place during the first school year. At the start of the
second school year, suspensions were low but increased steadily, with the highest
number recorded in the final month (June 2001). Beginning in the third school year
(follow-up), suspensions remained low for five months, then increased to approxi-
mately the average frequency recorded at preintervention.

Figure 3 summarizes the disciplinary data across preintervention, intervention,
and follow-up phases (average office referrals and suspensions each day per 100
students). For average office discipline referrals data were 1.3 in preintervention, .73
in intervention, and .54 in follow-up. The data for suspensions were .31 in preinter-
vention, .25 in intervention, and .20 in follow-up.

The average student percentile ranks on the MAT-7 are presented in Figure 4.
The preintervention phase corresponds with the second month of the first school
year (October 1999), and the intervention phase represents test administration one
year later, after eight months of implementing whole-school PBS. Both reading
comprehension and mathematics percentile ranks improved from the first (preinter-
vention) to the second (intervention) test dates, increasing 18 and 25 percentage
points respectively.
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