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This presentation applies the framework of the field of disability studies in education in relation to new behavior intervention policies in American schools. One such policy is Response to Intervention (RtI) which is a model that provides academic interventions for students who are "at-risk". In the past decade, legislation, such as No Child Left Behind and Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, has been written that strongly recommends the use of Response to Intervention, as well as Positive Behavior Supports in meeting the needs of challenging kids both academically and behaviorally. School-wide Positive Behavior Supports (SW-PBS) is praised by researchers and education departments for its use of a three tiered model of intervention, systematic data collection, and the use of evidence based interventions in implementing school-wide behavior systems. I am currently doing research at "Monroe" Elementary, an urban school in Central New York that is just completing its first year of implementing SW-PBS and this paper comes from that research. In this paper I will explain what positive behavioral support (PBS) is at the school-wide level and I will critique SW-PBS from a Disability Studies lens in relation to behaviorism, positivism and inclusion.


In historical perspective, the public educational system was established to provide young people with the structure and discipline to learn the norms and morals of society in order to become productive citizens.  (Jackson and Panyan, 2002) However, this is an educational system based on the social norms of white upper-class men.  Students, from working class or poor families, immigrants, racial or ethnic minorities, and students with disabilities may find it difficult to conform or buy into a system that devalues and negates who they are as individuals.  


It has been the belief that the most effective way to deal with inappropriate, deviant, defiant, noncompliant behavior is through the use of punishment, and particularly exclusion.  (Danforth and Smith, 2005) This exclusion takes place through the use of institutions for the feebleminded and the mentally ill, prisons, residential facilities, alternative education, self-contained classrooms, and mainstreaming, which usually means including students with behavior issues only in music or art classes.  Inappropriate behavior is the number one reason for students to be excluded in the school setting. 

When students are considered to be disrupting the learning of others, teachers often resort to the quickest methods of resolving the problem in order to maintain control of the classroom environment. (Jackson and Panyan, 2002)  These methods of discipline are often punitive and are based on ideas of control, coercion, and dominance. When students are verbally reprimanded publicly and threatened with the loss of some privilege or treats.  These threats can cause students to shut down or act out, which leads to removal from the group or the classroom altogether, and when this happens the student loses out on valuable time learning, socially and academically. Monroe in the past year has suspended approximately 60% of its overall 223 student population and this is a lot of lost time for a school that has been identified “as needing improvement.”
There is growing pressure from policies laid down from the federal government to improve test scores, close the achievement gap, and increase the graduation rate of America's students (Jackson and Panyan, 2002).  In order to achieve this, the schools must keep students in the classroom. How can we leave no Child behind if they're sitting in the hallways, in time-out, at home, or in segregated settings? In 2007, then Senator Obama sponsored the "Positive Behavior for Effective Schools Act" in the US Senate (S.2111), to amend the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 to allow State educational agencies, local educational agencies, and schools to increase implementation of early intervention services, particularly school-wide positive behavior supports to address the growing number of kids being suspended and removed from schools.

According to the Federal government's Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, school-wide positive behavior support (SWPBS) is not a method of behavior management but a "decision-making framework that guide selection, integration, and implementation of the best evidence-based academic and behavioral practices for improving important academic and behavior outcomes for all students."  SW-PBS is about changing schools systemically in order to address issues related not only to discipline, but academics and the social/ emotional needs of students in the school. This sounds like a very democratic and caring approach to creating a behavior system that involves the community, students, and educators; however SW-PBS is still a top down approach based in behaviorism and focuses still "on the pathologizing of difference in pursuit of normalization." (Ware, 2005, p. 105) 

School-wide positive behavior supports is based on a system that uses a behavior matrix to teach students the behavioral expectations of the school and to reward students who exhibit those behaviors through the use of a school-wide token-based reward system. SW-PBS is modeled after the multi-tiered approach of Response to Intervention, which relates to academic achievement.  The first tier is universal, school-wide behavior matrix, which is the norm and approximately 80 to 85% of the population will follow the norms set by the school. If a student is struggling meeting the expectations they will be placed in a Tier 2 level in which more intensive instruction on proper behavior is given in small group settings. It is estimated that only three to 5% of the student population will exhibit behaviors that are considered so significant that they need intensive services.  It is at the last level that the behaviorist approach to behavior management kicks in.  Students who qualify for Tier 3 level receive an individualized, intensive intervention which usually means a special education placement. The goal of this type of system is to keep all kids in the general education classroom so they can be successful academically and socially and it is aimed at kids labeled as ED and kids labeled as at-risk.  After one year of implementation the number of office referrals at "Monroe" is higher then has been with in the past three years. Although the research says that this type of increase can happen, there is no real explanation as to why this has happened. 

Students unable to meet the academic and behavior expectations in school are identified for remediation and interventions that are prescriptive and a medical model way of thinking. Students are pulled out from their classes and away from their peers to receive small group or one-on-one interventions. Although the students may return to their class, these are pull-out services that can be stigmatizing and embarrassing to students. Most likely when a student has made it to the third level they are being evaluated for special education and likely to be placed in self-contained classes because it has been shown that the student's needs can not be met in the regular education setting.  After a year the interventions given to the students have been "proven through research" and if the teachers are implementing them with "fidelity" then there must be something wrong with the student so that they are unable to be treated in the general education class. This is a double edged sword. Most of these prepackaged "individualized" programs will work on a good number of students however for the students who do not they are marked as defective.

Those who own the data have a powerful influence on the policies affecting every student’s lives. Danforth (2007), referring to school officials, writes, "When a designated officer representing the social group deems the behavior of an individual as socially deviant, that interpretation is accepted.  Many forms of misbehavior are occurring in schools, and the effort of professionals is better spent on scientific procedures of behavior modification in questioning the social norms of a group or culture." (P. 18) In most cases the majority of administration, faculty, and staff in urban areas are white but the numbers of students with office referrals, suspensions, placed in alternative settings, labeled as emotionally disturbed, or dropouts, are significantly students of color and boys.  

 When Monroe’s monthly data on office referrals is evaluated, it is often the same student names on the spreadsheet, often called by staff as the "frequent flyers." The heading on the data sheet does not say “student name,” instead it reads "Offender." A majority of the students suspended are the repeat "offenders," a label that already has these students, mostly African American boys headed for the “school-to-prison pipeline.” This “school-to-prison pipeline” references a national trend that shows how children with learning disabilities, from minority and/or low socioeconomic areas are  pushed out of public schools and into the juvenile and criminal justice systems.

Sugai and colleagues, who developed the current protocol of PBIS school wide, stress that interventions used by teachers must follow the protocol and be implemented with fidelity in order to measure its success. However these systems do not take into account that teachers know their students and may feel that tweaking an intervention would work best for a student which would invalidate the intervention. Heshusius (2005) critiques Sugai because the scientific research used to validate the success of SW-PBS has been done by Sugai and his colleagues creating a sense of ownership of what is valid in the management of student behavior. What is valid is based on the collection of data through objective means. Heshusius (2005) writes that,

"The object of the measuring act becomes epistemologically known precisely, and only (positivists believe) because of having been put through the measuring/ranking act.  No other ways of knowing (personal, political, cultural, sociological, descriptive, narrative, and knowing through close interactions in day-to-day living), however interesting perhaps, and possibly informative for informal purposes, are acceptable as formal knowledge claims.” (p. 153)

Teacher interviews about how their students learn are collected but this information is not easily uploaded in to the SWIS data base and therefore not considered when looking at data. 


SW-PBS is based on positivism because of its use of measuring and ranking of students through the use of databases and information that is being collected on them at the school level. If researchers, such as Sagai and colleagues, have ample amount of data collected that shows positive results then it proves they did not fail in their experiments. If the data collected on an individual student shows they have not responded to any proven interventions, then there must be something inherently wrong with the student that has caused them to fail. 

 
The data is based on information collected on the students in regards to office referrals written by teachers and staff.  Although data on students can also be collected on the teachers who write the referral, and factors such as location and time of day are looked at, the data must be garnered from the individual student getting the referral.  The number of office referrals a student gets determines what level that student is on. Collecting this data is necessary because programs supported by the government must be data-driven and it has to show that its research supported.  What that means, is schools collect this data and track if interventions that they've given improve the students’ behavior or not.  


What I'm finding in the literature on SW-PBS, is that most of the literature is written by Sugai, Honer, Lewis, Bradly, and the implementation partners from various universities and organizations who are working with the Department of Education on implementing SW-PBS programs in schools and promoting the use of their tracking system to collect data. They have not only written the blueprint, manuals, and training material; they have also conducted most of the research on SW-PBS. Conducting studies on their own projects over the past 10 years they have been able to show that their methods use evidence-based behavioral interventions and stress validity through data collection and implementation of programs with fidelity. 

In November 2010 a school-wide evaluation tool was conducted by the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to determine if SW-PBS is being implemented as planned, resulting in change in the school, and improving student outcomes (www.pbis.org). The results of this formal assessment scored Monroe at 93% success for its initial implementation phase, way above average. It is my opinion, as well as several others on the implementation team, that the outcome was not exactly accurate and that survey participants knew how to answer the questions well. As someone who is observing this process I know what is happening at the ground level, but as several people stated, "it makes the school look good for the district." 


According to Jackson and Panyan (2002), literature and research on behavior management is incomplete, misleading, and sometimes wrong. They are referring to an observation, in which schools will set up some type of school-wide system of "expectations, rules, and consequences as the primary mechanism for ensuring order" which will work for approximately 90% of students in the school who are not likely to present a significant behavior problem in the first place.  Jackson and Panyan (2002) state,  

"... it is difficult to ascertain with any degree of certainty either from research or from the experiences of teachers and administrators whether these discipline "successes" are in any way connected with discipline practices.  Yet, considering how success influences perceptions, it is easy to see how the successful 90% can mislead schools or professional communities into viewing their particular discipline models and policies as largely effective and therefore worthy of continuation and dissemination. "(p. 9).


The authors go on to say that if you continually remove the students who have behavior problems then how do you really know if the behavior management system that you're using is working.  


My critiques of SW-PBS are that it is based on "behavioral and biomedical sciences that can be applied to address problem behavior in schools" (OSEP CPBIS, 2004, p. 13), which continues a medical model of viewing behaviors as 'abnormal' and in need of prescriptive interventions. In addition, the collection of data on students based on the number of discipline referrals they receive, sorts students into a level system determined by how far they fall from the norm, which are established by the school personnel. SW-PBS have been touted as a model for reducing the over-identification of students for special education and keeping students with disabilities in the classroom. However the three tiered model goes against inclusion because students are pulled out for intensive interventions, further stigmatizing them with their peers. As I continue my research on this topic I will further explore how schools implement systemic change and write policy that moves them toward and beyond school-wide positive behavior supports.
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