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PROGRAM EVALUATION OF UNIVERSAL POSITIVE BEHAVIORAL 

INTERVENTIONS AND SUPPORTS IN KENTUCKY 

Kelly S. Davis      May 2011           191 Pages 

Directed by: Christopher Wagner, Kyong Chon, Martha Day, and Mary Evans 

Educational Leadership Doctoral Program              Western Kentucky University 

 The current study was undertaken to examine the impact of Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports (PBIS) implementation on schools in Kentucky.  Research 

questions evaluated (a) whether schools in Kentucky implemented PBIS with fidelity and 

(b) how PBIS implementation impacted student outcomes.  Results of the study indicated 

that elementary, middle, and high schools implemented PBIS with fidelity.  Associations 

were noted between PBIS implementation and decreases in office discipline referrals, 

out-of-school suspensions, dropout rate, and student retention rate.  Results suggested 

that the PBIS model of training and technical assistance used in Kentucky demonstrates a 

reliable model for schools to follow to implement sustainable behavior change that likely 

will lead to improved student outcomes.  Future research of PBIS in Kentucky would be 

beneficial.  Analysis of statewide versus regional data would provide a more 

comprehensive picture of the strengths and limitations of Kentucky’s PBIS model.  The 

current study results suggest a need to examine both quantitative and qualitative data 

related to PBIS implementation.  Evaluation of this nature would provide greater insight 

into barriers and successes of PBIS implementation which would promote more effective 

training and technical assistance. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 In the mid 1990s, the Kentucky Department of Education developed the Behavior 

Task Force, consisting of educational administrators, teachers, support staff from state 

and local levels, personnel from collaborating agencies, and parent advocacy 

organizations.  The task force determined that three areas should be addressed: (a) 

establish a cadre of behavior consultants to provide expert support for students with 

challenging behavior; (b) develop a web page focused on providing information and 

support; and (c) develop model programs in schools to address effective behavior 

management for all students in a schoolwide manner (Waford, 2010).  The initial concept 

of developing model programs to promote schoolwide behavior practices has evolved 

from a ten school pilot program in 1997 to the statewide implementation of Positive 

Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) since 2004, with training and technical 

assistance provided by the Kentucky Center for Instructional Discipline (KYCID). 

 According to Waford (2010), ten schools initially participated in the Model 

Schools Project.  These schools submitted an application and were selected to participate 

in a three-year grant process.  Instructional materials from Sprick, Garrison, and Howard 

(2002) were used to guide the process.  Each school had a behavior coach assigned to 

provide additional guidance and support.  The behavior coaches became the primary 

trainers for the subsequent discipline project called Kentucky Instructional Discipline in 

Schools (KIDS).  The KIDS project was an expansion of the initial effort to 50 schools 

and took place from 2000-2003.  Both projects had behavior coaches and were led by 

trainers with periodic professional development opportunities over extended periods of 
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time.  The goal was to provide support at three levels of intervention - primary, 

secondary, and tertiary. 

 At the schoolwide level, schools in the KIDS Project showed significant 

improvements in their approach to student behavior.  According to Waford (2010), 

significant decreases in office referrals, suspension rates, and expulsion rates were 

common among schools, and teachers reported higher levels of confidence in addressing 

student behavior.  Survey data collected from schools and the Kentucky Department of 

Education during the KIDS Project revealed concerns regarding collection and use of 

effective and meaningful data, sustainability of the process over time, cost of the methods 

of training, and rate of expansion into more schools (Waford).  As a result, a third project 

was initiated to try a different approach considering some of the experiences of the 

previous efforts. 

 The Instructional Discipline Pilot Project (IDPP) began in 2003 with 31 schools.  

The main focus was not only to use information and materials from Sprick, Garrison, and 

Howard (1998) and Sprick et al. (2002) but to also incorporate more research and 

strategies from the National Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports.  Greater emphasis on data collection and analysis was a key 

aspect of the IDPP, as was keeping the reality of sustainability in mind, expanding 

beyond the primary intervention level, and increasing involvement of mental health 

agency partners.  The IDPP was completed in 2004-05.  As a result of successes 

identified in the IDPP, the KYCID was organized in 2004 to provide on-going training 

and technical assistance to schools in Kentucky implementing PBIS. 
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 Since its inception in 2004, the KYCID has provided training in the PBIS model 

to over 350 schools.  However, to date there has been no comprehensive evaluation of the 

efforts of the KYCID to establish PBIS in Kentucky schools.  Statewide positive behavior 

supports have been evaluated in Florida (Childs, Kincaid, & George, 2010), Iowa (Mass-

Galloway, Panyan, Smith, & Wessendorf, 2008), Maryland (Barrett, Bradshaw, & Lewis-

Palmer, 2008), and New Hampshire (Muscott, Mann, & LeBrun, 2008), and results show 

enhanced student outcomes as a result of PBIS implementation.  Because it is important 

to conduct evaluations of statewide efforts in order to ensure that states build scalable and 

sustainable systems of support (Horner, Sugai, & Lewis-Palmer, 2005), this study seeks 

to provide comprehensive information about the PBIS initiative in Kentucky.  The study 

will provide information to stakeholders about the association between PBIS 

implementation and student outcome measures to allow informed decision-making about 

the potential use of PBIS in schools.  Before evaluating the effects of PBIS in Kentucky, 

it is necessary to describe the need for and the elements of the model. 

Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 

 Educators face numerous, and sometimes overwhelming, challenges in their 

efforts to teach students the skills and knowledge needed to graduate and be employable.  

In many schools, student misbehavior regularly interferes with teachers’ time to provide 

instruction of core content in reading, math, science, writing, and other academic areas.  

In 2004, Public Agenda conducted a national survey of 725 middle and high school 

teachers.  Ninety-seven percent of surveyed teachers indicated that schools need good 

discipline to excel but that student discipline problems, particularly disruptive behaviors, 

are so prevalent they are unable to teach at the level necessary to prepare students for 
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adult life.  As a result, over one-third of the teachers surveyed reported that they had 

considered quitting teaching due to the volume and intensity of student behavior 

problems.  These teacher perceptions were corroborated in the Annual Report on School 

Safety (U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department of Justice, 2000), which 

found that disruptive behavior is much more widespread than carrying weapons and 

physical fighting on school property. 

 Although behavior incidents involving weapons and physical fighting have 

sharply declined, disruptive behavior in the classroom has remained steady (U.S. 

Department of Education and U.S. Department of Justice, 2000; Lewis & Sugai, 1999; 

Safran & Oswald, 1993; Sugai & Horner, 2002).  In fact, a little more than 60% of 12
th

 

grade students and about 90% of 8
th

 grade students polled in the annual report stated that 

“their teachers interrupted class to deal with student misbehavior at least once during an 

average week” (U.S. Department of Education and U.S. Department of Justice, p. 12).  

Additionally, 43 out of every 1,000 students reported they were victims of non-violent 

crimes while at school or going to or from school and that these incidents had a negative 

impact on the school climate and culture.  While schools have taken steps to prevent 

violent crimes by installing metal detectors and cameras, hiring resource officers, 

implementing zero tolerance policies, and suspending or expelling students for physically 

aggressive or illegal behaviors, there has been limited focus on implementing schoolwide 

practices to address students who are disruptive, disrespectful, or otherwise inappropriate 

(Sugai & Horner, 2002).  Instead, schools have historically relied on punishment as the 

primary means of dealing with student misbehavior.  Skiba and Peterson (2000) 

recounted how school discipline procedures have generally grown more intolerant and 
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oriented towards punishment, despite research demonstrating the ineffectiveness of 

punitive approaches in behavior management. 

 As research continued to highlight the problems associated with an overreliance 

on punishment, models supporting positive discipline approaches began to be developed 

and applied in schools.  In a shift away from punishment as the primary means to address 

student behavior issues, over 14,000 schools across the United States, including over 350 

in Kentucky, have begun using a systems-based approach to address student discipline 

and school culture.  This process, known as PBIS, is designed to enhance school culture 

and climate by changing the organizational structure of the school in order to promote 

prosocial student behavior and decrease reliance on punitive measures (Office of Special 

Education Programs [OSEP] Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports, 

2005). 

 PBIS is a general term that refers to the application of systemic and individualized 

practices designed to increase appropriate student behaviors and prevent inappropriate 

student behaviors (Sugai & Horner, 2002).  According to E. G. Carr et al. (2002), positive 

behavior is defined as behavior that increases the likelihood of “success and personal 

satisfaction” (p. 4) within school, home, and community.  The PBIS movement began in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s as a modernized, multi-faceted method of developing 

effective systems to support prosocial student behavior (Colvin, Kame’enui, & Sugai, 

1993; Lewis & Sugai, 1999; Walker et al., 1996). 

 The broad aim of PBIS is to improve student behavioral and academic outcomes 

by using data to make decisions about student behavior, developing practices that support 

positive student behavior, and developing systems that support staff behavior change 
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(OSEP Center on PBIS, 2005).  Gartin and Murdick (2001) summarized new language in 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act amended in 1997 which pertained to 

PBIS.  The new language emphasized functional behavioral assessment and positive 

behavioral interventions and supports as methods all schools should use in designing and 

implementing discipline practices.   

 PBIS is not a curriculum, program, or intervention but rather is an approach used 

to improve the adoption, implementation, and sustainability of effective evidence-based 

practices that promote appropriate student behavior (OSEP Center on PBIS, 2005; Sugai 

& Horner, 2009).  The theory and conceptual foundations of PBIS are rooted in applied 

behavior analysis (E. G. Carr et al., 2002).  The link to applied behavior analysis 

highlights that: 

observable behavior is an important indicator of what individuals have learned 

and how they operate in their environment, behavior is learned and rule governed, 

environmental factors (antecedent and consequence events) are influential in 

determining whether a behavior is likely to occur, and new and alternative 

prosocial behaviors can be taught. (Sugai & Horner, 2009, pp. 309-310) 

 Schools implementing PBIS are concerned with gathering and analyzing both 

outcome data (e.g., office discipline referrals, in-school suspensions, out-of-school 

suspensions) and fidelity data via the use of multiple checklists and surveys.  Research 

conducted on PBIS has demonstrated its effectiveness in improving school culture and 

climate and improving student behavior across all age levels including preschool 

(Stormont, Smith, & Lewis, 2007); elementary school (Horner et al., 2009; Sadler & 

Sugai, 2009); middle school (Metzler, Biglan, Rusby, & Sprague, 2001; Warren et al., 
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2006) and high school (Bohanon et al., 2006; Flannery, Sugai, & Anderson, 2009).  PBIS 

implementation has been demonstrated to lead to sustained changes in schools’ discipline 

practices (Barrett et al., 2008) and to reductions in office discipline referrals (Luiselli, 

Putnam, Handler, & Feinberg, 2005; Mass-Galloway et al., 2008; Metzler et al.) and out-

of-school suspensions (Mayer et al., 1993; Scott & Barrett, 2004). 

Purpose of the Study  

 In order to ensure that training and technical assistance leads to desirable 

outcomes for schools, it was important to study the impact of PBIS implementation on 

schools in Kentucky.  In addition to evaluating how PBIS implementation affects office 

discipline referral and out-of-school suspension rates, examination of the impact on 

student achievement and non-academic indicators such as dropout rate, graduation rate, 

and student retention rate was necessary as these factors all influence student success 

(Linney & Seidman, 1989).  Of equal importance was to examine sustainability of the 

implementation process over time.  Many studies offer evidence of immediate effects of 

program implementation, but some researchers have argued that the investment of time, 

energy, and resources to affect change is only noteworthy to the extent that newly 

established practices are sustained over time (Coburn, 2003).  Therefore, it was important 

to examine whether schools in Kentucky sustain PBIS implementation over a period of 

time.  In addition, Fixsen, Naoom, Blase, Friedman, and Wallace (2005) and Lane, 

Kalberg, Bruhn, Mahoney, and Driscoll (2008) have noted a lack of evidence 

surrounding evaluation of PBIS implementation fidelity.  Because sustainability is 

directly impacted by fidelity of implementation, it was critical to evaluate the fidelity of 

PBIS implementation in schools in Kentucky. 
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 The purpose of the study was two-fold.  One purpose was to examine whether 

Kentucky schools that receive training in the PBIS model implement universal PBIS with 

fidelity over time.  The second purpose was to evaluate how the implementation of PBIS 

impacts student outcome variables such as office discipline referrals, out-of-school 

suspensions, student retention rates, school dropout rates, graduation rates, and student 

achievement.  Fidelity and outcome data were evaluated by school level (i.e., elementary, 

middle, high) to determine if there were differences across school levels. 

Research Questions 

 This study was conducted with elementary and secondary schools in western 

Kentucky.  Data from 56 schools over a three-year period were analyzed to evaluate 

fidelity and outcome data related to PBIS implementation.  The following research 

questions were explored: 

1. Are schools in western Kentucky implementing universal PBIS with fidelity over 

time and by school level? 

2. How does universal PBIS implementation affect student outcome measures over 

time and by school level? 

a. Does PBIS implementation affect office discipline referrals? 

b. Does PBIS implementation affect out-of-school suspensions? 

c. Does PBIS implementation affect high school graduation rate? 

d. Does PBIS implementation affect the school dropout rate? 

e. Does PBIS implementation affect the student retention rate? 

f. Does PBIS implementation affect student achievement in reading? 

g. Does PBIS implementation affect student achievement in math? 
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Significance of the Study 

 To date, there has been no comprehensive evaluation of PBIS implementation in 

Kentucky elementary and secondary schools.  This study is significant because it 

provides a longitudinal analysis of the impact of PBIS implementation on important 

outcomes such as office discipline referrals, out-of-school suspensions, dropout rates, 

retention rates, graduation rates, and student achievement.  The study is significant 

because it provides information about fidelity of implementation and whether Kentucky’s 

PBIS model is sustainable in schools.  The study provides important information to 

elementary and secondary school personnel who may consider the implementation of 

PBIS in their schools.  In addition, the study provides information to state-level 

stakeholders regarding the benefits of continuing or expanding Kentucky’s statewide 

PBIS initiative. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

1. Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS).  “Positive Behavioral 

Interventions and Supports is a systems approach for establishing the social 

culture and individualized behavior supports needed for a school to be a safe and 

effective learning environment for all students” (Sugai & Horner, 2009, p. 309).   

2. Kentucky Center for Instructional Discipline (KYCID).  The organization that 

provides training and support for PBIS implementation in Kentucky. 

3. Fidelity.  Adherence to the tenets of a model or program (Moncher & Prinz, 

1991). 

4. Fidelity data.  Data collected and analyzed to determine if a model or program 

has adhered to the components of implementation. 
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5. Fidelity of implementation.  Content and instructional strategies used in the way 

in which they were designed and intended to be used (National Center on 

Response to Intervention, 2010). 

6. Outcome data.  Data sources collected and analyzed to determine if behavior or 

academic outcomes have improved as a result of implementation of a program or 

model. 

7. Sustainability.  “Continued use of an intervention or program, with ongoing 

implementation fidelity to the core program principles, after supplemental 

resources used to support initial training and implementation are withdrawn” (Han 

& Weiss, 2005, p. 666). 

8. Applied Behavior Analysis.  “The process of applying sometimes tentative 

principles of behavior to the improvement of specific behaviors, and 

simultaneously evaluating whether or not any changes noted are indeed 

attributable to the process of application – and if so, to what parts of the process” 

(Baer, Wolf, & Risley, 1968, p. 91). 

9. Schoolwide Evaluation Tool (SET).  A research quality tool used to annually 

assess universal schoolwide positive behavior supports in order to measure the 

extent to which PBIS is being implemented (Sugai, Lewis-Palmer, Todd, & 

Horner, 2001). 

10. Benchmarks of Quality (BoQ).  A research quality tool, created as an alternative 

to the SET, and used to annually assess universal schoolwide positive behavior 

supports in order to measure the extent to which PBIS is being implemented 

(Kincaid, Childs, & George, 2005). 
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11. Office discipline referral.  “An event in which (a) a student engaged in a behavior 

that violated a rule/social norm in the school, (b) a problem behavior was 

observed by a member of the school staff, and (c) the event resulted in a 

consequence delivered by administrative staff who produced a permanent 

(written) product defining the whole event” (Sugai, Sprague, Horner, & Walker, 

2000, p. 96).   

12. Out-of-school suspension.  A mandatory leave from school assigned to a student 

as punishment for misbehavior that typically lasts between one to ten days. 

13. Graduation rate.  The percentage of students entering a high school in the ninth 

grade and graduating in four years.  Graduation rate is computed for high schools 

only (Kentucky Department of Education, 2010). 

14. Dropout rate.  The percent of students that drop out of school.  Dropout rate is 

collected for grades 7 through 12 in Kentucky.  The dropout definition holds a 

school accountable for the entire school year and includes summer dropouts 

(Kentucky Department of Education, 2010). 

15. Retention rate.  The percent of students that are held back (retained) a grade level 

in the prior grade.  Retention rate is collected for grades 4 through 12 in Kentucky 

(Kentucky Department of Education, 2010). 

 Conclusion 

 PBIS is growing at a rapid pace across the United States and in Kentucky, both in 

terms of numbers of schools implementing and quantity of research being conducted on 

the various elements and components of implementation.  In the last few years, some 

PBIS organizations have undertaken statewide evaluations to determine the impact of 
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PBIS on important student outcomes that affect safety and school culture.  Kentucky has 

been implementing positive behavior supports since 1997 and has had a statewide 

organization in place to provide training and technical assistance since 2004.  Since that 

time, over 350 schools have received training and on-going support in PBIS 

implementation.  This study was conducted to evaluate PBIS efforts in Kentucky to 

inform stakeholders about the effects on student outcome data as well as to help 

determine the benefits of supporting a statewide PBIS initiative.  The following chapter 

provides an extensive review of the literature surrounding PBIS in order to provide 

critical information about the elements under investigation in this study. 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

 The focus of the study was to evaluate the fidelity and effectiveness of PBIS 

implementation in Kentucky schools.  In order to accomplish the goals of the study, an 

extensive overview of PBIS theory and research was necessary.  This chapter first 

provides an overview of the theoretical perspective from which PBIS was developed, 

namely applied behavior analysis.  Eight PBIS components which have roots in applied 

behavior analysis were reviewed.  This portion of the chapter concludes with an 

examination of the distinctions between PBIS and applied behavior analysis.  Next, a 

review of the literature on PBIS is provided in order to expand understanding of the topic.  

Within the review, systems of implementation are first discussed, followed by defining 

characteristics of PBIS.  After the review of the literature, an examination of PBIS 

research related to fidelity and outcome data variables being studied is provided.  The 

topics include fidelity of implementation, office discipline referrals, out-of-school 

suspensions, graduation rate, student retention rate, student dropout rate, and student 

achievement. 

Theoretical Perspective 

 Examination of the theoretical perspectives that have guided the development of 

PBIS is essential.  The first section of the chapter focuses on the theoretical constructs of 

a successful model developed for the purpose of improving student behavior in schools.  

PBIS concepts and principles have been largely derived from the multi-faceted field of 

applied behavior analysis.  The connection to applied behavior analysis occurred for 

several reasons.  Early proponents of PBIS were very knowledgeable about applied 

behavior analysis and used this knowledge to conduct research on how to better support 
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people with developmental disabilities (Dunlap, 2006).  The researchers were similarly 

skilled in using applied behavior analysis techniques to support management of student 

behavior in schools.  In addition, other initial PBIS researchers were well versed in 

behavioral parent training and worked to support parents in dealing with challenging 

child behavior problems (Singer & Wang, 2009). 

 According to Singer and Wang (2009), PBIS was “originally a breakaway 

movement from the field of ABA based on moral revulsion at aversive treatments 

developed and promoted by prominent behavior analysts” (p. 18).  One major difference 

between the two models was that PBIS advocates believed it was immoral to use aversive 

treatments on human subjects when positive alternatives were available (Singer, Gert, & 

Koegel, 1999).  Aversive treatments included such punishments as use of a device that 

administered electric shocks and use of a helmet that delivered white noise and a spray of 

water in the face to people with developmental disabilities (Singer & Wang).  Around the 

same time, advocates of PBIS were becoming part of a social movement aimed at 

normalizing people with developmental disabilities into home communities rather than 

keeping them isolated in institutions (Singer & Wang).  Although this group of 

researchers had become disillusioned with certain aspects of applied behavior analysis, 

several principles served as core beliefs in designing a different way to examine behavior.  

These principles are reviewed in the following sections. 

 Applied behavior analysis. 

 In a seminal publication, Baer et al. (1968) outlined some of the first ideas about 

the application of behavior analysis to the study of behavior.  The authors provided a 

framework for examining socially relevant behaviors in their naturally occurring settings 



15 
 

rather than studying human behavior in general in a “laboratory setting.”  Thus, they took 

principles from other theories, such as reinforcement, and conducted studies in actual 

settings, such as classrooms, to see how the theory as constructed through laboratory 

experiments would translate into actual practice.  With the creation of the Journal of 

Applied Behavior Analysis, Baer et al. laid the foundation for the analysis of effective 

behavior techniques as well as generalization to multiple settings.  Their journal became 

influential in the fields of psychology and education with an explosion of research 

articles expounding innovative ideas to everyday behavior problems (Dunlap, 2006).  

Since that time, the field of applied behavior analysis has rapidly expanded, specifically 

in regard to behavioral practices and strategies in schools that support appropriate student 

behavior.   

 Applied behavior analysis was established in the 1960s and was defined as “the 

process of applying sometimes tentative principles of behavior to the improvement of 

specific behaviors, and simultaneously evaluating whether or not any changes noted are 

indeed attributable to the process of application – and if so, to what parts of the process” 

(Baer et al., 1968, p. 91).  According to E. G. Carr et al. (2002), the field of PBIS owes 

much of its methodological foundation to applied behavior analysis (ABA).  As Dunlap 

(2006) states: 

The debt that PBS owes to ABA is most obvious at the procedural level of direct 

intervention practices, especially at the level of the individual.  These practices 

are derived largely from principles of instrumental learning, such as positive 

reinforcement and stimulus control, and extend to the considerable assessment 

and intervention technology that developed over the early years of ABA.  This 
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technology includes refined strategies of instruction, antecedent manipulations, 

contingency management, and functional analysis and functional assessment.  In 

addition, intervention research and evaluation in PBS typically have adopted the 

methods of direct observation and time series designs, which are emblematic of 

ABA. (p. 58) 

 J. E. Carr and Sidener (2002) conducted an extensive review of the literature to 

examine PBIS components that have derived from applied behavior analysis research and 

found eight characteristics that were typically described.  These include (a) a focus on 

building effective environments; (b) use of multi-faceted interventions; (c) use of an 

ecological, multi-tiered model; (d) adherence to a systems perspective to affect long-term 

change; (e) ensuring meaningful outcomes for students; (f) use of positive intervention 

strategies; (g) a focus on person-centered planning; and (h) use of functional assessment 

to support effective behavior planning for individual students.  Each of these components 

will be reviewed in the following sections. 

 Building effective environments with multi-faceted interventions. 

 Within the context of PBIS implementation, a major goal is to design effective 

environments that promote appropriate behavior (Sugai & Horner, 2002).  The focus of 

improving student behavior is to change the environment rather than change the person.  

Because PBIS is a broad set of systemic and individualized strategies for achieving 

important social and learning outcomes for students, it is considered to be a multi-faceted 

intervention rather than a single procedure (E. G. Carr et al., 2002), and it is 

conceptualized as having all the necessary elements required to promote meaningful 

change in the school environment (J. E. Carr & Sidener, 2002).   Work by Bambara and 
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