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Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the role of a Positive Behavior Interventions and 

Support (PBIS) to help students with behavior difficulties in general, and with frustration issues 

in particular. This study will focus on providing a student having behavior difficulties with tools 

to help her cope with the challenge of working in pairs or with a team. 

This area is interesting to investigate because in-class behavior impacts the class directly. In case 

of behavior issues, the concerned student doesn’t suffer from this situation alone. It can easily 

become a daily struggle that impacts the learning of the rest of the class. Also, when teaching is 

relying on group or pairs activities, it is important to provide students with tools to cope with the 

social aspect of teamwork and the frustration it can generate. 

This research is conducted in a Moroccan school that is transitioning to an American Educational 

System. In the beginning of the school year, the newly appointed school Director introduced a 

new vision to deal with behavior issues. By introducing the PBIS, he recommends using a 

school-wide approach to help students with behavior difficulties. 

While conducting this research, my objective is to verify that the newly introduced PBIS helps 

my student to deal with her frustration issues. It is inferred from different readings that this 

approach has a positive impact. It brings some potentially advantageous concepts that could 

benefit both teacher and student, such as introducing an initial diagnosis step, involving parents 

or caregivers at an early stage, and clarifying the procedure and steps leading to problem 

resolution.  



In their Guide to Teaching Practice, Cohen et al. (1996, p286) claim that the promotion of good 

behavior is founded in several key principles focusing on people, intervention and on 

accentuating the positive. One of these key aspects is the “promotion of empowerment, 

autonomy and responsibility in students.” 

With this research, I aim to prove the efficiency of the newly implemented school-wide PBIS in 

helping a student with behavior issues. Also, as far as my own teaching practice is concerned, 

my goal is to reach the following objectives: 

• Identify and negotiate a research project and take responsibility for constructing and 

achieving relevant additional outcomes and critically evaluate the results of the project. 

• Demonstrate critical understanding and specialized knowledge/skills in my area of study. 

 

 

  



Literature review 

 

PBIS history and general definition 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, articles about school-wide behavior management began to 

appear in the literature as researchers were publishing the results of their work about school-wide 

discipline programming. But only in late 2007, was the first State PBIS Consultant position 

created within the NC DPI (North Carolina Department of Public Instruction). Due to the lack of 

effectiveness of the punitive school approach towards challenging behaviors, different schools 

were looking for new alternatives to support students at risk of academic failure and dropout. As 

a consequence, public schools started to show interest for PBIS, which focuses on prevention 

rather than on disciplinary enforcement. (Hong et al. 2012) 

School-wide positive behavior intervention and support (SW-PBIS) is a prevention oriented 

frame-work focused on creating environment that reflects safety, social competence, and healthy 

school climate. (Cressey et al. 2014) As specified in their blueprint for PBIS implementation, the 

Office of Special Education Programs presents SW-PBIS as “a compilation of effective 

practices, interventions, and systems change strategies that have a long history of empirical 

support and development and individually have been demonstrated to be empirically effective 

and efficient.” 



 

Figure 1: PBIS elements. 

Source: PBIS.ORG 

Figure 1 shows the four elements of PBIS, namely outcomes, practices, data, and systems: 

• Outcomes are the behavior goals that are stressed on by students, caregivers, and 

teachers.  

• Practices are the evidence-based interventions and strategies put in place to reach the 

defined goals. 

• Data is the set of collected information used to identify status, need for change, and 

effects of interventions. It is also used to support intervention’s success or limitation. 

• Systems include all the structure needed for the correct and durable implementation of 

PBIS. 

 



School wide dimension 

In order to insure a solid implementation of PBIS in schools, few steps need to be followed. In 

their SW-PBIS implementation blueprint, the OSEP explain that effective practices and systems 

of SW-PBIS must be persistently in place for 5-10 years if schools are to expand their efforts and 

maximize their effectiveness. This idea is shared by Cressey et al. (2014) as they recommend a 

slow introduction of SW-PBIS in form of a 5 years process moving from a pilot “problem” grade 

to the generalization of the process to the entire school. This is interesting to consider in order to 

keep things in perspective for our own school PBIS implementation.  

In her research conclusions, Madyun-Blackman (2015) says that results indicated that PBIS is 

effective if implemented schoolwide with consistency and fidelity. This is confirmed by Cressey 

et al. who claim that satisfactory implementation fidelity of SW-PBIS is possible without any 

external help or funding if the different actors are “on board”. These authors also suggest that the 

school counselor takes a leadership role in the introduction and establishment of SW-PBIS. 

Unfortunately, in the case of our school, the structure is so small that we don’t have a school 

counselor. So this responsibility of implementing our SW-PBIS is spread among different 

elementary teachers. As a consequence, and despite Cressey’s argument, SW-PBIS will require 

some investment in our school. 

 

Effective Classroom Management 

By using to the SW-PBIS framework, teachers commit to use clear and positively stated 

classroom rules and expectations. Marzano et al. (2009) recommend that while considering room 

decoration, clear classroom rules and expectations should always be displayed and frequently 



referred at. The author also includes rules and procedures for behavioral problems that might be 

caused by the school’s physical characteristics or the school routines (Marzano et al. 2003). This 

could be particularly true during class transitions or recess periods. Appendix A shows a good 

example of an age appropriate expectations statement and display as recommended by the 

school’s PBIS documentation. 

SW-PBIS implies also that teachers reinforce student appropriate behavior by using general and 

specific praise. Here general praise is defined as any verbal statement or gesture that indicates 

approval and does not name a specific behavior while specific praise names a specific behavior.” 

(Reinke et al. 2012) This could be interesting to observe in our school as in our cultural setting, 

praise doesn’t always come naturally and some teachers might find it challenging to voice out 

their positive feedback to their students. 

 

Response to Behavior violations  

One of the strength of SW-PBIS is to offer a Multi-tiers response to behavior violations. “When 

more supervision of student behavior and structure are introduced to the environment, 

disciplinary incidents are reduced” (Cressey et al. 2014). Also, suspension rates for SW-PBIS 

schools have shown decreasing trends for the past 5 years. In addition, average rates of office 

discipline referrals in SW-PBIS schools in NC are below the national average across grade 

levels. (NC DPI)(Madyun Backman, 2015) 

 



	

Figure 2: Multi-level prevention approach 

source: OSEP blueprint 

The following diagram illustrates the multi-tiers approach offered to all students Prevention 

(Lewis & Sugai, 1999; Sugai et al., 2000; Walker et al., 1996). These levels are in fact systems 

of support:  

• Primary prevention focuses on preventing the development of new cases of problem 

behaviors by focusing on all students and staff, across all settings  

• Secondary prevention focuses on reducing the number of existing cases of problem 

behaviors by establishing efficient and rapid responses to problem behavior. 

• Tertiary prevention focuses on reducing the intensity and/or complexity of existing cases 

of problem behavior that are resistant to primary and secondary prevention efforts. 

Here, the small size of our school might make it hard to implement these levels as the specialized 

and individualized support that the tertiary preventions needs might not be available in our 

setting. 



	

Figure 3: Redirective Behavior Process at ASI 

Source: ASI Behavior Management Booklet 

 

This diagram is showing the in class redirection behavior process as recommended by our school 

policy. It shows the potential consequences to misbehaving and the potential responses available 

for the teacher to use. It is also recommended that this diagram is displayed in class to serve as a 

clear reference for both teachers and students.  



Active Listening Playground 

Along with the SW-PBIS Strategy, the school launched the "Active Listening Playground" 

(ALP) initiative in elementary grades. ALP is a method developed by the composer Keren 

Rosenbaum. It is used to develop transformational leadership skills necessary to compose a 

community, as well as good practice for embracing, and thriving in confusion, and putting 

personal judgements to the side when necessary (ActiveListeningPlayground.com). Its 

underlying values are playfulness and active listening and it creates innovative collaborations 

and unpredictable outcomes. ALP tools, such as “I paint, you sing”, are powerful means to 

compose communities, release people’s creativity and encourage simple yet deep communication 

among them (ComposingCommunities.com). Each ALP is unique and tailored to the concerned 

community or group. ALP participants are always free to choose their own level of engagement 

but they still have to agree on the following three commitments:  

• Avoid judgement  

• Embrace confusion  

• Welcome, enjoy and dare to make mistakes 



	

Figure 4: ALP Commitments to creating a safe environment 

Source: ActiveListeningPlayground.com 

 

In our school, ALP tools are used as a support to Behavior Intervention Plans. Concerned 

students are invited to join ALP sessions to gain confidence, express their feelings, and learn 

how to cope with their emotions.   



Limits of SW-PBIS 

During their researches on the impact of SW-PBIS on school accountability, Hong et al. (2012) 

and Knowles (2014) agree that the effectiveness of SW-PBIS on student achievement is 

inconclusive. Their data analysis is based on elementary schools results and it shows no 

statistically significant relationship between SW-PBIS program and school’s accountability. 

School accountability occurs in many ways in educational systems. However, the focus of these 

researches was on the accountability system in which the school is held responsible for the 

performance of its students. Still, Knowles admits that long term success of SW-PBIS is hard to 

predict due to the absence of additional years of data. The author recommends pursuing more 

research to gather external data. 

 

Impact of SW-PBIS on teachers 

In his article, Reinke (2012) presents an interesting correlation between a successful positive 

behavioral approach and the teacher reported self-efficacy. This in turn could be implemented in 

our own practice to avoid the emotional exhaustion associated with behavior issues management. 

Unfortunately, this research stops at describing a problematic situation without suggesting 

solutions. It is hard for the reader to know where to go from the conclusions of the research.  

Still, it sheds the light on the role of teachers in the success of SW-PBIS. “Teachers are vital 

stakeholders in supporting and implementing PBIS. If they do not fully buy into the framework, 

findings show it will impact the effectiveness of the implementation” (Madyun Blackman, 2015). 

Knowles adds that, if the SW-PBIS is not a teachers-decision but it was rather imposed on them, 

the change of systems relies heavily on the effectiveness with which the implementation team 



can promote the program to faculty and staff members. (Knowles, 2014) It will be then 

interesting to assess the implication of our teachers in order to assess the chances of our SW-

PBIS to succeed. 

 

Methodology  

This research fits in the action research paradigm. In his guide to action research, Sagor (2010) 

defines it as “a disciplined process of inquiry conducted by and for those taking the action. The 

primary reason for engaging in action research is to assist the ‘actor’ in improving his or her 

action.” The use of action research’s spiral pattern is relevant for this research as it will allow 

making the best of the implementation of PBIS in the teaching practice. The succession of action 

research process cycles allows for fine tuning the initial understanding of PBIS in order to 

improve its use in daily practice. The initial time span allocated to this research was 6 weeks 

which were structured in three iterations of the “plan – action – data collection – analysis - 

revision” cycle. Every two weeks, a checking point was made to reflect upon and reevaluate the 

action research to adjust the plan and modify its implementation back into teaching practice. At 

the end of the 6 weeks, a last checking point was necessary to finally evaluate the impact of the 

action research. 



	

Figure 5: Five steps to action research 

In order to answer the research question, a combination of data collection methods was used 

along with literature analysis to guarantee triangulation, and ensure the reliability and validity of 

the collected data. To enhance the research results, the following data collection methods were 

used: observations, interviews, questionnaires, incidents logs and meetings minutes. 

Qualitative data was collected through structured observations, interviews, and meeting minutes. 

Structured observations were made with the support of the Elementary School coordinator, thus, 

their observations’ notes were also included in the data collected. Two sets of observations were 

needed. The first one was mainly focused on student interactions during pair and group activities. 

The second set included observation of other elementary classes and was focused on the 

implementation of PBIS by experienced teachers. Usually, these observations were followed by 

short meetings to discuss the observed situations and gather more clarification when needed. In 

general, meeting minutes were an opportunity to collect data from other actors of the school-

wide PBIS implementation, namely the student themselves, their parents, and other teachers. 



Quantitative data was collected through two channels: questionnaires and incidents records. 

Questionnaires were distributed to all elementary teachers in order to get information about their 

practical use of PBIS. This questionnaire was also an opportunity for teachers to express their 

perception of the efficiency of the school-wide PBIS. The incidents records, included in the PBIS 

package provided by the school, were used to track incidents concerning my class, with a bigger 

emphasis on the focus student. 

Concerning the ethical aspect of this research, the School Director explicitly gave his approval to 

proceed with this research. All parties, including the student with behavior issues, their parents 

and elementary teachers, have been informed about the process and the final use of the data 

collected. Also, as specified in the British Education Research Association (BERA) guidelines, 

all the data was collected anonymously. 

 

  



Analysis of data in terms of related theory 

	

Action research is an iterative process in which the methodology and objectives are refined 

progressively. This action research was based on three iterations.  

1st iteration: 

The first iteration of this action research was focused on setting a Behavior Intervention Plan 

(BIP) focused on a student who becomes frustrated with challenging tasks and gives up quickly. 

She frequently says she can’t do a task before even trying it and gets easily frustrated while 

engaging in a group activity. The objective of this BIP is to increase her tolerance and improve 

her ability to engage in team work. We also want her to voice out her frustration and feelings 

rather than throwing a tantrum or refusing to work. This BIP follows the school policy which is 

based on the structure offered by PBISWorld.com.  

 

First, this BIP includes a prevention strategy to reduce the frequency of incidents, as 

recommended by the OSEP PBIS Blueprint. As such, the teacher’s approach was to check on the 

student repeatedly and encourage her to explain her work and methods before starting any 

activity.  As part of learning alternative behaviors, the student was allowed to take a break when 

getting frustrated and then reminded to use feeling words when complaining. Furthermore, when 

stuck on a concept, the student was asked to raise her hand and quietly wait for the teacher to 

come help. 

 

Along with these guidelines, the teacher was also using positive reinforcement, through praising, 

to acknowledge the student’s efforts. For example, when the student had to be taken aside to 



allow her to safely vent, the teacher seized this opportunity to encourage her and praise her 

perseverance.  

Though they were not needed in this particular case, this BIP includes scenarios where the 

student could be subject to the school discipline policies for not following the rules. This was 

meant for situations where the student’s frustration level escalates to a point where they could 

not calm down. 

 

To implement this BIP, the parent was informed of the implementation of the BIP during a 

meeting. When successful, this step increases the parent’s involvement throughout the process, 

who can then provide the teacher with extra information to support the student. This allowed us 

to realize that the family was also struggling at home with oversensitivity and tantrums. The 

parent believes this might be related to tensions due to their family situation. They also have 

tried meditation at home, but, with no significant success. 

 

As a result of these actions, the number of incidents was significantly reduced. Their nature also 

changed since we stopped having out-of-control tantrums. We still had anger outbursts, though 

this time directed only towards the teacher, which was a significant improvement regarding her 

interaction with her peers. Furthermore, giving the student frequent positive feedback helped 

building good communication bridges. These feedbacks included high-five and pats on the back, 

and reinforced the sense of the student and teacher being a team. Still, the ratio of at least 4 

positive interactions to 1 correction, as recommended by PBISWorld.com, proved to be difficult 

to achieve. This was also the case in the results of Reinke’s research as only one teacher out of 

the 33 participants who were observed reached this objective. 



2nd iteration 

The second iteration of this action research focuses more on the source of the student’s 

frustration outbursts and feeling of helplessness. The hypothesis here is that it was partially due 

to the lack of clarity of both the teacher’s instructions and the in-class behavior expectations. As 

a preventive solution, the OSEP blueprint recommends “removing antecedent or preceding 

factors that prompt, trigger, or occasion problem behavior in children and undesirable 

intervention practices” and “arranging environments so opportunities are maximized to teach and 

practice appropriate behavior.” 

In order to learn more about how to implement these 2 recommendations in class, a first 

observation was held in first grade modern language class. The lesson objective was to learn a 

new Arabic alphabet letter. The teacher chose to teach this content through a set of different 

activities. As a consequence, students were split into groups and engaged in rotations of 10 

minutes activities. The transitions were smooth, and students were focused on their activities 

during the majority of the lesson. This success was due to the tricks the teacher used to make the 

expectations as clear as possible. In addition to frequent reference to the age-adapted CHAMPS 

poster displayed on the board, the teacher used a short singing tune to remind her students with 

instructions whenever they had to change the activity. This indeed required a great deal of energy 

from the teacher but her clear statement of expectations and constant referring to the CHAMPS 

poster made this activity based lesson an example to follow. 

As a result of this iteration, PBIS is now generalized to all students in my class, not only to 

students with behavior difficulties. We also displayed CHAMPS expectations and class rules in a 

positively stated manner, and refer to these displays frequently. Another way to encourage 



positive behavior in class is by introducing a record of merit and demerit, then by rewarding the 

positive behavior every time they reach a hundred merits through a special activity.  

One of the main features of SW-PBIS, as defined by the OSEP, is the prevention logic for all. 

The fact of having common rules and expectations generalized to all students leads to a generally 

calmer and more engaged class as well as smoother transitions. This matches the 

recommendation of Marzano et al. (2009) and Reinke et al. (2013) for an effective classroom 

management where both articles stressed on the importance of frequent reference to positively 

stated rules. 

 

3rd iteration: 

The third iteration of this research was the opportunity to analyze the implementation of SW-

PBIS in our school. The previous iteration proved that the coherence of rules and procedures 

brought by the PBIS was successful in setting a positive class atmosphere. Our school is at the 

very beginning of its SW-PBIS journey and it is interesting for this research to have a general 

overview of the implementation of our SW-PBIS from the perspective of other elementary 

teachers.  

A questionnaire was distributed to the 14 elementary teachers of our school. The main goal of 

this questionnaire was to understand their perception of our SW-PBIS.  



	

Figure 6: Results of SW-PBIS questionnaire 

Figure 6 shows the results of the survey conducted in our school. It proves that the SW-PBIS is 

widely accepted by elementary teachers even if some aspects still need to be corrected such as 

the display of class rules and expectations, and reference to the CHAMPS model. 

  



Teachers with students under BIP describe its impact as very positive. From their perception, 

students are improving drastically and are happier and almost always compliant. They also are 

listening more during class and complete more work. They have fewer tantrums and have 

learned ways to control their frustrations. Still, it is necessary to keep the records consistently up 

to date, otherwise the BIP becomes useless. 

When asked about the impact of PBIS in general on their students, teachers describe the system 

as highly effective because students internalize their behavior rather than just depend on external 

rules. They believe that it is largely due to the fact that the expectations are constantly previewed 

before each activity and there is reflection on how it went afterward. There is also a lot of 

emphasis on why they are learning. Overall, having very clear guidelines and procedures leads to 

a calm and positive classroom. 

In general, teachers believe that PBIS had a positive impact on them as it helped them with 

classroom management. It saves time as students are more responsible for their behavior and 

learning. It gives also the freedom to focus on students in need while the rest of the class works 

independently. They also report more positive connections with their students as they focus on 

their qualities instead of scolding them. Some teachers reported that it allowed them to teach 

with less frustration and to have more energy to teach. 

Still, some teachers don’t use CHAMPS as they prefer their own system. Other teachers 

expressed their concern about the continuity of the use of PBIS outside their classrooms. They 

consider that there is a lack of consistency and there are no consequences outside the classroom 

which makes some students believe it is acceptable to misbehave. Also, some teachers 



complained about the workload due to the implementation of a new system and that the changes 

in the school create too many requirements at the same time. 

Based on the OSEP SW-PBIS blueprint, the implementation of SW-PBIS requires investments in 

the features represented in the following figure:  

	

Figure 7: PBIS Features 

 

The answers to this questionnaire show that systems are changing as advised by the OSEP and 

teachers are implementing the SW-PBIS as per the School Director’s recommendations. Still, 

teachers, as natural implementers, need to support the SW-PBIS even outside their classes to 

ensure its continuity (Marzano et al., 2003). 
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Conclusion 

During this research, results proved that the newly introduced SW-PBIS helped providing my 

student with tools to better deal with her frustration issues and her emotions in general. This 

approach positively impacted the rest of the class too. By providing behavior guidance for all, 

SW-PBIS benefited both students and teachers as it involved students, parents and teachers 

equally in the process of dealing with behavior issues. 

The objective of this research was achieved as the student is dealing more efficiently with 

emotion outbursts. She can recognize when she is overreacting and uses techniques to work on 

her emotions such as breathing or visualization. The student is also showing more positive 

relationships with classmates and handles teamwork with much more enthusiasm. 

SW-PBIS also impacted positively my teaching as it provided clear guidance for an efficient 

classroom management. As a first year teacher, having this support relieved the emotional strand 

related to behavior management by providing a systematic approach and processes to deal with 

the most common behavior issues. The results went in fact beyond my expectations as I didn’t 

expect to see a positive impact on such a short time span. 

This research also had few unintended outcomes. Besides the generalization of PBIS in my class, 

we now use CHAMPS as a routine and we always refer to it for instructions clarifications. We 

also introduced in our class the use of ALP as a form of therapy that gives students an 

opportunity to build their confidence by creating a safe environment. We also have now a 

different seating arrangement and we are introducing alternative seating options such as yoga 

balls and focus desks. At the level of the school, after sharing my findings with my hierarchy, the 



School Director is considering using the results of my questionnaire as the basis of a focus group 

to assess the use of PBIS in our school. 

Also, as a result of this research, my own teaching approach changed. It is especially the case 

concerning my way of giving instructions and expressing positive feedback. I am more conscious 

of my use of praise and I am working towards improving it to reach the level recommended. 

From this study, I would like to investigate on the impact of behavior issues on teachers and how 

SW-PBIS can help them avoid burnout. I would also like to read more about ALP and its 

potential applications in class. A first contact with the ALP community was possible through this 

research as I got the chance to discuss with its creator, Keren Rosenbaum, and I am looking 

forward to knowing more about this approach.  
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Figure 8: Example of expectation display 

 

 


