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1.0 STUDY BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 

This document was prepared for the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) as part of the 
Design of an Impact Evaluation of Schoolwide Positive Behavior Supports (SWPBS) contract. 
The report presents preliminary design options for an impact evaluation of SWPBS, which is a 
multitiered, systematic framework intended to improve classroom and school climate; student 
social, emotional, and behavioral competence; and academic achievement for all students 
(Horner, Sugai, and Anderson 2010). The motivation for studying SWPBS is discussed in 
Section 1, which provides background information, the prevalence of problem behaviors, and the 
federal support for SWPBS. The study’s research questions are also found in Section 1. Section 2 
provides an overview of the SWPBS framework and components as well as examples of 
implementation approaches and targeted interventions that could be implemented within the 
SWPBS framework. Section 3 describes the available training and implementation support for 
SWPBS. Section 4 presents several design options for an impact evaluation. Finally, section 5 
addresses other design considerations. Additional study products are appended to this report as 
follows: Appendix A: Literature Review Memo; B: Provider Memo; and C: Technical Working 
Group (TWG) Meeting Summary. 

1.1. Problem Behaviors and Their Impact on Academics and the School 
Environment 
Negative behaviors, including nonphysical aggression and more serious violent 

behaviors, are prevalent in a wide variety of social and physical contexts, including schools. The 
most recent data from the National Center for Education Statistics (Robers, Zhang, and Truman 
2012) show that in 2009-10, 74 percent of public schools reported one or more violent incidents 
of crime, whereas 68 percent reported one or more other types of incidents. Some 23 percent of 
public schools reported daily or weekly bullying among students during the 2009-10 school 
year, whereas 9 percent reported “widespread disorder in classrooms.” Among high school 
students, in 2009, 31 percent reported that they had been in a physical fight on school property 
in the past year. Student problem behaviors also impact school staff and the classroom 
environment. During the 2007-08 school year, 7 percent of elementary school teachers and 8 
percent of secondary school teachers reported being threatened by a student. Moreover, in 2007-
08, 39 percent of secondary school teachers and 33 percent of elementary school teachers 
reported that student misbehavior interfered with their teaching. In response to student 
misbehavior, 39 percent of public schools took at least one serious disciplinary action against a 
student, including suspensions, transfers to specialized schools, and removals from school for 
the remainder of the year. 

The short- and long-term impacts of students’ negative behavior on the learning 
environment and on student outcomes is well documented. Disruptive behaviors have been 
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shown to contribute to loss of instruction time (Arnold 1997) and academic problems, including 
poor achievement, grade retention and school dropout (Tremblay et al. 1992; Wagner 1995). 
Furthermore, co-occurring behavior and academic problems are associated with later negative 
outcomes such as poor academic progress and postsecondary outcomes (Wagner 1995), receipt 
of special education services, conduct problems, criminal arrest, and antisocial behaviors 
(Darney et al. 2013; Moffitt 1993; Reinke et al. 2008; Schaeffer et al. 2004). 

Schools have an opportunity to teach and reinforce appropriate behaviors and skills as 
well as address negative behavior, and the classroom environment plays an important role. 
Kellam and colleagues (1994) demonstrated the role of classroom orderliness and teacher 
classroom management on later aggressive behavior. The study found that aggressive first-grade 
boys in orderly classrooms had significantly lower odds of being highly aggressive in middle 
school compared with aggressive first-grade boys in chaotic classrooms. Another study found 
that negative relationships with teachers and peers in the kindergarten classroom increased the 
likelihood of developing a pattern of escalating externalizing behavior (Silver et al. 2010). 

A number of risk factors for problem behaviors have been identified that may be 
amenable to intervention in the school setting; they include poor social skills, perceived low 
social competence, and negative attitudes toward school. Further studies suggest that positive 
school bonding is a protective factor against antisocial behaviors; that is, students who form a 
positive school bond are less likely to engage in problem behaviors (Dryfoos, 1990; Hawkins 
and Weis, 1985). Simons-Morton and colleagues (1999) found that school bonding, perceived 
school climate, and school adjustment were all negatively associated with problem behaviors. 
Studies also suggest that positive school bonding may be promoted through teaching social 
skills, developing social competence, and improving school climate (Hawkins and Catalano, 
1990; Schaps and Battistich, 1991). 

The SWPBS framework is one strategy for addressing and preventing problem behaviors 
and promoting protective factors in school settings. The next section provides background 
information on the federal policy and support for this approach. 

1.2. Federal Policy and Support for SWPBS 
In the 1997 amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) teams were required to consider the use of positive 
behavior interventions and supports for any student whose behavior impedes his or her learning 
or the learning of others. This requirement applies to students in prekindergarten through 12th 
grade. In 2004, IDEA was amended to permit, and sometimes require, schools to use IDEA Part 
B special education funds to implement educational and behavioral services and supports to 
provide Coordinated Early Intervening Services (CEIS). CEIS are provided to students in 
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kindergarten through 12th grade (with an emphasis on students in kindergarten through third 
grade) “who are not currently identified as needing special education or related services, but who 
need additional academic and behavioral support to succeed in a general education environment” 
(IDEA 34 C.F.R. 300.226). The CEIS provision in IDEA allows for up to 15 percent of funds to 
be used this way. Funds may be used for both professional development and for direct services 
related to academic and behavioral interventions. During the 2008-09 school year, approximately 
60 percent of districts using IDEA Part B funds for CEIS were implementing behavioral 
interventions (Bradley et al. 2011). 

The Technical Assistance Center on Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) (TA Center) has been supported by the Office of Special Education Programs in the U.S. 
Department of Education since the 1990s. Its mission is to assist states and school districts in 
large-scale implementation of SWPBS to achieve reduction in problem behavior and enhanced 
learning environments. 

1.3. Purpose and Research Questions 
The purpose of this design study was to assess the feasibility of large-scale 

implementation and impact evaluation of SWPBS using a randomized controlled trial design and 
to prepare a design-options report. SWPBS is considered a promising approach for managing 
behavior at the individual student, classroom, and whole-school levels and for improving school 
climate and academic performance. Although some information is available regarding the 
effectiveness of this approach, more rigorous studies are needed. 

The design study’s key research questions are shown in exhibit 1. The remainder of this 
report addresses each of the research questions: section 2 addresses questions 1 and 2; sections 3 
and 4 address questions 3 and 4, respectively; and section 5 presents additional issues to consider 
in the design and implementation of SWPBS. 

Exhibit 1. Key research questions for the design study 

1. What are the components of SWPBS universal supports that research demonstrates have 
the most promise in improving the behavior and academic performance of students? 

2. Are there available and exemplary universal support interventions as well as targeted 
interventions that can be implemented within the SWPBS framework? 

3. What is the feasibility of training schools in SWPBS universal supports and targeted 
interventions? 

4. What evaluation design options are feasible to study the impacts of SWPBS universal 
supports and targeted interventions? 
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2.0 SWPBS: OVERVIEW AND CORE FEATURES 

This section begins with an overview of the SWPBS framework and its key components. 
The section then provides examples of approaches to SWPBS implementation and targeted 
programs that could be implemented within the SWPBS framework. This section addresses 
research questions 1 and 2: 

• What are the components of SWPBS universal supports that research demonstrates 
have the most promise in improving the behavior and academic performance of 
students? 

• Are there available and exemplary universal support interventions as well as targeted 
interventions that can be implemented within the SWPBS framework? 

2.1. Overview and Key Components of SWPBS 
SWPBS is a three-tiered, systematic framework intended to improve classroom and 

school climate; student social, emotional, and behavioral competence; and academic 
achievement for all students (Horner, Sugai, and Anderson 2010). SWPBS is based upon the 
assumption that student academic and social behavior is linked to the school environment and 
climate (Zins and Ponti 1990). It promotes the use of effective practices from behavioral science 
and social-emotional instruction to redesign the school environment and improve school climate. 
SWPBS is also commonly referred to as “Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports” 
following the language in IDEA (Bradshaw, Mitchell, and Leaf 2010a) and Positive Behavior 
Supports (Horner et al. 2009). While these terms refer to the same core elements that compose 
SWPBS, SWPBS is used here to be inclusive of the framework’s schoolwide nature. 

The first tier, commonly referred to as primary or universal, is implemented schoolwide 
for all students and includes proactive strategies to teach and reinforce positive behaviors. 
Students not responding to Tier I supports may receive additional, targeted intervention services. 
Tier II services, also commonly referred to as secondary or targeted services, are more 
specialized interventions and supports for those students not responding to Tier I supports. 
Common Tier II interventions include Check-In/Check-Out, Check and Connect, First Step to 
Success, and group counseling (Horner et al. 2010). Additional individualized support may be 
provided in Tier III, commonly referred to as tertiary or intensive or indicated, to students who 
did not or are unlikely to respond to Tier I and II supports. Common Tier III interventions 
include functional behavioral assessments, individual mental health services, and special 
education referrals (Horner et al. 2010). Because students’ needs are assessed regularly and 
support levels are tied to need, additional interventions and supports can ideally be delivered as 
early as possible. 
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All tiers are integrated into a SWPBS framework with four basic operating elements: 
data, practices, systems, and outcomes (Sugai 2007). Using these elements, school leadership 
teams tailor the delivery of evidence-based behavioral and social-emotional supports at all three 
tiers so that all students, including those with or at risk of behavior concerns, can experience 
academic and behavior success. The “data” element refers to collecting and analyzing data or 
information to facilitate data-based decision making for purposes such as (a) universal screenings 
and progress monitoring of targeted and selected interventions, (b) evaluation of the evidence 
base for a particular practice, and (c) assessing the implementation fidelity of a given practice. 
The “practices” element of SWPBS encourages schools to adopt practices at all three tiers that 
are based on theoretically sound principles and empirically based interventions. These practices 
are aligned and integrated into a continuum of supports accessible to all students. In general, all 
students benefit from Tier I level interventions; however, some students may require additional 
supports through Tier II/III practices and interventions. The third element, “systems,” focuses on 
enhancing sustainable, quality implementation by emphasizing team-based action planning, 
training and coaching to fluency, and continuous data-based evaluation. SWPBS is commonly 
implemented through a school-based leadership team comprising teachers, administrators, and 
other pupil support staff. In addition, coaching and training capacity are established to provide 
training and technical assistance throughout the systems change process. The final element, 
“outcomes,” refers to student academic and behavior outcome indicators (Sugai 2007) that are 
relevant and measureable. 

In addition to the four basic elements, SWPBS is characterized by key components or 
principles of practice. The study team identified key components of the SWPBS framework 
based on a review of the literature; these components were further modified with input from the 
Technical Working Group. These key organizational and Tier I and II components are 
summarized in exhibit 2. A number of key organizational system components are developed to 
support implementation of the key Tier I and II components, including, for example, a support 
system for SWPBS (e.g., leadership team, data collection system), systems for supporting 
behavior monitoring and progress, and a system for collecting implementation fidelity data. 
Development of these organizational systems by the school teams drives the design and 
implementation of the core tier components. The teams implement and use these systems 
schoolwide in Tier I and with more intensity and focus in Tier II. Across SWPBS tiers, these 
components guide the practice and activities of school personnel. 
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Exhibit 2. SWPBS key components 

 

In keeping with the tiered nature of SWPBS, Tier I components are implemented and 
applied schoolwide to all students in a school. Tier II components represent a more intensive and 
targeted application of the Tier I components and are provided to smaller groups of students. For 
example, an initial task of many school leadership teams is to establish a core set of prosocial 
skills they want to teach and encourage schoolwide (e.g., “safe, respectful, and responsible 
learners”). They operationalize what these skills look like in various school settings such as the 
hallway, gym, cafeteria, bathrooms, and classroom, and develop a system for teaching and 
reinforcing them, including signage throughout the building, classroom lessons, and token 
reinforcers (e.g., Warrior bucks). Once these initial steps are taken and the school year begins, 
the team begins to regularly review available data regarding schoolwide behavior problems and 
academic achievement to identify environmental modifications that may be necessary (e.g., 
increased adult supervision) and students in need of additional support. Students who are 
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identified as needing Tier II or III services are also monitored by school teams through data 
collection on their progress; this monitoring facilitates data-based decision making at the team 
level. Thus, the SWPBS key components are implemented across the multitiered continuum of 
academic and behavioral interventions. 

In the next section, we provide an overview of representative framework implementation 
approaches and describe examples of Tier I and Tier II programs that could be implemented 
within the SWPBS framework. While Tier III services also form part of the SWPBS systematic 
approach, these will not be explicitly featured in any of the design options for an impact 
evaluation of SWPBS and thus are not discussed further in the remainder of this report. 

2.2. Framework Implementation Approaches 
Various approaches to training schools in and implementing the SWPBS framework are 

available to schools and are currently in use at the national, state, district, and school levels. As 
part of this contract, a literature review was conducted to identify implementation approaches 
(see Attachment A: Literature Review Memo). The study team considered several factors in 
identifying approaches: (1) the approach promotes, implements, and supports the SWPBS 
framework; (2) the approach focuses on social, emotional, and behavioral supports; and (3) the 
approach has at least preliminary supporting evidence of effectiveness and/or is in widespread 
use. The following four examples of framework implementation approaches are featured in this 
report: 

• Technical Assistance Center for PBIS (TA Center) (supported by the Office of 
Special Education Programs; OSEP) 

• Project Achieve (developed by Dr. Howard Knoff) 

• Safe & Civil Schools (developed by Dr. Randy Sprick) 

• Best Behavior (developed by Dr. Jeffrey Sprague). 

It should be noted that these four approaches represent only some of the positive behavior 
support approaches currently employed by schools. 

2.2.1. Key Differences Across Approaches 

Although all four implementation approaches address the same key components or 
principles, there is some variation in how these key components are implemented. One such 
difference relates to the sequencing of training for school staff. Variations include (1) whether a 
leadership team is trained and then is responsible for training the larger school staff (TA Center, 
Safe & Civil Schools, Best Behavior) or if training is provided to the larger school staff by the 
provider (Project Achieve); (2) whether the training and implementation in Tier II is rolled out in 
the first year following training in the framework and Tier I (Project Achieve), rolled out in the 
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second year (TA Center, Best Behavior), or rolled out in the third year (Safe & Civil Schools); 
and (3) the intensity of the training (e.g., Project Achieve provides specialized training for each 
building-level committee focused on a particular aspect of implementation). Other salient 
differences include whether the training in Tier II is focused on all at-risk students (TA Center) 
and whether multiple supports are implemented based on students’ needs (Project Achieve). 
Another difference across approaches is in the Tier I and II programs employed. Safe & Civil 
Schools and Project Achieve have each developed their own Tier I and II programs, and it 
appears that schools using these two implementation approaches only implement Tier I and II 
programs affiliated with the particular approach. Other implementation approaches, including the 
TA Center and Best Behavior do not specify particular Tier I or II programs that schools must 
adopt. Instead, they provide training on how to implement or coordinate integration of a variety 
of programs within the framework. 

One of the three design options (design option 3) discussed in section 4 provides an 
opportunity to potentially contrast two such approaches to training schools in SWPBS or offer a 
variant on a key aspect of training. This design would provide information about the differential 
impacts on student and school outcomes of distinct approaches to training schools in SWPBS; no 
studies have examined such a contrast. 

2.2.2. Evidence Base for Approaches 

The study team examined the evidence base for each of the four approaches and included 
at most two studies that met the inclusionary criteria for each approach (e.g., includes a 
comparison group, assigned a minimum of five schools per condition, and includes pretest-
posttest measurement with statistical analyses to test for significant differences). 

The TA Center on PBIS approach reports positive effects in both behavior (Waasdorp, 
Bradshaw, and Leaf 2012) and academic outcomes for reading (at time 2 only) (Horner et al. 
2009) based on two experimental studies. Project Achieve reports positive effects in both 
academic and behavior outcomes, but results are based on only one, quasi-experimental study 
(Harding et al. 2008). Results of a quasi-experimental study of Safe & Civil Schools indicated a 
positive effect on state-standardized test scores over four years of treatment (Madigan and Cross 
2009). Finally, an experimental study of Best Behavior did not find significant intervention 
effects on behavior outcomes (Silvia et al. 2011). A quasi-experimental study reported percent 
change in behavior outcomes favoring the treatment schools but did not report statistical tests. 
The impact of Best Behavior on academic outcomes was not tested in either study. (See 
Attachment A: Literature Review Memo for details about each of these studies.) 
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2.3. Tier I and Tier II Programs 
As described earlier, Tier I (primary, universal) support programs are implemented 

schoolwide for all students and include proactive strategies to teach and reinforce positive 
behaviors. Tier II (secondary, targeted) programs are provided to students not responding to 
Tier I supports. These students receive additional, specialized intervention services. In practice, 
extending the SWPBS framework to include Tier II and providing a Tier II intervention can be 
viewed as an additional component and often occurs after training in and implementation of the 
framework and Tier I program. The third design option described in section 4 provides an 
opportunity to examine the value of the Tier II component as an “add-on” to the framework and 
Tier I component. 

A review of the literature identified examples of behavior intervention programs targeting 
students’ social, emotional, and behavioral competence from kindergarten to grade 12 that could 
potentially be implemented as Tier I or Tier II (or both) interventions within the SWPBS 
framework. Note that not all of these programs have been associated with or implemented within 
the SWPBS approach. These Tier I and Tier II programs can be grouped according to method of 
delivery, as follows: 

• Tier I Classroom Lesson Programs—These programs include a discrete number of 
lessons delivered in the classroom to promote and teach a specific behavior or skill. 
Examples include: Lions Quest Skills for Adolescence, Positive Action, Too Good 
for Drugs, and Too Good for Violence. 

• Tier I Classroom Lesson Programs, with additional Tier II Small Group 
Component—These programs are similar to those in the first category but also 
include Tier II small group or individual activities intended for students in need of 
additional behavioral supports. Examples include: Incredible Years, Second Step 
Violence Prevention Program, Skillstreaming, and Stop and Think Social Skills 
Program. 

• Other Tier I Programs—Additional Tier I programs include the Olweus Bullying 
Prevention Program, which has classroom lessons but also has additional schoolwide 
components, and CHAMPS, which targets teacher classroom management and does 
not include any direct student components. 

• Tier II Small Group Lesson Programs—These programs include those in category 2 
above and deliver a discrete number of lessons in a small group setting to address a 
specific problem behavior. An example of a Tier II program that is not also a Tier I 
program is the Coping Power Program, which includes child group meetings and 
parent group or individual sessions. 



 2.0 SWPBS: Overview and Core Features 

Design Options for an Impact Evaluation of Schoolwide Positive Behavior Supports 11 

• Tier II Individual, Check-In Programs—These programs are delivered individually 
and involve students checking in with a mentor daily to weekly and receiving regular 
(multiple times daily to weekly) behavioral feedback. Check & Connect and Check-
In/Check-Out are two programs commonly used within the SWPBS framework. 

• Other Tier II Programs—In addition to having a school-based intervention 
component, First Steps to Success includes lessons taught to parents and delivered by 
parents to their child as well as a behavioral feedback system. An additional example 
is CHAMPS, described above under category 3. 

Exhibit 3 lists these programs and indicates their potential use at Tier I, Tier II, or both. 
The exhibit also provides information on the age/grade levels targeted by the intervention and 
identifies which SWPBS approach(es) each program has been used with previously (based on a 
review of the literature and interviews with providers). As noted earlier, some of the approaches 
have developed their own particular Tier I and Tier II programs (e.g., Project Achieve, Safe & 
Civil Schools), while the TA Center on PBIS providers are purposefully flexible in training 
schools to implement whichever programs the school has identified to address their needs.  

The study team examined the evidence base for Tier I and Tier II programs, details of 
which are included in the Literature Review Memo (Attachment A). For all but three of the Tier I 
programs, the study team was able to identify at least one study that met the inclusionary criteria 
(comparison group, pretest-posttest measurement, and statistical test of significance). Most of 
these studies were conducted in elementary grades, and most used an experimental design. All 
such Tier I programs with at least one rigorous study have demonstrated positive behavioral 
effects but only one (Positive Action) has tested and reported positive academic effects. 

All four Tier II–only programs and one program with combined Tier I and Tier II 
components had at least some documented evidence of effectiveness on behavioral outcomes. 
None reported intervention effects on academic achievement, although one program reported 
positive effects on academic behaviors (e.g., completing assignments). Most evaluations were 
conducted with elementary grade students and used an experimental design. 
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Exhibit 3. Examples of Tier I and Tier II programs 

Examples of relevant 
programs Tier I Tier II Age/grade 

Previous use with SWPBS framework 
implementation approaches 

TA 
Center 

on PBIS 
Project  

Achieve 

Safe & 
Civil 

Schools 
Best 

Behavior 
Lions Quest Skills for 
Adolescence 

  Grades 6 to 9, 
ages 11 to 14 

    

Positive Action   Grades K to 12     

Too Good for Drugs   Grades K to 8     

Too Good for Violence   Grades K to 8     

Incredible Years   1 month to 12 years     

Second Step    PK to middle school, 
ages 4 to 14 

    

Skillstreaming    Preschool to grade 12     

Stop & Think Social 
Skills Program 

  Preschool to grade 8     

Olweus Bullying 
Prevention Program  

  Grades K to 9     

CHAMPS    Grades K to 12     

Coping Power 
Program 

  Grades 4 to 6     

Check & Connect   Grades K to 12     

Check-In/Check-Out    Grades K to 8     

First Steps to Success   Preschool to grade 2     

 

 



 

Design Options for an Impact Evaluation of Schoolwide Positive Behavior Supports 13 

3.0 TRAINING AND IMPLEMENTATION SUPPORT 

In this section, we provide information about various approaches to training and 
implementation of SWPBS. As we will discuss, there are different approaches and strategies for 
training school staff to implement the multitiered SWPBS framework. Note that the review of 
training providers is not exhaustive and is meant only to provide examples of the types of 
training that are available. For additional details, refer to the Provider Memo (Attachment B). 
This section addresses research question 3: What is the feasibility of training schools in SWPBS 
universal supports and targeted interventions? 

3.1. Training Providers for the SWPBS Approach and Tier I and Tier II Programs 
As described earlier, several approaches are available to schools for implementing the 

SWPBS framework; this report focused on four examples: TA Center on PBIS, Project Achieve, 
Safe & Civil Schools, and Best Behavior. Although each has developed specific training for 
schools, all but the TA Center provide that training through their own organizations. By contrast, 
training for the TA Center’s approach is decentralized and includes at least 10 state-level training 
providers, each of which offers their own particular approach to delivering training on SWPBS. 

Training for specific Tier I or Tier II programs or practices is typically separate from that 
of the SWPBS framework training due to differences in the school staff they target and the type 
of training. For example, while training in the SWPBS framework typically involves the school’s 
leadership team, training for specific Tier I or Tier II interventions would target only those 
teachers or staff implementing the program. In many cases, the tier-specific training is provided 
by trainers associated with the specific program, and in other cases, this training may be 
provided by the SWPBS approach provider, particularly when the Tier I or Tier II program is 
developed in conjunction with the SWPBS approach. An example of the latter is CHAMPS, a 
Tier I program that is affiliated with Safe & Civil Schools. 

3.2. Training in the SWPBS Framework and Tier I/II Support 
Training in the SWPBS framework is typically provided to a group of 4-10 school staff 

who form a leadership team. The team meets monthly or more and is responsible for 
implementing and training other school staff to implement the SWPBS approach. The leadership 
team may include: 

• an administrator; 
• representative grade level teachers; 

• the assistant principal or other individual involved in handling discipline referrals; 
• personnel in support roles not requiring a teaching or related credential (e.g., 

transportation, nutrition services); 
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• a behavioral health specialist (e.g., school counselor, mental health professional) 
and/or others already involved in providing behavioral supports to at-risk students; 

• a parent; and 
• a coach (someone who understands the research and practice related to SWPBS and is 

available to support and monitor the leadership team and ensure faithful 
implementation of the SWPBS approach). 

Not all SWPBS approaches include the training of a leadership team who then trains the 
entire school staff. Project Achieve, for example, includes the creation of multiple building-level 
committees (including a leadership team), each of which is focused on a particular aspect of 
implementation and receives specialized training (e.g., curriculum/instruction, data systems, or 
parent and community involvement). It is assumed that Project Achieve involves more school 
staff and more extensive training overall than other approaches, given the need to train multiple 
subcommittees instead of one school leadership team, as is the case with other approaches. 

For approaches focused on training a school leadership team, training provided to the 
leadership team covers implementation of the SWPBS framework and also includes methods and 
strategies to support Tier I and Tier II implementation (e.g., defining and teaching positive 
behaviors at Tier I, and universal screening methods to identify at-risk youth at Tier II). As noted 
earlier, training for specific Tier I or Tier II programs is typically separate and involves those 
teachers or staff implementing the particular program. In the case of Project Achieve, however, 
the entire school staff is trained in the Tier I/II program used by that approach (i.e., Stop & Think 
Social Skills Program). 

3.3. Progression of Training in SWPBS 
The sequencing and length of time for training in SWPBS varies among the four 

approaches. The approaches typically involve a 3-year implementation plan (Best Behavior’s is 
slightly shorter, at 2-3 years) with training and ongoing technical assistance and coaching 
throughout the process. The four approaches require that the school demonstrates readiness to 
implement, usually prior to implementation; however, in the case of Project Achieve, schools 
must establish readiness outside of the 3-year plan. Readiness typically involves demonstrating 
district, principal, and/or staff support for SWPBS; establishing leadership teams or committees; 
and identifying a method for tracking data. 

Training in the implementation of the framework and Tier I typically occurs in the first 
year for all four approaches, whereas the sequencing of training in Tier II varies by approach. 
For example, the TA Center typically conducts Tier II training after Tier I fidelity has been met 
(typically in year 2). Tier II training is also typically completed in year 2 for Best Behavior but 
not until year 3 for Safe & Civil Schools. For Project Achieve, training in Tier II typically begins 
in the spring semester of the first year and continues in the second and third years along with 
Tier III training. 
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4.0 DESIGN OPTIONS 

This section addresses research question 4: What evaluation design options are feasible to 
study the impacts of SWPBS universal supports and targeted interventions? The section begins 
with an overview of the rationale for selecting design options. It then presents three design 
options for an impact evaluation of SWPBS. Finally, the section provides sample size 
calculations for various scenarios. 

4.1. Background/Rationale for Selecting Design Options 
Several approaches for implementing the SWPBS framework—including the TA Center 

for PBIS, Project Achieve, Safe & Civil Schools, and Best Behavior—have been evaluated. 
Results of these evaluations have been mixed but are generally positive, with most evaluations 
involving 10–37 schools and conducted in one or a limited number of school districts. The 
findings of the literature review supporting this design report (see Attachment A) suggest there is 
sufficient evidence from local evaluation studies to warrant a larger evaluation of the SWPBS 
framework. 

There are various approaches to training schools in the implementation of the SWPBS 
framework, and there are several key aspects of SWPBS training that differ across training 
providers. However, studies have neither compared different approaches to training schools in 
SWPBS against each other nor compared key aspects of the training to see what type of training 
is most effective. 

In some common training models, training in extending the SWPBS framework through 
Tier II occurs after the framework (including Tier I) is implemented. Schools are sometimes 
given the flexibility to select the Tier II intervention(s) that match their needs. Although 
evaluations of specific interventions for at-risk students have shown positive results across 
academic outcomes, externalizing behavior, and internalizing behavior, no studies have 
evaluated the impact of training in Tier II within the context of SWPBS implementation. 

4.2. Study Design 
The study design team considered three design options, each tailored to a specific 

evaluation question (see exhibit 4). All of the study design options are in the class of 
experimental designs known as group-randomized trials; these designs involve random 
assignment of schools to study condition with at least some program outcomes measured at the 
individual level. These designs use controlled application of an intervention or treatment and 
randomization of schools to study condition to provide evidence of program effect. They offer 
strong internal validity, but they may not provide external validity (i.e., generalization) if the set  
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Exhibit 4. Design options and hypotheses for an evaluation of SWPBS 

Design option Treatment Counterfactual 
Alternative 

counterfactual 
Option 1: 
Treatment-
Control Design  

SWPBS Approach + Tier 1 + Tier 2 
( )Aµ  

Business as Usual 
( )Bµ  

 

Evaluation 
Hypotheses  

 
1 : A BH µ µ≠  

 

Option 2: 
Constructive 
Treatment 
Design 

SWPBS Approach + Tier 1 +Tier 2 
( )Aµ  

SWPBS Approach + Tier 1 
( )Bµ  

Business as 
Usual 
( )Cµ  

Evaluation 
Hypotheses 

 
1 : A BH µ µ≠  2 : A cH µ µ≠  

3 : B cH µ µ≠  

Option 3: 
Comparative 
Treatment 
Design  

SWPBS Approach(A) + Tier 1 + Tier 
2 

( )Aµ  

SWPBS Approach (B) + Tier 
1 + Tier 2 
( )Bµ  

Business as 
Usual 
( )Cµ  

Evaluation 
Hypotheses 

 
1 : A BH µ µ≠  2 : A cH µ µ≠  

3 : B cH µ µ≠  

of schools is selected to be homogeneous in order to maximize statistical power. Group-
Randomized Trials, like all randomized experiments, provide a basis for excluding plausible 
alternative explanations of program effects. 

Group-randomized trials conducted in school settings also have characteristics of field 
studies that must not be ignored. Unlike highly controlled laboratory studies, developers of 
group-randomized trials must be prepared to account for variations in school settings and in 
program implementation and fidelity, which may influence program effects. 

Implementing studies that randomize schools to experimental conditions presents some 
challenges. This method requires a large population of schools to serve as the sampling frame. 
Some school officials may not want to participate in a randomized evaluation if their schools 
may be placed in a control group in which they do not receive the benefit of the intervention. 
Others may want to ensure that everyone in the neediest classrooms or schools receives the 
intervention; this is a form of selection bias that would limit the utility of the study’s findings. 

4.2.1. Design Option 1: Treatment-Control Design 

Design option 1 addresses the research question, “What is the impact of training schools 
in the implementation of the SWPBS approach, including Tier I supports and Tier II 
interventions?” This design option employs a group-randomized trial that compares SWBPS 
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training in a selected group of schools to business as usual in a second group of schools. Under 
this design, schools are recruited to participate and are randomly assigned to receive SWPBS 
training and support or to a business as usual (i.e., control) condition. There are a range of 
potential treatments because there are different implementation approaches and various SWBPS 
Tier I support programs and Tier II interventions. Under design option 1, the business as usual 
condition serves as the counterfactual comparison. The primary evaluation hypothesis (H1) 
asserts that measured behavioral and academic outcomes will differ between schools that receive 
SWPBS training and support and schools conducting business as usual.  

 

Although most studies to date on the efficacy of SWPBS programs have used “business 
as usual” comparisons, no large-scale (e.g., multistate, multidistrict) evaluations of SWPBS have 
been conducted. Most studies have taken place in one locale and within a limited number of 
school districts. This design affords an opportunity to build directly from the established 
literature base and expand our understanding of the SWPBS approach by evaluating its ability to 
train and implement programs on a large scale. Assuming a recruitment process that includes 
schools and school districts from different parts of the country, this design also allows the 
assessment of how regional variation and contextual influence serve as barriers or facilitators to 
successful program outcomes. Primary challenges to successful evaluation of this design include 
recruiting schools for a randomized study, retaining schools assigned to the control group, 
heterogeneity in the operationalization of business as usual among schools in the control 
condition, and monitoring the implementation and effects of SWPBS-like programs that may 
arise over the course of the study period. 

4.2.2. Design Option 2: Constructive Treatment Design 

Design option 2 addresses the research question, “What is the benefit of training schools 
in targeted interventions (i.e., Tier II) once the SWPBS framework and universal supports are in 
place?” This design option employs a group-randomized trial that randomly assigns schools to 
(group A) receive training and support in an SWPBS approach that includes universal supports 
(Tier I) and targeted interventions (Tier II) or to (group B) receive training and support in an 
SWPBS approach limited to universal supports (Tier I). The constructive treatment design 
assumes both groups receive training and support in the same SWPBS approach and the schools 
limited to universal support (group B) serve as the counterfactual. The primary evaluation 
hypothesis (H1) asserts that measured behavioral and academic outcomes will differ between 
schools that receive SWPBS training and support that include both universal supports (Tier I) 
and targeted interventions (Tier II) and schools that receive SWPBS training and support that 
only include universal supports (Tier I). Additionally, a third condition representing business as 
usual (i.e., control condition) can be added and schools can be randomized across the three study 
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conditions. The business as usual condition (group C) can serve as the counterfactual for both 
treatment conditions, providing two alternative evaluation hypotheses: (H2) asserting that 
measured behavioral and academic outcomes will differ between schools that receive SWPBS 
training and support that includes universal supports and targeted interventions (group A) and 
schools conducting business as usual; and (H3) asserting that measured behavioral and academic 
outcomes will differ between schools that receive SWPBS training and support that includes 
universal supports (group B) and schools conducting business as usual. 

Targeted interventions involve supplemental progress monitoring for at-risk students and 
developing systems for increasing the intensity and focus on behavioral supports. Theoretically, 
this approach is supported by the SWPBS logic model but has yet to be evaluated empirically. 
The literature review conducted to support this report (see Attachment A), reported no studies 
that examined the benefits of adding targeted intervention to an existing program offering 
SWPBS framework and universal supports. Primary challenges to successful evaluation of this 
design include a priori estimation of anticipated program effects with little guidance available on 
the additive benefits of targeted interventions. 

4.2.3. Design Option 3: Comparative Treatments Design 

Design option 3 addresses the research question, “What is the impact of training schools 
in the implementation of one SWPBS approach vs. a different SWPBS approach?” This design 
option employs a group-randomized trial that compares two fully implemented SWPBS 
approaches. Under this design, schools are recruited to participate and randomly assigned to 
receive training and support in one SWPBS approach (group A) or to receive training and 
support in an alternative SWPBS approach (group B). This design could involve comparing two 
different approaches to training schools in SWPBS or varying the training on a key dimension of 
training. The comparative treatment design does not provide a traditional counterfactual. The 
primary evaluation hypothesis (H1) asserts that measured behavioral and academic outcomes will 
differ between schools that receive SWPBS training and support (group A) and schools that 
receive the alternative SWPBS training and support (group B). Identification of treatment 
impacts will be expressed as the benefit of one program over the other. Based on a substantive 
understanding of selected SWBPS approaches, a priori specification of one treatment as the 
indicated treatment and the second treatment as the referent may be warranted. A third condition 
representing business as usual (group C) can be added, and schools can be randomized across the 
three study conditions. The business as usual condition can serve as the counterfactual for both 
treatment conditions, providing two alternative evaluation hypotheses: (H2) asserting that 
measured behavioral and academic outcomes will differ between schools that receive SWPBS 
training and support (group A) and schools conducting business as usual; and (H3) asserting that 
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measured behavioral and academic outcomes will differ between schools that receive SWPBS 
training and support (group B) and schools conducting business as usual. 

This design presents potentially important opportunities to assess how differences in 
training and implementation influence program outcomes at the student-level and school-level. 
There have been no studies that report the comparative effectiveness of two SWPBS treatments. 
Primary challenges to successful evaluation of this design include a priori estimation of 
anticipated program effects with little guidance available on the comparative effectiveness of 
different SWPBS approaches. Additionally, minimum detectable effects are likely to be smaller, 
requiring substantially larger number of schools. 

4.3. Sample Size Options 
Statistical power calculations guide a number of key decisions in the design and 

execution of any research study. Power is the probability of observing a statistically significant 
difference, where such a difference exists. In other words, power indicates the probability that an 
intervention effect will be judged to be statistically significant, given the assumptions of the 
specified model. Statistical power is a function of sample size, the assumed magnitude of the 
intervention impact, the form of the statistical model, and the anticipated level of random 
variation in the measure of the outcome. In the following, we provide information from the 
published literature on the assumed magnitude of the intervention impact, the form of the 
statistical model, and the anticipated level of random variation in the measure of the outcome to 
determine the minimum sufficient sample size for study planning purposes. 

4.3.1. Minimum Detectable Effects 

The assumed magnitude of the intervention impact or minimum detectable effect (MDE) 
is typically obtained from effect size (ES) estimates reported in the published literature. For 
example, studies of SWPBS approaches have reported ESs of 0.12–0.17 for teacher reports of 
student disruptive behavior and ESs of 0.08 to 0.11 for measures of emotional regulations in 
elementary school settings (Bradshaw et al. 2010a; Bradshaw et al. 2012; Waasdorp et al. 2012). 
These studies also suggest ESs in the range of 0.12–0. 27 for school-level outcomes such as 
office referrals and suspensions. A review of Positive Action, a Tier I program, reported ESs 
ranging from 0.23 for tobacco use to 0.93 for binge drinking, with an average ES of around 0.50 
for problem behaviors (Flay and Allred, 2003; Flay et al. 2006). Reports on the effectiveness of 
Positive Action also indicate ESs for academic outcomes in reading and math of 0.73 and 0.34, 
respectively (Flay et al. 2006). Studies of SWPBS approaches reported improvements in 
academic outcomes equivalent to an ES of 0.54 for math; however, this trend did not reach an 
accepted level of statistical significance (Bradshaw et al. 2010a). A review of First Steps to 
Success, a Tier II program, reported ESs of 0.76 and 0.62 for external (problem) behaviors and 
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social outcomes, respectively; this review also noted an ES of 0.32 for academic outcomes 
(Walker et al. 1998; Walker et al. 2009). The ESs found in the review of First Steps are slightly 
larger than the finding reported by Mytton and colleagues (2006). These researchers conducted a 
systematic review of the literature on secondary prevention programs and reported ESs of 0.36 to 
0.42 for aggressive and violent behavior in primary school settings (Mytton et al. 2006). While 
most ES data is reported for student-related outcomes, ES information on teacher’s classroom 
management is also worth consideration. One study reported findings from The Incredible Years, 
another Tier II program, on a composite measure of classroom management. Data from this 
study indicate ESs ranging from .35 to .63 for treatment groups compared to a control condition 
(Webster-Stratton et al. 2004). The reported ESs are from studies that compared SWBPS 
interventions to business as usual comparison conditions. Accordingly, they are reasonable 
estimates for H1 under design option 1 and for H2 and H3 under design options 2 and 3. 
Additionally, these estimates are from well controlled trials in a small number of geographies. 
Moving to a large-scale evaluation would increase program complexity and sampling 
heterogeneity which could lead to smaller program impacts. There are no available estimates 
from studies directly comparing SWPBS approaches to guide study planning. It is reasonable to 
assume that program impacts obtained by directly comparing competing interventions (i.e., H1 
under options 2 and 3) will be smaller. 

4.3.2. Intraclass Correlation Coefficients 

In a group-randomized trial, schools are the unit of assignment and are nested in study 
condition; observations are taken in the individuals nested within schools. Repeated observations 
on the same individuals can lead to additional levels of nesting. This hierarchical arrangement 
leads to correlation in the structure of the data. The index of this correlation, the intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC), indicates the proportion of variation in the response of a given 
individual that is associated with group membership. Unless the extra variation is accounted for 
in study planning, the study is likely to be underpowered (Murray and Hannan 1990; Zucker 
1990). For the purposes of estimating sample size, we employ small ICCs ranging from 0.05 to 
0.30. In general, student self-reported measures tend to be associated with smaller ICCs while 
measures of academic achievement, school climate, and teacher-reported behavioral observations 
tend to be associated with larger ICCs. Exhibit 5 provides ICCs from the published literature.  
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Exhibit 5. Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICCs) for teacher- or student-reported 
outcomes for students 

Source Outcome domain ICC Level of clustering Grade level/school type 

Teacher 

Social contact1 0.33 Classroom 3rd grade 

Emotional regulation and social 
aggression1,2 

0.13–0.30 Classroom  3rd grade 

School climate3 0.35 School 5th grade 

Academic emphasis3 0.54 School  5th grade 

Student 

School climate3 0.28 Classroom 5th grade 

Academic emphasis3 0.12 Classroom  5th grade 

Violence (non-weapon)4 0.01 School Middle Schools 

Relational victimization4 0.01 School  Middle Schools  

Math achievement5 0.21–0.24 School 3rd grade 

Reading achievement5 0.22–0.27 School  3rd grade 

Bullying (victimization)6 0.02 School Primary schools 

Bullying (perpetration)6 0.04–0.08 School  Primary schools 

Violent behavior7 0.02 School Middle schools 
1Fraser et al. 2005. 
2Emotional regulation includes dimensions from the TOCA-R including cognitive concentration, authority acceptance, 
and social competence. 
3Mitchell et al. 2010. 
4Silvia et al. 2010. 
5Hedges and Hedberg 2007. 
6Shaw and Cross 2012. 
7Janega et al. 2004. 

4.3.3. Sample Size Estimates 

In Equation 1, derived from Murray (1998), 2ˆ yσ  represents the estimated variance of the 

outcome and the ICC is combined with 2ˆ yσ to determine within-group and between-group 

components of variation. 

 ( )
( )( ) ( )( )( )( )2 2

2
1 2 2

4 1 1 1y m:g:c yy( m ) m y m:g:c yy( g ) g

/

ˆ ˆˆ ˆˆ ˆ ˆ ˆT ICC r m ICC r
ˆ ˆt t ˆmβ− α

 σ − − Θ + σ − Θ  +
∆

 (1) 

The expression ( )1 2/
ˆ ˆt tβ− α+  represents the critical values from the t-distribution. Here, T is a 

multiplier that indicates the number of time points included in the analysis, m represents the 

number of observations (e.g., children) per school, and ∆̂  is the estimated program impact. 
Equation 1 also includes parameters reflecting the statistical model that will be used to control 
measured variation and increase statistical precision. Specifically, mΘ  and gΘ , representing a 

reduction in the member and group variances due to the inclusion of covariates. Additionally,  
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ryy(m) and ryy(g) represent the reduction in variation associated with repeated measures on the same 
persons and groups, respectively. Exhibit 6 provides sample size estimates that determine the 
number of schools needed to achieve a type-II error rate of 0.20 (i.e., 80% statistical power) 
under two modeling scenarios: 

• Scenario A: Assumes the use of a nested cross-sectional model, with repeated 
measures on schools and a refreshed sample of 300 students at each data collection 
period. This scenario would be appropriate for estimating the population average 
effects of SWPBS. 

• Scenario B: Assumes the use of a nested cohort model, with repeated measures on 
schools and on 100 students tracked across grades within schools over the study 
period. This model would be appropriate for assessing how individuals change over 
time as a result of exposure to SWBPS. 

The sample size estimates in Exhibit 6 assume intervention impacts will be modeled as a 
two condition comparison and assessed with a one degree of freedom test statistic. These 
estimates also assume a balanced and homoscedastic two condition design so that for any MDE 
and ICC, the tabled number of schools (g) implies 

2
g  schools per condition. Additional 

considerations are necessary for designs that include more than two conditions. Consider, for 
example, the case where two independent approaches to training in SWBPS are applied, each to 
a set of schools and another set of schools serves as a business as usual control condition. Based 
on the assumptions of the design and analytic framework, one could propose assigning 

2
g  

schools to each condition, leading to a study that includes a total of 3
2

g  schools. Under a 

different interpretation of this scenario, one could propose combining the schools from the two 
treatment conditions and comparing the pooled mean change to the mean change among the 
schools in the business as usual condition. This study could be executed and evaluated by 
randomly assigning 

2
g  schools to the business as usual condition and 

4
g  schools to each of the 

treatment conditions, resulting in a balanced design for the primary hypothesis. More elaborate 
design options are feasible. If design options include multiple, related hypotheses, additional 
consideration must be given to methods for controlling the false discovery rate. Alternatively, 
designs may be predicated upon randomly assigning schools to condition based upon a priori 
expectations for intervention impacts of varying magnitudes (i.e., assigning treatments assumed 
to produce smaller ESs to more schools). If imbalance is introduced as a characteristic of the 
study design, the impact of heteroscedasticity on statistical power should be considered. 
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Exhibit 6. SWPBS sample size requirements 

Minimum detectable effect 
(MDE) 

Intraclass  
correlation (ICC) 

Number of schools needed 
Scenario A Scenario B 

0.10 

0.05 92 88 
0.10 164 160 
0.15 236 232 
0.20 308 302 
0.25 378 374 
0.30 450 446 

0.15 

0.05 42 40 
0.10 74 72 
0.15 106 104 
0.20 138 136 
0.25 168 168 
0.30 200 198 

0.20 

0.05 24 22 
0.10 42 40 
0.15 60 58 
0.20 78 76 
0.25 96 94 
0.30 114 112 

0.25 

0.05 16 14 
0.10 28 26 
0.15 38 38 
0.20 50 50 
0.25 62 60 
0.30 72 72 

0.30 

0.05 12 10 
0.10 20 18 
0.15 28 26 
0.20 36 34 
0.25 42 42 
0.30 50 50 

NOTE: The numbers in the table represent the total number of schools needed to identify the minimum detectable 
effects specified in the first column assuming a balanced design. Under both modeling assumptions, T = 2 points in 
time, for a two-tail, null hypothesis test comparing two conditions, with a type-I error rate of 0.05. Both scenarios 
include reduction in variance at the school level (0.25) and student level (0.20) due to the inclusion of covariates, as 
well as reduction in variance associated with repeated measures at the school level (0.75). In addition, Scenario B 
includes reduction in variance associated with repeated measures at the student level (0.75). 
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5.0 OTHER DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS 

This section provides an overview of additional issues to consider when designing an 
impact evaluation of SWPBS. First, the section provides considerations for selecting the 
school/grade level for the study. It then describes methods for assessing: (1) implementation 
fidelity; (2) impact outcomes; and (3) variations in the impacts across subgroups. 

5.1. School/Grade Level of Implementation 
A critical decision for an impact evaluation of SWPBS is the school or grade level at 

which to implement the treatment. Although the design options presented in section 4 could be 
implemented at any K–12 grade level, it is reasonable to consider narrowing the range of grade 
levels for both cost and feasibility considerations. One factor to consider in selecting the 
school/grade level in which to evaluate is the grade levels for which the SWPBS approach and 
programs were designed. There are various programs available that were designed for various 
school levels. The provider information assembled through this design study indicates that all of 
the SWPBS approaches reviewed are designed for K–12 implementation. At Tier I, the majority 
of programs are designed for a combination of grade levels spanning elementary through high 
school grades. At Tier II, about half of the interventions are designed for elementary school only, 
whereas others can be implemented with combined grade levels K–12. A second consideration is 
the prevalence of implementation—that is, at what school/grade levels SWPBS is most often 
implemented across schools and districts. A scan of the literature indicates that the most 
prevalent level for implementation of SWPBS is elementary school. With regards to evaluations 
of SWPBS approaches, we found that nearly all have been conducted in elementary schools. 
Similarly, evaluations that focus on particular Tier I or Tier II programs are predominantly at the 
elementary school level. Thus, much of the knowledge around implementation of SWPBS and 
much of the evidence base are at the elementary school level, with significantly less focus on 
middle and high school levels. 

A key question for consideration is whether to build a large-scale evaluation at the 
school/grade level where there is the best understanding and likelihood (based on previous work) 
that significant effects will be found, or to attempt to develop this understanding where there is 
less information, in this case at the middle or high school level. For a variety of reasons, 
including best use of resources, IES has consistently supported the view that a large-scale 
evaluation should be conducted only when there is able knowledge. 

5.2. Implementation Fidelity 
Documentation of fidelity of implementation will be critical for any impact evaluation of 

SWPBS due to the wide flexibility that schools have in how they adopt SWPBS strategies to 
their own school culture. Among the four approaches, the TA Center in particular appears to 
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emphasize that the SWPBS approach should be ever evolving and improving as it needs to be 
constantly adapted to fit the unique context of different schools systems. In this section, we first 
address which aspects of implementation may be considered most important for measurement 
and then provide an overview of available measures and tools. 

5.2.1. Aspects of Implementation Fidelity to Measure 

Within the context of SWPBS, it will be important to measure: 

• Readiness to implement SWPBS—for example, demonstrating district, principal, 
and/or staff support for SWPBS; establishing functional leadership teams or 
committees; and identifying a method for tracking data 

• Adherence to guidelines for best practice of the approach or program—for example, 
the extent to which schools collect and review data, have teams that meet monthly, or 
use rewards consistently 

• Training sequence and scope for each tier (based on the specific approach and Tier 
I/II programs) 

• Extent of training (e.g., number of training and coaching sessions; documentation of 
training content) 

• Implementation of treatment as planned (e.g., staff self-reports of adherence; observer 
reports of adherence, including scheduled observations and spot checks; monthly 
progress by leadership team; and extent of and participation in coaching and training) 

• How the implementation of behavior supports differs in treatment and control schools 
(impacts on practice) 

5.2.2. Available Measures and Tools 

A variety of measures and tools are available to document implementation of SWPBS 
and measure fidelity. Several of the implementation approaches to SWPBS included in this 
design study have also developed their own fidelity instruments. A list of sample fidelity 
instruments for Tier I and Tier II is presented in exhibit 7. 
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Exhibit 7. Sample fidelity instruments for Tier I and Tier II 

Tier I Tier II 

• TA Center on PBIS 

– Benchmarks of Quality (BOQ) 

– Schoolwide Evaluation Tool (SET). 

– Team Implementation Checklist (TIC) 

– School Assessment Survey (SAS) 

– PIC (Positive Behavior Intervention 
Checklist) 

– Phases of Implementation (POI)  

• TA Center on PBIS 

– Benchmarks for Advanced Tiers (BAT) 

– Tier II Interventions Assessment Tools 

– Monitoring of Advanced Tiers Tool (MATT) 

– Phases of Implementation (POI) 

– Tier II/Tier III Intervention Tracking Form 

– Tier II Action Plan Checklist 

– Individual Student Systems Evaluation Tool 
(ISSET) 

• Best Behavior 

– Best Behavior Self-Assessment Survey 
(fidelity checklist created by Tanglewood 
Research) 

– Prevention Practices Assessment (PP-A) 

– Prevention Practices Survey (PP-S) 

• Best Behavior 

– Assessment of Services for At-Risk 
Students (ARSSA) 

• Project Achieve 

– PRAIISE (Project ACHIEVE Implementation 
Integrity Self-Evaluation) 

• Project Achieve 

– PRAIISE (Project ACHIEVE Implementation 
Integrity Self-Evaluation) 

• Safe & Civil Schools 

– Foundations Checklist & Implementation 
Rubric 

– Foundations Surveys (measure perceptions 
of staff, students, and parents regarding 
safety, climate, and discipline) 

– Protocol for Observing Common Areas (e.g., 
halls, playground, and cafeteria) 

• Safe & Civil Schools 

– Foundations Checklist & Implementation 
Rubric 

– Interventions Checklist 

 

5.3. Impact Outcomes 
Outcomes of potential interest to an impact evaluation of SWPBS may be organized 

around five major areas: 

• Student behavior outcomes 

• Student social competency skills 

• Student academic outcomes 

• Teacher performance outcomes 

• School climate 
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In the context of SWPBS implementation, student behavior is commonly tracked using 
Office Discipline Referrals (ODRs) and typically includes both major (e.g., fighting, abusive 
language) and minor infractions (e.g., disruption, defiance). These data are collected using either 
an existing school data system or one that is implemented across all participating schools. 
Individual student records for behavior and data on suspensions and expulsions may be obtained 
through the district or school office. School-level suspension/expulsion rates may also be 
available in states that have state-level reporting systems. Self-report surveys are another source 
of behavior data, although they are only appropriate beginning at the higher elementary grades. 
With younger students, a more appropriate method of collecting behavior data is through teacher 
ratings/reports of behavior. Still other methods for measuring behavior include peer-nomination 
procedures, which rely on students’ ratings of their peers, and direct observation by researchers. 
Teacher and student surveys, teacher ratings, peer nominations, and direct observation methods 
can also be used to measure behaviors not tracked by the school such as social aggression (e.g., 
excluding others, spreading rumors) and prosocial behaviors (e.g., helpfulness, sharing, 
cooperation, empathy). Adequately capturing student behavioral outcomes will likely require a 
combination of multiple data collection methods and data sources. 

Student social competency indicators that may be of interest include communication 
skills, social problem solving, conflict resolution skills, peer interaction skills, and the prosocial 
behaviors described previously (e.g., helpfulness, sharing, cooperation, empathy). Social 
competence may be measured in ways similar to student behavior including student surveys, 
teacher ratings, peer nominations, and independent observations. 

Two types of student academic measures are typically available through school records: 
school performance measures (e.g., academic grades, end-of-grade tests or state tests, 
achievement tests) and school academic behaviors (e.g., tardiness, attendance). 

Teacher performance outcomes include teacher practices, classroom management, 
teacher-child interactions, and student engagement and other behaviors. Classroom observations 
are particularly helpful for measuring these teacher performance outcomes in the context of the 
classroom environment. 

School climate measures include those addressing feelings of safety, perception of 
fairness, feelings of inclusiveness and connectedness, opportunities for parent involvement, and 
perception of student support. Accurate assessment of school climate requires input from 
multiple members of the school community, including students, teachers, administrators and 
other staff, and parents. These data can be collected through self-report surveys, personal 
interviews, or focus groups. Certain school-level data can serve as additional sources of data on 
school climate such as attendance rates, teacher turnover rate, principal tenure length, academic 
sanctions, and rates of suspension/expulsion. 
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5.4. Variations Across Subgroups 
A number of student subgroups may be of interest for targeted analyses in an impact 

evaluation of SWPBS. Subgroup comparisons would provide information about whether or not 
SWPBS is more or less effective for different groups of students. In some cases, there is 
evidence that the treatment may affect various groups differently. In other cases, it is particularly 
important to understand the effect of the treatment on certain subgroups. Potential student 
subgroups of interest include: 

• Racial/ethnic groups—Subgroup comparisons would examine the potential for 
differences in impacts among racial/ethnic groups. Subgroup analyses may also 
provide pertinent information related to the issue of overidentification of students for 
special education based on race and ethnicity, that is the result of inappropriate 
identification. There are data indicating that minority students are overrepresented in 
office discipline referrals; suspensions and expulsions; and special education services 
(Kaufman et al. 2010; Raffaele-Mendez and Knoff 2003; Vincent and Tobin 2011). 
IDEA requires states and districts to take steps to address such inequities with respect 
to special education and to examine data to determine if disproportionality exists 
based on race/ethnicity with respect to special education services, placement in 
particular education settings, and incidence of suspensions and expulsions. SWPBS 
supports culturally responsive practices to provide opportunities for all students and 
there is some evidence that SWPBS may help reduce disciplinary inequity across 
students from different racial/ethnic backgrounds (Bradshaw et al. 2010b). 

• Gender—Differences in the types of problem behaviors exhibited by boys and girls 
have been documented in the literature (Orpinas and Horne 2006). Other research 
indicates that prevention programs may impact girls and boys differently (Farrell and 
Meyer 1997). It will be important to understand if SWPBS interventions and supports 
are equally effective for all students in a school, both boys and girls. 

• Students identified for special education—SWBPS as supported by IDEA is intended 
to address the needs of special education students within the context of the larger 
school population. Subgroup analyses would provide pertinent information about 
outcomes for special education students. 

• Students identified as at risk for aggressive behaviors—Subgroup measurement and 
analysis would provide information about the impact of SWPBS on students already 
exhibiting or at high risk for problem behaviors. It will be useful to understand 
whether universal (Tier I) supports, which are implemented schoolwide, have an 
impact on at-risk students as well as the general student population. In addition, it will 
be important to examine the impact of Tier II programs (e.g., using design option 2; 
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see section 4) on at-risk students. By design, these programs provide more targeted 
services and are intended for students not responding to Tier I supports. 

In addition to student subgroups, an impact evaluation of SWPBS could also consider 
subgroups among school staff, in particular those staff responsible for implementing SWPBS 
programs and interventions at the classroom level. For example, one could examine differences 
between groups of teachers with more or less classroom teaching experience on the quality of 
implementation of the classroom-based program and outcomes for students. Another teacher 
subgroup analysis could measure differences in student/classroom outcomes among teachers 
with different levels of prior training (including no training) in classroom management/behavior 
interventions. These subgroup analyses would be helpful in understanding whether teacher 
characteristics mediate the effects of SWPBS—that is, whether effects vary by teaching 
experience or specialized training in classroom management, for example. 
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