School-Wide Reinforcement Systems
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CHAPTER 7: SCHOOL-WIDE REINFORCEMENT SYSTEMS IN HIGH SCHOOLS

Kelly Carney

 Loyola University Chicago


When tied with an explicit and direct method of teaching expected behaviors, reinforcement systems can provide a great deal of value to school-wide systems of behavior support. The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the use of school-wide reinforcement systems within the positive behavior support (PBS) model. Specifically, this chapter summarizes the discussion of national trainers and individual school districts around the application of this system within high school settings. 

School-wide Reinforcement Systems


Brigid Flannery (University of Oregon) gave an overview of school-wide reinforcement. School-wide reinforcement systems provide: a common purpose and approach to discipline; a clear set of positive expectations and behaviors, procedures for teaching expected behaviors; a continuum of procedures for encouraging expected behaviors and discouraging inappropriate behaviors; and procedures for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of the system. 

The practice of a formal reward/reinforcement to acknowledge high school students is often challenged by staff. Staff concerns seem to center around several areas. First, staff do not understand why it might be needed at all. They feel either they do it already or high school students, who are adolescents, should not need rewards and acknowledgment to do what is right. They have been told what the expectations are and should just follow them. In fact some staff see the acknowledgement as bribery. Second, staff are concerned about equity across all students.  Many students do not seem to need rewards to follow expectations, so why deliver them to them. Yet, it also seems unfair that if only some students receive access to these acknowledgments. Last, staff express concern that the use of extrinsic rewards, such as “Gotcha tickets” or extra credit, for doing what is expected will inhibit development of intrinsic motivation. 

What needs to be remembered is it is important to reinforce appropriate behaviors because desirable consequences can influence the likelihood that a behavior will occur again. Reinforcers take many forms, are acquired, and are individual. All of us access acknowledgements and reinforcers throughout our day. For example, a high school teacher may continue to teach because they are reinforced by students’ progress, earning a salary, gaining social status and recognition or getting summers off. Or a basketball player may be reinforced by scoring a basket, hearing the crowd cheer, gaining social status, obtaining a trophy, earning positive self-statements, or avoiding the loss of the game. As adults many of us even use “token systems” in the coffee cards or book cards that we faithfully get punched with every purchase so we can obtain a free item. 

Individuals self deliver or self recruit reinforcement when it is not provided by others. For example, people might tell themselves after cutting the lawn on a hot day that they now deserve to sit on the porch with a nice cold drink. Or, after painting a bathroom we make sure we tell people it is finished and look forward to them commenting on it when they see it. All of us continue to do things because they are reinforcing or we are acknowledged or reinforced for doing them. When things are hard we depend even more on the acknowledgement for accomplishing it. High school students are no different.

The formal and frequent use of positive reinforcement for student behavior contributes to the development of environments that are described as positive, caring, safe, and other desirable attributes. Though we all have individual reinforcers it is necessary in an organization such as a school to a have a school-wide system of reinforcement to increase efficiency and consistency of the delivery of acknowledgement and reinforcement. School-wide systems of reinforcement increase investment by staff and students in systems and practices of prevention of problem behavior for all students. 

Some general guidelines for implementing a school-wide reinforcement system are:

· Use naturally occurring, contextually and culturally appropriate forms of rewards;

· Involve everyone, including students;

· Prompt the staff to use the system, and reward them for doing so; 

· Acknowledge and adjust as the school-wide system may not work for all students - Students with high risk behaviors may have different needs and thus some additional or alternate reinforcement systems; and

· Highlight and show the effects and outcomes of the system. Celebrate success.

Examples of Reinforcement Systems


Sherry Manuel, the PBS Team Leader at Poinciana High School in Kissimmee, Florida described their school-wide reinforcement system. They have 2,200 students.  Their Four Pillars of Excellence (or major expectations) are respect, courage, tolerance, and loyalty.  They emphasize low or no-cost rewards.  Some reinforcers included are early release from class, homework passes, class parties or cultural events, permission to listen to a Walkman, shirts, movies, and pizza.  Teams also can reinforcement to non-violent acts.  For improvement in academic performance, administrators dressed in “sumo suits” and wrestled.  Also, students sent cards to teachers who used PBS.   


Some challenges included time restraints to contact outside sources for reinforcers, finding funds for reinforcers, and setting up and adjusting the guidelines for reinforcement.  They suggest looking for grants and establishing one person who has the time to work only on PBS.


Lisa Coffey, the school psychologist at Timbercreek High School in Orlando, Florida also presented their school-wide system.  They use a cumulative nonviolence day count to reinforce students for appropriate behavior.  After 20 consecutive days with no violence, the entire student body received an extended lunch period.  Then the focus shifted to individual grade levels competitions for consecutive days of nonviolence. After a specified number of days, students were rewarded.  Some examples of rewards are five-minute early release, permission to wear hats, special assemblies, and bowling outings. 


There were some challenges as well.  When grade levels had a difficult time reaching 20 days with no violence, the guidelines had to be adjusted.  The number of days might be reduced at first.  Suggestions included making reinforcements desirable to students, frequently remind students where they are in the day count, and use day counts in group level interventions as well.

Michael Goldman, a special education teacher at Senn High School in Chicago, Illinois described the school-wide reinforcement system during the 2003-2004 school year. Since the implementation of this program, discipline referrals have decreased significantly.  At Senn there are 1,800 students, coming from very diverse backgrounds.  Four major expectations are to be caring, academically engaged, respectful, and responsible (CARR).  The students were taught these expectations through a combination of discussion and role-playing, including negative and positive examples.  This teaching took place by grade level at four assemblies during the first semester of the school year.  

“Cool tickets” which include the four expectations and spaces for the student’s and teacher’s names, has been used as a system for reinforcement.  Senn staff have distributed over 40,000 tickets have been distributed to teachers, administrators, security guards, and other faculty members in one school.  The tickets can be turned in by the students on Fridays in the lunchroom for snacks and drinks.  Over time the number of redeemed tickets have been increasing.  During the later part of the school year around 800 tickets were turned in each week.  After the tickets were collected and counted, ten names were pulled for a weekly raffle of ten prizes.  Prizes have included books, coupons for local eateries, tickets to college basketball games, and hand-held electronic video games, all of which were donated.  Less frequent school-wide celebrations for decreases in discipline referrals, have included dance and mass distribution of free passes to the movies.  The teachers have received handouts describing how to distribute the tickets, and request forms for more tickets.  Random mass distributions of a few sheets of tickets to every faculty member occurred after term breaks.

It can be very time consuming to organize and distribute the tickets in such a large school.  There have been some problems with theft and counterfeiting of the cool tickets due to problems keeping them secure.  While this is not desirable, it did provide us with some qualitative indications that the students valued the tickets.  Finding prizes for the raffles was difficult.  Also due to budget restrictions, as well as unforeseen glitches, it took too long to follow through with promises around reinforcers.  This led to frustrations among the students and some faculty members.  It is important to make sure we had things in writing, set in stone, and in motion before announcing that something will happen.

Summary of Round Table Discussions


The following section provides a summary of discussions of the conference participants around school-wide reinforcement systems.

Current Status and Priority Level

Of the high school teams represented at the roundtable discussions, approximately 34% rated their level of implementation of a school-wide reinforcement system as “in place,” 28 % rated their level as “partially in place,” 28% indicated that this was “not in place,” and 10% did not report.  Approximately 32% rated reinforcement systems as a high priority, 23% of the teams indicated it was a medium priority, and 11% classified it as a low priority. In general, it appears that school-wide reinforcement systems are somewhat of high priority and more “in place” than not.

Challenges and Strategies


Table 1 provides an overview of the discussion around challenges and strategies. Overall, there appeared to be four major themes to consider. First, and similar to other chapters in this monograph, is staff participation the process. Comments ranged from involving staff in the development of the process to using reinforcement systems with the adults in the building. Administrative support was included as a major topical theme. These comments ranged from administrative attitudes around “rewarding” students to supporting teachers in the identifying reinforcers. Comments about the overall system were dominated by logistical concerns. These concerns were exacerbated by the typically larger size of most high schools. Finally, community engagement included working with parents and local businesses to develop the capacity of the system

Conclusion


This chapter has focused on suggested practices by national trainers and members of high school PBS teams. The following section provides a summary of the key points of the presentations and round table discussions.

· Involvement of staff is key from the beginning of the process;

· Addresses perceptions about rewards;

· Look for low cost reinforcers;

· Support from administration for the approach;

· Involvement parents and community businesses can improve the system development; and

· Managing the logistics of the system will be the greatest barrier for high schools.

The keys to developing school-wide reinforcement systems were discussed within this chapter. Identifying natural and low cost reinforces for students can be done, but will require creativity and a considerable amount of time. 

Table 1:

Summary of Challenges and Strategies
	Staff Involvement

	Challenges of Implementation
	Strategies to Address Challenges

	Staff Buy-In and Stress

· What to do if a teacher does not give out tickets 
· The feeling among staff that students should do this [expected behavior] anyway.
· Team burn-out, limited resources, more to do with less time, data entry and using data, lack of time to get together as whole school
· Many staff ready to retire and not motivated to implement change
· Many new staff
· Kids transfer from school to school, lots of teacher turnover
· Getting staff to feel/believe that students should be reinforced
· Presenting all of the information at the beginning of the year to staff
Implementation

· Inconsistencies within staff in the implementation process; Teachers not using system to record tardies, data entry outdated, more structure needed in data collection
· Rewards may take away from instructional time

· Frustration with inconsistencies in reporting statistics
· Students may be prompting teachers to hand out tickets
· Teachers to accept responsibility for all students, even if they aren’t yours
· Finances are strapped

	Staff Buy-In and Stress

· Teacher and student receive awards

· Thank you cards to teachers for support
· Teacher appreciation day given to staff
· Give carnations to teachers in staff meetings to reinforce staff behavior
· Union supports because data supports PBS and teachers are being rewarded for it
· Have staff who use the system talk with other staff who are resistant
Implementation

· Instructional strategies to improve teaching were given to staff as well as resources
· Professional development has been provided for classroom management
· Teachers were asked to teach behaviors for at least two minutes per day

· Tough Kid Book and Toolbox (coupons, contracts)
· Surveyed teachers about reinforcers



	Administrative Involvement

	Challenges of Implementation
	Strategies to Address Challenges

	· Different administration levels to get support from within the school
· Principal will not hold teachers accountable for noncompliance with PBS
· Principal not supportive of tangible incentives

	· Principal came to meeting, and was100% (supportive) -  
· Team , dean and administration got data and talked with negative teachers, told them to find another job or get on board. 
· "Freebird" for teachers - Administrators cover a teacher's class – 
· Draw an extra "gotcha" card in raffle for teacher winner
· Principle is taking control


	The System

	Challenges of Implementation
	Strategies to Address Challenges

	Reinforcers

· How do you give rewards for students at the universal level?
· Purchasing of incentives, costs
· Difficult coming up with ideas for reinforcers

· Students should be doing the right thing without incentives

· Organizations are saturated with requests, it is hard to get donations
· What if a student is reinforced for something he shouldn’t be?

· Dress code could pose a problem for certain incentives
· No budget

	Reinforcers

· Homework passes, early release, time to socialize, food, movie posters, attraction tickets, school event(s) free or at reduced price, T-shirts, student of the week

· Students are given a personal day per quarter given academic and achievement stipulations

· Reinforce 1st hour students “ on time”

· Give tickets for sky box at a basketball game, the principal and team leader served kids food in sky box - based on two weeks no tardies 

· Principal for a day - based on two weeks no tardies or ODRs. Student allowed to make 3 rules (agreed upon by actual principal), (e.g. music between periods, kids gave out reinforcers to classmates).

· Based on school-wide (e.g., 60 days of consecutive non-violence): Rap star campus concert, all school dance, bowling party for seniors, access to climbing wall

· Restaurant coupons for staff who gave winning student coupon, movie, auto detailing for staff member, Starbucks card, Tickets to Bulls and Sox games




	The System Continued

	Challenges of Implementation
	Strategies to Address Challenges

	Implementation

· Involve more students to include entire "triangle"
· Certain grade levels caused problems
· Education may not be number one priority
· Population growth in area
· Targeted tardiness as major issue-did not work
· Increased enrollments
· 42 pages of rules in handbook, teachers and students have no clue

· Students not supportive

· The feeling among staff that high school is too late for teaching students behavior

· Students want to leave school 

· Huge campus

· Very little concrete information on HS PBIS, no data
· Feeling among staff that  PBS just a fad?

	Implementation

· Survey to students asking what types of reinforcers they would like "at no cost
· Involve principal 
· Starting with emphasis on building positive relationships, then planning on moving toward the rewards
· Give teachers examples of how to implement

· Make reinforcers random and intermittent
· Building pride school-wide through assemblies, teaching behaviors
· Integrate PBS through announcements
· System to teach new students and staff regarding PBIS
· Mentor system with a group of students, establish a positive relationship between teacher and students (1:15 ratio)
· Students and universal team members meet every other month to help identify reinforcement and what is not working

· Teachers nominate students through a drop box to win certificates, bags of goodies, key tags
· Drawings: monthly for students who do not use regular tickets; every other Friday, monthly for teachers and students supported by local merchants and Sears cosmetic gifts; weekly drawing with prizes donated by department stores

· To get organizations to donate again, write follow-up letter of thanks, offer free advertising on school website or newsletter, kids can write thank-yous for businesses to post

· 10 sheets with 9 tickets on a sheet given to teachers at beginning of year



	Community Involvement

	Challenges of Implementation
	Strategies to Address Challenges

	· Parental involvement
	· Rewarding parents
· Post cards to parents "child doing phenomenal"
· Parents got support for stadium

· Respect, responsibility, Accomplishment - sent postcards home, parents must sign and student returns to be entered in raffle, Domino's donated 200 pizzas for drawings conducted every other Friday
· Post cards to parents informing them that their child is doing well
· Each staff member has to make 3 parent calls per week
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