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CHAPTER 11: SUMMARY OF THE HIGH SCHOOL PBS FORUM 2004
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The High School Forum provided a unique opportunity to staff from high schools implementing Positive Behavior Support (PBS) to share ideas and problem solve together.  Though PBS has been implemented for years within elementary and middle schools, there have been few implementations at the high school level. Within districts there are often many middle and/or elementary programs implementing PBS in their schools.  The districts often get the school personnel together to share what they are doing so each school does not need to “reinvent the wheel” and staff can problem solve with each other.  Even if all the high schools in a district implement PBS, this could be as few as one to three high schools, and thus, makes that “learning from others” difficult.  The High School Forum provided the sharing of ideas to happen between twenty different high schools.
Twenty-nine schools participated in the Illinois High School PBS Forum. Eighteen of the high schools were from Illinois. In addition, 11 high schools participated from nine other states. Participants from these schools had the opportunity to have facilitated discussions with their colleagues from different schools about structural areas (i.e., team development, administrative support/roles, engagement of staff and students, data based decision making) as well as about the three PBS levels: universal (i.e., instruction of behavior, school-wide expectations), secondary (i.e. targeted groups) and tertiary (i.e. individual). 

The presentations and conversations that occurred during these sessions formed the content of this monograph. It is interesting that though each presentation and group discussion (i.e. chapter) focused on a specific topic the challenges, and thus, strategies that were discussed overlapped. In other words, participants discussed engagement of staff in discussion groups associated with the topic “Engaging Staff and Students” but also in a number of other sessions. This highlights the fact that PBS is not a program, nor a curriculum for the school, but rather a process and system that has interrelated components, each influence the other.
The schools that participated in the Forum had been implementing PBS from one year (45% of the schools) to over five years. This range of implementation stages did not seem to hinder the conversation among the groups.  Though the groups identified many challenges that they were dealing with in the implementation of PBS, they identified many more strategies to try and reduce the impact of or eliminate these challenges.  
The common challenges that emerged across the sessions were “buy-in”, scheduling, and establishing consistency across staff.  The “buy-in” challenge tended to focus primarily around staff though occasionally this included upper-class students or administrators.  There was a general perception of lack of involvement by many of the high school staff.  Participants attributed this to staff attitudes due to having too much to do and no time to start something new; the number of initiatives that schools engage in indicating and the thought that this like many initiatives will “just go away”. They also often targeted a specific group as not buying into the PBS efforts.  These included the “independent teachers” or the” veteran teachers” who had their way of doing things and weren’t willing to change.  The participants saw the lack of data on high schools, in general, as well as specific change data for their high school specifically, as hindering the ability to obtain staff “buy-in”.

Scheduling or the ability to get people together was another challenge that appeared across sessions.  Again, staff identified the immense number of initiatives, directives or priorities within buildings that tended to pull staff in many directions, but also made finding a common time to meet very difficult. These multiple efforts also resulted in an inability to identify common times for training of staff and/or students.  The last concern related to funding. This impacted scheduling, as schools were not able to fund release time for staff to meet and develop materials. This also hindered staff’s ability to work together as well as staff being willing to put in the extra time for meeting.

The large number of staff in high schools and their various approaches to teaching makes consistency and clarity among staff a real challenge.  Participants found this to influence their ability to have consistent expectations, data collection processes, as well as developing systems of support.  This was complicated by additional issues of staff turnover, cultural differences in perception of expectations, lack of time to have all the staff together and administration not holding staff accountable for following the PBS expectations, processes or lessons.

Despite these challenges there were many strategies identified by the teachers.  Common themes emerged across many of the chapters.  These included communication and acknowledgement of staff and students; strong leadership of administration, students and staff; and teaching and monitoring expectations. Communication and acknowledgement of staff and students was seen as critical to the success of PBS.  Staff need to be kept informed and reminded through announcements, meetings and use of school bulletin boards. Acknowledgement of staff (e.g. postcards, free time, gifts) and students (e.g. passes, wall of fame, ice cream) is necessary to keep motivation high, to identify the role models that should be followed, and replace the punitive climate that often exists with a more positive one.  Participants suggested strategies by which the staff or administration delivered the acknowledgement as well as the idea that students should be able to acknowledge other students and staff. They also discussed a variety of strategies to use to celebrate successes such as meeting school-wide goals (e.g. reducing tardies overall), completing specific items on the school plan, and overall implementation of the PBS system.

Leadership in any effort is important.  Across the chapters there were discussions about the need for leadership from the administrator as well as from staff and students. An administrator was seen as key to keeping the vision clear to all involved – staff, students, parents, community and to share the data on the impact of the efforts and to help to celebrate successes.  Administrators need to know their staff and be able to acknowledge staff participation and encourage hesitant or resistant staff.  Administrators are also important in knowing the strengths of their staff and identifying those staff and/or students for specific responsibilities or roles within the process. They need to be able to mobilize the existing school structures such as department chairs or other committees to assist in the process. 

It was clear that the participants did not think leadership by the administration would not be enough.  Across the chapters there is a discussion of strategies that highlight the need for leadership and participation of staff and students.  The school team needs to look for allies and leaders in the staff who can help obtain the staff “buy-in” for each of the areas of PBS.  The staff and students need to deliver the message to their peers that this is not just one more initiative but, a process/system not a rule/mandate or curriculum. Participants also identified the importance of students’ “buy-in” through participation in team leadership, implementation, direction, and to provision of ongoing feedback.

There was some discussion of strategies related to the need for a plan that provides a clear vision for the staff and students. The participants felt teams were more successful when they start small in their actions to accomplish that vision so staff would see it as doable and could see change over time.  Though the lack of data at the high school level was identified as a clear challenge, the participants identified the need for data for decision-making and for monitoring the effects of their efforts.  In instances where schools had data available, teams saw this as critical in order for staff to see the change and be supportive of the efforts, both in the beginning and ongoing.

Last, the participants discussed strategies that focused on teaching and monitoring expectations.  The need for clear expectations influenced many of the discussion groups.  The participants discussed strategies for designing the instruction of these expectations (e.g., role plays, lesson plans, TV/intercom) as well as specific times to do the teaching (e.g., small groups, advisory periods).  They thought that it was important for staff to have the opportunity to have input into the identification of the expectations and to be provided training in order to obtain consistency across the staff. The participants highlighted the importance of ongoing instruction, even as often as monthly with different topics, in order to keep teaching and monitoring expectations in the forefront. 

In addition to the sessions the schools were asked to complete a survey regarding their teams, school-wide expectations and action plans for their schools (Chapter 10).  These survey results aligned well with the information from the conversations that occurred in sessions at the High School Forum. 

The participants, though faced with challenges were able to identify strategies that had been tried or that they felt would work in their schools in order to implement PBS.  The participating schools are still in their early development years and are working on the foundation for their PBS systems. Hopefully, many participants were able to take back these ideas to their schools and will begin to reduce the challenges they were each facing.
Next Steps and Support

It is exciting to see the number of high schools who attended and the many more that requested to attend.  The evaluations completed by participants were positive and requested this event be held again next year.  The desire of the developers of this conference was, “to give implementers hope that it [PBS in high schools] can be done.”  It is encouraging that schools and districts are willing and ready to implement PBS within high schools. 

As researchers who have focused our attention in the area of high school positive behavior support, we have been inundated with requests for information about implementation. A week does not go by without a request such as, “Do you have anything in writing about your efforts,” or, “Are there any examples available?” Empirical evidence of the outcomes of PBS at the high school level is still limited.  It is important that high school staff and others begin to collect this evidence and disseminate it to others.

Majority of implementation of PBS has been with elementary and middle schools. Initially staff at these levels could look to success stories like Fern Ridge Elementary or Clearlake Elementary to provide strategies and exemplars. While these elementary and middle school exemplars have been extremely useful to expansion of PBS, it has been our experience that some of the first questions a high school team will ask include, “Has this been tried in a high school” or “Do you think this is a little babyish for our students?” As a result of our experiences in our own research and this conference we can respond by saying yes to the former and no to the latter. This does not, however, mean our work is complete.

Examples of high schools implementing evidence-based approaches at school-wide, group, and individual support levels were provided. Though the data on the efficacy of these approaches in high schools is still limited, implementation of these approaches in secondary settings in and of themselves is an achievement of great significance. We celebrate with any reader who has taken the first step. What is now needed is a systematic analysis of the replication of these strategies in secondary settings. Keeping nuances in mind, schools should make every effort to collect useful baseline information during their needs assessment phase. These data will allow implementers and researches to track the effectiveness of their efforts, and understand the adjustments that need to be made.

Another consideration is the role of the students in the process. While we are creating a supportive environment that encourages success and risk taking, we must keep the ultimate goal in mind. These students are, at the most, four years from entering society as citizens. We as educators cannot go with them; in fact they will be the only consistent variable in their social network for the rest of their lives. The responsibility for us as change agents involves asking questions like, “Are we, as much as possible, supporting the students’ ability to have authentic voice and efficacy over their daily lives?” If we see our approach as working with and not for the students, we are more likely to include them in decisions about environment, and their own futures. The addition of incorporating principles of self-determination and planning for the future are critical. This can be done by asking the students, “what differences would like to see in this school a year from now, and what can we do now to make that dream a reality?” By preparing students through participation in futures planning for the school, it will hopefully make the translation of these principles to their daily lives much easier.

In conclusion, our next steps as a field should include: (a) sharing a vision and support to those who want to improve their environments, (b) increase our understanding of effective approaches for secondary schools, and (c) find ways to empower students to make changes in the school and in their lives. We hope you will continue to use this document as a source of information and encouragement in the months and years ahead. 
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