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Schoolwide positive behavior support (SWPBS) is a systems-level intervention designed
to prevent the occurrence of problem behavior and increase social competence. A grow-
ing body of research documents that SWPBS reduces problem behavior and improves
academics (e.g., McIntosh, Chard, Boland, & Horner, 2006), yet documentation of the
feasibility of implementing SWPBS in high school settings is lacking. The current study
examines implementation of universal SWPBS components in eight high schools
serving over 15,525 students across a three-year period. Our findings were that improve-
ments in implementation were evident between baseline and the end of year one, yet
the implementation of SWPBS practices took a minimum of two years to achieve statis-
tically significant and meaningful changes. These results suggest that unique aspects
of the high school context may present specific implementation challenges.
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Implementing Schoolwide Positive Behavior Support in High School Settings
Schoolwide positive behavior support (SWPBS) is a systems-level approach based
on the three-tiered model of prevention developed within public health. Walker and
colleagues adapted it to fit educational settings (Walker et al., 1996; Walker & Shinn,
2002). The goal is to establish the behavioral supports and social culture needed to
improve the social and academic behavior of all students (Anderson & Kincaid,
2005; Sugai, Horner, & Lewis, 2009). Accordingly, the SWPBS model requires the
implementation of evidenced-based practices and organizational systems that
support the establishment of a social culture and individual supports needed
to achieve social and academic success (Horner, Sugai, & Anderson, 2010; Sugai
et al., 2010). SWPBS is not a “packaged” program but rather provides a structured
framework that a school team uses to guide the adoption of practices and design
of a continuum of supports at three levels of intensity that match the context and
needs of the school.

Core Components of the Schoolwide Positive Behavior Support Framework
This SWPBS framework requires schools to focus on optimizing several foundational
systems and implement schoolwide practices designed to prevent and effectively
respond to student misbehavior. Foundational systems within the SWPBS model
include: (1) identification of important schoolwide outcomes for student learning
and behavior; (2) development of organizational systems to support the implemen-
tation and sustainability of SWPBS practices; (3) implementation of evidence based
practices to create a positive social climate and learning environment; and (4) use
of data to monitor progress toward global schoolwide outcomes and facilitate effec-
tive data-based decisions (Sugai & Horner, 2006).

These foundational systems are the necessary organizational building blocks needed
by schools to successfully implement SWPBS. The foundational systems are inter-
dependent and are intended to operate in unison so that schoolwide outcomes drive
the adoption of systems to support the data-based implementation, evaluation, and
modification of practices.

SWPBS leadership team. In order to implement these foundational systems,
schools form a representative SWPBS leadership team responsible for overseeing
and supporting the implementation of a multi-tiered array of evidence-based prac-
tices and the implementation of student data collection and progress monitoring.
Specifically, the SWPBS school leadership team is charged with overseeing the
collection and analysis of data to document changes and identify problems, estab-
lishing a continuum of evidence-based student supports, and maintaining staff and
student commitment through ongoing communication (Metzler, Biglan, Rusby, &
Sprague, 2001; Schneider, Walker, & Sprague, 2000; Sugai & Horner, 2002; Warren
et al., 2003).

Continuum of interventions and supports. The functional systems are used to sup-
port a continuum of evidence-based intervention and support that are organized
according to a three-tiered prevention model (Walker et al., 1996; Walker & Shinn,
2002). According to this model, universal (schoolwide) interventions are: (a) designed
for all students and staff, (b) in place across all school environments, and (c) expected
to successfully support about 80% of the students. At the universal level, the
collection of data for decision-making focuses on the collection of universal
academic and social behavior data and the use of these student data for system-
atic progress monitoring (Fairbanks, Sugai, Guardino, & Lathrop, 2007; Fuchs &
Fuchs, 1986; Shinn, Walker, & Stoner, 2002). Core practices at the universal level
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include: (1) defining and teaching expectations; (2) acknowledging and reinforcing
appropriate social and academic behavior; (3) adopting consistent and effective
consequences for misbehavior (Mayer, 1995; Sprick, Sprick, & Garrison, 1992); and
(4) integrating behavioral and academic practices to improve learning (Algozzine &
Algozzine, 2009; McIntosh, Horner, Chard, Boland, & Good, 2006). The combination
of implementing these universal interventions and supports, combined with the
foundational systems to sustain them, represent the core features of SWPBS that
all students receive.

However, for many students these universal supports will be insufficient. There-
fore, in addition to these, schools also adopt a continuum of targeted and intensive
intervention options for students who require additional levels of support. Targeted
interventions are designed for subgroups of students who are not responsive to
universal interventions but who do not require the most intensive individualized
support. Students in these subgroups (usually around 15% of the student popula-
tion) receive the universal interventions but also need to have additional targeted
supports such as study skills groups, social skills groups, and dropout prevention
programs (Crone, Horner, & Hawken, 2004; Simonsen, Meyers, & Briere, 2010; Weisz,
Jensen, & McLeod, 2005).

Similarly, in the third level of support, intensive interventions, students who are
not responding to the other two levels of interventions and thus are in need of
individually designed supports are provided intensive individualized supports.
Examples of intensive individualized supports include individual behavior support
plans and wrap-around services (Eber, Hyde, & Suter, 2011; Newcomer & Lewis,
2004; Scott & Caron, 2005). Due to the substantial time required by these inter-
ventions, schools strive for full implementation of universal and targeted supports
first so that less than 5% of the population need the intensive services.

Evidence for Effectiveness of SWPBS in High School Settings
A growing body of research, comprised of descriptive or quasi-experimental studies
(Barrett, Bradshaw, & Lewis-Palmer, 2008; Bohanon et al., 2006; Horner, Sugai,
Todd, & Lewis-Palmer, 2005; Morrissey, Bohanon, & Fenning, 2010) and randomized
control studies (Bradshaw, Koth, Thorton, & Leaf, 2009; Horner et al., 2009) has
demonstrated that, when implemented with fidelity, SWPBS is effective at reducing
the overall occurrence of problem behavior. A number of studies have also docu-
mented the positive impact of implementation on academic skills (e.g., Algozzine,
Wang, & Violette, 2011; Barrett et al., 2008; Horner et al., 2009). Importantly, how-
ever, the vast majority of this empirical work has been conducted in elementary
and middle schools.

Although the effectiveness of SWPBS in elementary settings is fairly well established
through randomized control trials (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Horner et al., 2009), the
evidence in high schools settings is far more limited. Most investigations at the
secondary level have been of limited scope, focused on a narrow set of outcome
measures, and rarely included experimental designs. For example, a number of
studies have been conducted in single schools, such as one four-year longitudinal
study in a single school, which found cumulative decreases in student detentions
(Luiselli, Putnam, & Sunderland, 2002). In one urban middle school, Warren et al.
(2006) demonstrated a 20% decrease in office disciplinary referrals and a 501%
decrease in short-term suspensions over two years. Lassen, Steele, & Sailor, (2006)
also documented decreases in discipline referrals and improving academic perfor-
mance. A longitudinal investigation of a single middle school indicated decreases
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in student office referrals across a two-year period (Taylor-Green et al., 1997). Unfor-
tunately, none of these studies were in high schools nor used a comparison school,
so it is unclear if these findings are causally related to using the SWPBS model.

One study of six middle schools and four high schools reported marked decreases in
office discipline referrals (ODRs) and suspensions. This work documented improve-
ments in statewide high school reading and math assessments in schools achieving
high SWPBS implementation fidelity (Muscott, Mann, & LeBrun, 2008). Bohanon
et al. (2006) evaluated SWPBS in a single urban high school in the Midwest. Based
on a significant reduction in ODRs and a decrease in the proportion of students
with problem behaviors over a three-year evaluation, the authors concluded that
these preliminary data provided support that implementation of SWPBS is a prom-
ising approach that can be effective in high school settings but additional studies
were required.

Adapting SWPBS for High School Settings
Recent estimates suggest that at least 19,054 schools are actively implementing
SWPBS but only 2,403 (12.6%) of these are high schools (Horner, 2013). Although
the exact reasons for this slow adoption rate by high schools are not entirely clear,
implementation strategies used in elementary schools fail to take into consideration
the unique contextual features of high schools (Flannery, Sugai, & Anderson, 2009;
Putnam et al., 2009).

Over the course of a longitudinal development study described below, we systemati-
cally adapted the implementation of the core features of SWPBS to enhance the fit
with a secondary context. The literature related to transition to high school or restruc-
turing of high school has documented these contextual differences between the
elementary, middle, and high school (Daniels, Bizar, & Zemelman, 2001; Murphy,
Beck, Crawford, Hodges, & McGaughy, 2001; Newman et al 2000; Sugai, Flannery &
Bohannon, 2004). A review of this literature reveals that several contextual features
of high schools, such as size, culture, and developmental age of the students, may
have strong influences on the implementation of SWPBS foundational systems of
outcomes, systems, practices and data, which, in turn, impact ability to implement
the key universal SWPBS practices (Figure 1; Table 1).

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework for Implementation of SWPBS in High Schools
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School size. In most cases, high schools tend to have a much larger and more diverse
student population as compared to elementary school settings. In 2009–2010, the
average enrollment of most public high schools in the U.S. was nearly twice that
of elementary schools, and approximately 26% of all public high schools had excep-
tionally large enrollments of 1,000 or more students (Aud et al., 2012). As high schools
are typically much larger than elementary schools, data collection and implementa-
tion of universal practices require a much higher level of effort and coordination.
Similarly, in large school settings where teachers are responsible for multiple subjects
per day with different groups of students, ensuring that students are exposed to a
consistent set of expectations, consequences, and opportunities for positive acknowl-
edgement and reinforcement can prove challenging.

School culture and organization. Several differences in the culture and organiza-
tion of high schools can render SWPBS implementation much more difficult.
First, unlike elementary schools, high school faculty are comprised of a much
larger and more diverse array of teachers who are organized in departments or
into small schools that often function rather independently and may have a fairly
high degree of autonomy with regards to rule-making and pedagogical approaches.
As a consequence of these departments and their training, it is not uncommon
to find that high school teachers focus on teaching a specific content area, such
as history or English, and lack interest in what is happening outside the classroom

Table 1: Key Differences in SWPBS Implementation in High School

Dimension Key Aspects to Consider
Size Larger classes; larger or multiple buildings

Diverse array of courses offered

Larger and more diversified staff

Teachers work with greater number of students
across day

School Organization More complex administrative organization

Emphasis on departments vs. grade levels

Availability of professional services
(i.e., counseling)

Knowledge about school programs, etc.
decentralized and communication complex

School Culture Responsible for focused content; not responsible
to promote social learning

Higher expectations for student self-management
Student Developmental Level Students more autonomous

Stronger peer group influence

Greater need for student buy-in
Outcomes Higher stakes for students and staff (i.e., testing

linked to completion)

Emphasis on unique performance outcomes for
high schools more public
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or teaching schoolwide expectations. Because of these more complex divisions
within high schools, ensuring faculty buy-in and faculty-wide communication
can be more difficult than is often the case in elementary settings. As such, when
implementing SWPBS in high school settings, it is critical to ensure that lead-
ership teams include representation of each major department or group within
the school.

A second major contextual difference is that larger administrative teams with distinct
roles and responsibilities typically lead high schools, which affects communication
and decentralization of knowledge about what happens in the school. Whereas
implementation of SWPBS in elementary school settings typically only requires
buy-in and support from a single administrator, leadership representation in high
school implementation scenarios may require obtaining support from several admin-
istrators who may have varying authority regarding the allocation of resources,
curriculum management, and handling of student discipline.

Developmental level of students. At the student level, high school students differ
fundamentally from younger students in ways that require adaptation of the
SWPBS model. First, adolescents and young adults are more autonomous, place
greater value on being actively involved in decision-making, and identify more
closely with peer groups, often prioritizing peer interaction over academics. This
difference suggests that stronger active involvement of students in the establish-
ment of universal SWPBS practices (e.g., setting behavioral expectations, conse-
quences, and systems to acknowledge positive behavior) is far more relevant and
potentially beneficial for high school implementation. Second, the increased fre-
quency of behavioral problems (Raffaele-Mendez, 2003), more violent types of
misbehavior (Bohanon et al., 2006), and increased disengagement of adolescents from
school (Crosnoe, 2001) render secondary school discipline issues distinct from those
in elementary schools.

However, because high school students are more developmentally advanced, it is
not uncommon to find that high school faculty are less likely to view teaching and
reinforcing appropriate social behavior as their responsibility, as students are typi-
cally expected to have learned these skills and self-management prior to arriving in
high school. Because of this, implementation of SWPBS in high school settings
also often requires special consideration to ensure faculty buy-in regarding universal
practices related to teaching expectations, ensuring consistent consequences, and
acknowledging and reinforcing positive student behavior.

In summary, the research on the implementation of SWPBS in high schools is still in
the early stages. There have been a few case study evaluations and some extant data
analyses. In adopting an initiative such as SWPBS in the high school, one needs to
consider the impact of high school contextual variables such as organization, develop-
mental age of students, and school culture.

Focus of the Current Study
The purpose of the current study is to examine the feasibility and fidelity of
SWPBS implementation across diverse high school settings. We hypothesized that
while implementation of SWPBS in high school settings with some modifications
would eventually be likely, full implementation of all SWPBS components within
the typical one-year time frame may not be possible. Given the far greater size and
organizational complexity of high schools, we anticipated that even with support,
high schools would require an additional implementation year to fully implement
the full complement of required SWPBS components. As this is the first study to
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longitudinally examine high school implementation patterns over time, we did not
have any pre-existing hypotheses regarding the ease or difficulty of implementing
specific SWPBS components.

Method

Participants and Settings
Participants in this study included eight diverse public high schools in two states
in the Midwest and Pacific Northwest United States (Table 2). Three high schools
were located in an urban locale, two were categorized as a suburban-to-urban loca-
tion, and three were located in a small town non-adjacent to an urban center. The
schools ranged in enrollment from 743 to 2,970 students with an average student
enrollment of 1,940.63 (SD 5 770.16). The average number of full-time classroom
teachers was 107.38 (SD 5 51.67). The average percentage of students receiving free
or reduced-price lunch was 33%, with the range being from 17% to 42%. The per-
centage of minority students across all sites ranged from 11% to 54% (x 5 28.97%).
The average high school dropout rate was 2.36%, ranging from of 5.7% to 0.7%
across sites. At the beginning of the study, none of the schools participating had
made Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) based on their state AYP criteria in the pre-
vious school year. There were a total of seven school districts represented in this
study (one district contained two high schools engaged in implementation). Districts
comprising this sample served an average of 5.14 elementary schools, 1.8 middle
schools, and 2.43 high schools. All participating schools were part of a larger U.S.
Department of Education funded longitudinal study examining the effectiveness
of the implementation of SWPBS model in high school settings. All participating
schools were required to obtain district, administrator, and teacher assent in order
to be included in the study.

Intervention Components

Formation of SWPBS school leadership team. The school leadership teams typically
had between 10–15 members representing a wide variety of roles such as adminis-
trators, teachers, counselors, district staff, and truancy staff. Unlike at the elementary
level, these teams can get quite large if focus is placed on representation across
grade and content area as well as the related service personnel. Also the high school
staff is more likely than the lower grade level staff to have extra duties such as choir,
clubs, athletic coaching that makes their availability more difficult. The membership
of each team was determined by the school with attention to such things as avail-
ability to participate throughout the year, leadership, and representation across the
school. Although membership varied somewhat across sites, all teams were required
to have the active participation of all relevant school administrators and represen-
tation of teachers across each major disciplinary area. They often developed a main
team and then subcommittees to make the time availability and representation work.

Table 2: Participating High Schools

School 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Total Students 1982 1149 775 1907 3041 2559 1976 2583
Total Teachers 82.2 53.4 46.3 89.1 212 137 140 139
Percent Minority 14.4 29.2 24.9 27.2 52.6 37.4 53.6 30.7
Percent FRL 27.2 23.1 25.8 30. 33.9 26.2 na 14.2
Dropout rate (%) 4.4 2.7 2.4 2.5 1.6 .70 3.2 1.1

Implementing SWPBS in High School Settings

273



Development of action plan. Each leadership team was required to review the
results of their performance on the primary SWPBS implementation measure, the
Schoolwide Evaluation Tool (SET, described below), and then collaboratively develop
an action plan to ensure that all foundational systems and universal practices would
be implemented with integrity across school departments and grade levels. The
team used the action plan to keep them focused and guide their work with the entire
faculty and students.

Using data for decision-making. Each school was required to implement a compre-
hensive data collection system that would allow teams to monitor and analyze pat-
terns in student disciplinary data. Although the specific software used varied, at
a minimum the systems needed to use a common set of codes for describing stu-
dent disciplinary infractions, locations where these infractions occurred, and a
common set of codes for administrative responses/consequences. In addition, each
data system was capable of outputting raw data so that teams could identify the most
common types of student misbehaviors, most common locations where student mis-
behaviors occurred, typical administrative responses to student misbehavior, and
data disaggregated by race, grade, gender, and Individual Education Program (IEP)
status. The discipline data is similar to that at the lower grade-levels in that they
examined office discipline referrals or climate surveys, but high schools also found
the need to use additional data such as attendance data that was often collected and
managed by other school personnel at the building or district level.

Professional development. Professional development was ongoing throughout the
implementation process and occurred in several stages. The first stage consisted of
training the school’s SWPBS leadership team. These school teams received approxi-
mately 15–18 hours of intensive professional development in core SWPBS practices
during the first year and 12 hours during the second year. The intensive leadership
team training included the delivery of a series of modules that were developed using
existing training material on the core components of SWPBS. The seven modules
included: Impact of High School Context on Features of SWPBS; Strategies to
Support Buy-in; Development of Infrastructure: Leadership Team, Communication,
Decision Making; Using Data for Decision Making; Developing and Teaching Expec-
tations; Developing Acknowledgement Systems; and Consequence Systems. The
content was specifically oriented to put these components in place within the
high school context by providing specific high school examples, strategies to remove
potential barriers, and exploration of contextual issues.

Once leadership team members completed the intensive training, each team was
required to develop briefer versions of this training for their faculty based on this
intensive core training. Although the content and delivery varied slightly across sites,
each school’s faculty training included an overview of the SWPBS model, founda-
tional systems the school would be implementing, and the nature of the universal
practices that would be implemented (e.g., universal expectations, consequences,
acknowledgement, and data collection practices).

In addition to being responsible for orienting their respective faculty to the SWPBS
model, leadership teams were provided support to interpret their SET results and
construct action plans to help them develop a specific plan for implementing and
sustaining SWPBS practices. All teams conducted a thorough review of current prac-
tices related to student expectations and consequences for inappropriate behavior.
Teams also examined school-level disciplinary data and patterns in the most common
types of disciplinary problems and administrative consequences. After analyzing these
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practices, the school leadership team defined each common type of problem behavior
and expectations for how teachers should respond (warning, teacher consequence, or
office referral and disciplinary action). Further revisions were made to the content that
would be shared with teachers at their faculty meetings, with a focus on attending to
function, being consistent, and acknowledging appropriate behaviors. Subsequently,
this information was provided to students in a large assembly or similar format.

Ongoing technical assistance. To help support the implementation of the SWPBS
components, each participating school also received ongoing technical assistance
based on their action plan, which varied across the buildings. The technical assis-
tance staff met with each team approximately once per month and provided both
logistical support and problem-solving to address the items on their action plans.
The amount of technical assistance to the facilitator and team ranged from 20 to
65.5 hours (x 5 33.84; SD 5 16.46). The assistance was provided by project staff
through a variety of mechanisms including team meeting attendance, phone-call
or email contact to the internal high school team facilitator/coach, attendance at
schoolwide events, and the provision of examples from other schools or resources.

Student involvement. Students were involved in the implementation of SWPBS pro-
cesses in various ways. Across all sites, students were taught the expectations and
received acknowledgements for demonstrating appropriate behaviors. Students also
assisted in the development through the design of lesson plans to teach the expectations,
delivery of the lesson plans, development of videos to teach the expectations or intro-
duce SWPBS to the school, and design of assemblies focused on teaching expectations.

Implementation Measures

Schoolwide Evaluation Tool (SET). The SET (Sugai, Lewis-Palmer, Todd, & Horner,
2001) is a multi-component assessment designed to measure implementation of
SWPBS at the primary level. Project staff was trained to criterion on the administra-
tion and scoring of the SET by staff at the National Technical Assistance Center on
Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports. The trained staff then conducted the
SET at each project site. The administration includes interviewing administrators,
teachers, and students, and evaluating permanent products (e.g., the school’s refer-
ral form, school improvement plan, and discipline procedures). The SET consists
of 28 items (scored on a three-point scale with 0 5 not implemented, 1 5 partial
implementation, and 2 5 full implementation) divided into seven subscales mea-
suring whether schools have the essential features of SWPBS: (a) defined behavioral
expectations, (b) taught behavioral expectations, (c) established on-going system
for rewarding behavioral expectations, (d) a system for responding to behavioral vio-
lations, (e) engagement in ongoing behavioral monitoring and decision-making,
(f) maintenance of effective management practices, and (g) securement of district-
level support for ongoing implementation. Each implementation rating is criterion-
referenced with regard to the specific practice in question. For a more in-depth
description of the SET, please see Horner, Todd, Lewis-Palmer, Irvin, Sugai, and
Boland (2004).

The SET has been found to have good reliability and validity and is useful for
assessing the extent to which schools are implementing SWPBS (Horner et al.,
2004; Vincent, Spaulding, & Tobin, 2010). To address unique implementation vari-
ables identified by a national panel of experts in the implementation of SWPBS
in high schools, four items were added to the SET related to students’ involve-
ment in and awareness of SWPBS and students’ perception of the degree to which
acknowledgement systems and staff’s systematic delivery of praise was in place.
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The SET, inclusive of these additional items, will be referred to as the High School
Schoolwide Evaluation Tool (HS-SET). These items included:

(a) Do staff members indicate they have systematically acknowledged (not includ-
ing informal verbal praise) students in other ways that are different from the
schoolwide reward system over the past two months?

(b) Does the administrator report that there is a mechanism for getting student input
for PBS and that the input is representative of the student body?

(c) Do 50% or more of students asked indicate that they think students have pro-
vided input into the PBS program (i.e., survey, in team meetings, etc.)?

(d) Do 50% or more of students asked indicate that there is an adult in the school
that knows them and they would go to if they needed help?

Two independent coders for each school completed the HS-SET during the summer
prior to receiving the initial intervention training and at the end of the first and second
years of implementation. Consistent with SET administration guidelines, at least 10 ran-
domly selected staff and 15 randomly selected students (stratified across grade-level
to ensure equal representation) were interviewed (Todd et al., 2012). Each observa-
tional period lasted approximately three hours. Inter-rater agreement was performed
on over 65% of the HS-SET administrations and the reliability scores exceeded 80%.

In the administration of the SET, students were randomly selected from multiple
locations in the building and asked questions to determine (a) if they know the
schoolwide expectations and their meaning in the different locations in the school,
(b) if they received an acknowledgement for engaging in an appropriate behavior,
and (c) whether they have an adult in the school who knows them, cares about
them, and to whom they would go to if they needed help or had a problem.

Results
Means and standard deviations for each of the implementation scales are presented
in Table 3. At the start of the study, the schools scored high on the District Support
component with a mean across schools of 1.5 (out of 2 total possible), with five of the
eight schools having all items in place. The schools initially scored low on practice
components such as Expectations Defined, Expectations Taught as well as System
for Rewarding Behavioral Expectations. After examining the descriptive results, we
examined whether there was significant and meaningful change on implementation
subscales from pre-intervention to end of year one and end of year one to end of
year two. Paired t-tests of pre- to end-of-year changes (see Table 4) were performed.
The significance levels within each time-point were adjusted for multiple comparisons

Table 3: Means and Standard Deviations of HS-SET Implementation Scores

Baseline End of Year 1 End of Year 2
M SD M SD M SD

Expectations Defined 0.69 0.80 1.06 0.78 1.31 0.75
Expectations Taught 0.35 0.41 1.08 0.70 0.98 0.69
Rewards 0.63 0.38 1.10 0.49 1.18 0.46
Response to Violations 1.28 0.21 1.53 0.39 1.84 0.19
Monitoring 1.25 0.52 1.31 0.46 1.75 0.30
Management 1.03 0.71 1.53 0.29 1.54 0.34
District Support 1.50 0.76 1.00 0.76 1.63 0.52

Note. Each subscale mean could be from 0–2.
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using a Benjamini-Hochberg correction. We selected paired t-tests as SWPBS
implementation at the high school level is a relatively new area of research, and
we were interested in exploring the significance and magnitude of change across
years for each paired contrast at the outset of the study. Although Teaching Expec-
tations t(7) 5 4.80, adj p 5 0.07 and Establishing a System for Rewarding Behavior
t(7) 5 2.81, adj p 5 .09 approached significance by the end of year one, no signifi-
cant changes in implementation were observed once p-values were corrected
for multiple comparisons. Although not statistically significant, applying Cohen’s
(1988) guidelines of small (d 5 0.20–0.49), medium (d 5 0.50–0.80) and large
(d > 0.80) effect sizes, the effect sizes for year one in Teaching Expectations
(d 5 1.70) and Establishing a System for Rewarding Behavior (d 5 1.00) would be
considered large. When examining changes across the first to second year of imple-
mentation, high schools attained statistically significant and meaningful improve-
ments in the following components of the intervention model: Teaching Expectations
t(7) 5 3.35, adj p < 0.05, d 5 1.18, Establishing a System for Rewarding Behavior
t(7) 5 3.45, adj p < .05, d 5 1.22, and Responding to Behavioral Violations t(7) 5 4.58,
adj p < .01, d 5 1.62. Although meaningful improvement in Monitoring and Decision
Making was evident by the end of year two (d 5 0.84), adjusted p-values were not
significant t(7) 5 2.37, adj p 5 0.09, d 5 0.84. Across the two years of implementa-
tion, there were no significant changes in Effective Management Practices t(7) 5 1.82,
adj p 5 0.13 or District Level Support t(7) 5 1.07, adj p 5 0.76.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine the pattern of change in the components
of SWPBS across eight high schools. The findings demonstrated that, with support,
high school teams could make changes in the implementation level of the SWPBS
components; however, it required two years to gain significant change. During the
first year, meaningful but non-significant changes emerged in the components of
Teaching of Expectations and System for Rewarding Expectations. By the end of

Table 4: Changes in HS-SET Scores

Scale Timeframe Mean D Std Lower Upper t p adj p d
Expectations
Defined

1 Year 0.38 0.88 −0.36 1.11 1.21 0.27 0.31 0.43

2 Years 0.63 0.95 −0.17 1.42 1.85 0.11 0.15 0.65
Expectations
Taught

1 Year 0.73 0.43 0.37 1.08 4.80 0.01 0.07 1.70

2 Years 0.63 0.53 0.18 1.07 3.35 0.01 0.03 1.18
Rewards 1 Year 0.48 0.48 0.08 0.87 2.81 0.03 0.09 1.00

2 Years 0.55 0.45 0.17 0.93 3.45 0.01 0.04 1.22
Response to
Violations

1 Year 0.25 0.44 −0.12 0.62 1.60 0.15 0.22 0.56

2 Years 0.56 0.35 0.27 0.85 4.58 0.00 0.02 1.62
Monitoring 1 Year 0.06 0.56 −0.41 0.53 0.31 0.76 0.76 0.11

2 Years 0.50 0.60 0.00 1.00 2.37 0.05 0.09 0.84
Management 1 Year 0.50 0.67 −0.06 1.06 2.13 0.07 0.17 0.75

2 Years 0.51 0.80 −0.15 1.18 1.82 0.11 0.13 0.64
District
Support

1 Year −0.50 0.76 −1.13 0.13 −1.87 0.10 0.18 −0.66

2 Years 0.13 1.13 −0.82 1.07 0.31 0.76 0.76 0.11
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the second year, the mean changes in both of these subcomponents, as well as a
System for Responding to Violations, were significant. A meaningful change was
also noted for Monitoring Data and Decision Making, although this change was
not significant. These changes indicate the important and overarching finding that
high schools have the ability to implement SWPBS components with fidelity.
Looking further, the study also demonstrated that implementation takes longer in
high schools and that there are key areas on which high schools must focus when
beginning implementation.

Change Takes Longer in High Schools
This study documented the condition, often anecdotally stated in high schools, that
it takes longer to implement SWPBS in secondary schools relative to other settings.
In elementary and middle schools, the SWPBS components are typically implemented
more quickly, often within the first year (Bradshaw et al., 2009; Horner et al., 2009).
The more complex structure of the high school (more people, more departments, and
larger campuses) and the typical absence of involvement of all students and faculty
in the implementation of the initiative can make this process slower. In fact, in one par-
ticipating state, high schools referred to their first year of implementation as a ‘zero year’
because, during much of this first year, they were developing strategies to work together
and obtain schoolwide buy-in to SWPBS. It was not until the second year that the high
schools were in a position to more fully implement SWPBS practices. The high school
staff reported that the addition of a ‘zero year’, one focused on planning and establishing
foundational components (e.g., system-wide communication and buy-in, team structure,
organization of data) to the levels of implementation aligned their progress better when
compared with the elementary and middle schools in their districts.

Establish Systems: Communication and Consensus
Implementing SWPBS requires strong communication, consensus building, and
schoolwide collaboration of all staff, students, and administrative team members. In
most high schools, initiatives are often implemented at a department- or grade-level
rather than on a system-wide (schoolwide) basis. Building schoolwide agreement
takes more time and energy as stakeholders need to communicate about concerns
and possible solutions and achieve consensus before implementing the initiative.
Due to the size and lack of experience with schoolwide decision making, implemen-
tation of SWPBS in these high schools required tailored technical assistance to develop
systematic strategies to achieve consensus from the broad range of stakeholders,
including teachers, staff, and students. Additionally, due to the longer day and extra
duties (clubs, athletics), it was often a challenge to find times when staff was avail-
able to meet as a group. The HS-SET documents the completion of necessary compo-
nents, but it unfortunately does not measure what appear to be developmental
processes in high schools such as communication or consensus-building that take
time and planning to put in place prior to the development and implementation of
SWPBS practices. Much of the work by the team in implementing SWPBS requires
the establishment of a strong communication system and strategies for developing con-
sensus among staff and students. As mentioned earlier, high schools often establish
agreements on practices within their departments, but less often as a whole school.

Establish practice: expectations, acknowledgements, violation system. One component
of SWPBS implementation is for schoolwide expectations (e.g., respect, perseverance,
honor) to be defined, agreed upon and taught directly to the full school community.
After the expectations are taught, the students are acknowledged when they demon-
strate these expectations. As important is the alignment of the violation system with the
expectations so that the consequences for noncompliance are consistently delivered.
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During the first two years, these high school implementation teams worked with their
school staff and students to develop acceptable schoolwide expectations and strate-
gies to teach them. Defining expectations required building consensus among staff
as to the critical expectations that would be applicable in all settings, which took
more time than what one would expect at elementary and middle school levels.
High schools may already have some defined expectations for students, but due to
the decentralized structure of high schools (e.g., different expectations based on
department or individual teacher expectations) these expectations were not schoolwide
and were often stated in the negative (e.g., no cell phones) or what students should
not do rather than the positive behaviors in which they should engage.

Strategies for teaching often involved students as well as staff. For example, high
schools often used strategies such as multimedia presentations or videos and older
students as the instructors or “models” in an attempt to make the lessons more age-
appropriate. The use of these strategies was growing in popularity, but can often take
more ‘up front’ time (i.e., filming and editing a video or teaching a student group how
to deliver a lesson plan) than the more traditional approach to teacher-led lesson
plans. Because these efforts involved more students, however, the overall staff time
required to prepare and implement them was reduced.

High schools typically have discipline systems already in place to address vio-
lations. These are the mechanisms through which behavioral infractions and their
associated consequences are conveyed to the school staff and students. These sys-
tems are often complex, focus on negative sanctions for lack of compliance with
written codes of conduct (Fenning et al., 2008; Fenning, Parragga, & Wilczynski,
2000; Fenning et al., in press; Guest, 2011; Suarez, 1992), and are perceived by students
as contributing to more school problems and a “culture of meanness” (MacDonald,
1997). To develop a more preventive code of conduct aligned with SWPBS requires
a different way of thinking and responding (i.e., considering the function of the
behavior), collaboration with key stakeholders, and considerations of curriculum
issues (Fenning et al., in press; Fenning, Theodos, Benner, & Bohanon-Edmonson,
2004). At the start of this study, the schools had traditional systems in place and
these systems took time to change. But after determining their expectations, these
schools spent time during the second year refining codes of conduct and conse-
quence systems to better align with the newly defined expectations. This process
required them to build consensus among faculty about what the appropriate behavior
was, when a violation was dealt with in the classroom and when it was sent to the
office. It also required the staff to agree on the use of a consequence system that was
not one-size-fits-all but one that considers the function of the behavior (McIntosh,
Kauffman, Carter, Dickey, & Horner, 2009).

District level support. The schools in our sample had required district-level support
(dedicated school liaison and available funding) to be in place at the beginning of the
study. Most of these schools were part of a district that had been implementing
SWPBS at the elementary and middle school level so, in some cases, they had put
in place most of the district components. The lack of significant change in the District
Level Support component across the study is not surprising due to the initial level
being fairly high and that some level of district support was required for participa-
tion. The item that fluctuated across time was funding directed to SWPBS efforts.

Limitations and Future Directions for Research
Although the results of this study provide some initial information regarding poten-
tial implementation patterns of SWPBS in high school settings, some limitations are
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noteworthy. Because schools were not randomly selected, we cannot rule out the
possibility that pre-existing characteristics among schools that agreed to participate
biased the results. Moreover, our sample size was relatively small, and findings,
although many were significant, were underpowered. As such, future research may
wish to examine whether the results of this study generalize to a much larger, more
diverse selection of schools (e.g., rural or high-poverty schools), or those serving
special populations outside of the scope of the current study (e.g., alternative edu-
cation schools, schools in juvenile justice settings, etc.). Second, although the SET
is the most commonly used assessment of SWPBS implementation, it is not without
its limitations. Although attempts are made to identify and assess a representative
sample of faculty and students, not all eligible respondents are necessarily included
in the survey. Moreover, although the SET has been validated in multiple studies
(Horner et al., 2004), most have focused on data derived from elementary settings.
Last, the schools in this study were supported by university faculty and received
funds to cover costs of substitutes for the initial training and funds to cover addi-
tional data collection. These extra resources may not be available to other high schools
beginning implementation.

The findings suggest that the evidence-based practice of SWPBS can be feasibly
implemented systematically and with fidelity at the high school level. It also con-
firms the hypothesis from the case study of Bohanon et al. (2006) that those imple-
menting SWPBS in high schools will see a slower process in getting the initial
components in place. Research is needed to identify the specific barriers and strate-
gies that increase implementation rates at the high school level.

SWPBS is a three-tiered model and this study focused only on the implementation
of the universal, primary tier of prevention. Future research is needed on the feasi-
bility of implementing all tiers of the model at the high school level and whether
such implementation is associated with successful student outcomes for all students,
such as reductions in problem behavior, increases in academic outcomes (e.g., GPA,
grades), and improvement in retention and graduation rates. Similarly, a closer
examination of which data collection options yield the highest level of utility for
high school personnel would provide a better understanding of how SWPBS can
be applied as a preventative approach in high schools. In doing so, these school
communities can begin to enhance and better support students’ behavioral and
academic experiences.
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