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My name is Benjamin S. Fernandez, and I am a lead school psychologist for Loudoun County Public 
Schools (LCPS) in Virginia. I am pleased to have the opportunity to be here today to discuss the critical 
importance of effective discipline policies and practices to ensure positive school climate, school safety, 
and successful outcomes for our students. We know from extensive research and practical experience 
that: 
 

1) Punitive discipline polices, including zero tolerance policies, are ineffective and 
counterproductive, not just for the sanctioned student but the entire school community. 

2) Discipline is most effective when viewed through the lens of learning. Students can be taught 
sound decision-making and positive behavior. Discipline presents an opportunity to reinforce 
these skills.   

3) We are much more effective at teaching positive behaviors when we focus on and reinforce 
what we want students to do, as opposed to criticizing them for what they are doing wrong.  

4) All students benefit when discipline practices are integrated into a multitiered system of 
supports that is clear, consistent, and fair; promotes positive behavior; and imposes appropriate 
consequences.   

 

PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND 
 
I have served LCPS as a school psychologist for 12 years and have been practicing in the field for almost 
17 years. In my service to LCPS, like many school psychologists, I provide a broad range of services to 
support the successful learning and well-being of our students, create a positive school climate, and 
ensure ongoing collaboration among school, families, and the community.  
 
Role at the School Building Level 
 
I provide comprehensive school psychological services at both the district and building levels. This 
includes individual student psychological evaluations, consultation with teachers and families, 
counseling and skill building groups, threat assessment, crisis intervention, and serving on a number of 
multidisciplinary teams. At Cool Spring Elementary School, I am a member of the positive behavior 
interventions and supports (PBIS) team. Implementing this framework has facilitated a change from a 
reactionary and punitive approach to discipline to a proactive and preventative model. In LCPS, schools 
that have implemented this framework have noticed more positive outcomes for both individual 
students and the school community as a whole. The goal is for all schools in LCPS to implement PBIS as 
an approach to discipline and student behavior.  

 

 



2 
 

EFFECTIVE DISCIPLINE POLICIES HELP CREATE SAFE AND SUPPORTIVE LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS  

 

Education is more than just sitting at a desk in a classroom with a teacher providing instruction on 
reading, writing, and math. As educators, we must meet the needs of the whole child. Teaching and 
learning must take place in an environment that is welcoming and safe; provide structure and clear 
expectations for behavior; and offer quality leadership, professional collaboration, respect for others, 
and high expectations for both learning and citizenship. Combined, these qualities foster an atmosphere 
that promotes increases in academic achievement, respect and tolerance for others, positive self-
concept, and social connectedness, and decreases in discipline, absenteeism/truancy, and violence. 
Effective, proactive, and nonpunitive discipline policies and practices are necessary to fostering a 
positive school climate, as well as creating a safe and supportive school environment that naturally 
prevents violence and increases student learning.  
 

PBIS: A MULTITIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORT 
 
I’d like to focus now on PBIS and how we use it in LCPS. PBIS is one example of a multitiered system of 
supports (MTSS) that encompasses prevention, early identification, and targeted intervention for 
academic, mental health, and behavioral concerns. It is a model that has broad success in many different 
school contexts across the country and has proven instrumental in enabling schools to shift from 
ineffective punitive discipline to more effective positive discipline.   
 
PBIS begins with a universal tier of supports and services provided to all students and that research tells 
us will meet the academic and behavioral needs of the majority of students. This first tier focuses on 
prevention, wellness promotion, teaching shared behavioral expectations, and skills building. The 
second tier focuses on those students who still struggle despite the universal supports and need more 
targeted interventions. The specific needs of these students are identified through universal screenings; 
appropriate interventions are delivered and monitored in small groups. An example of such a subset of 
students might be those who exhibit appropriate behavior most of the time but repeatedly struggle 
under specific circumstances such as acting out when frustrated, being disruptive during transitions, or 
having difficulty in social situations. Instead of simply sending these students to the office, appropriate 
second tier interventions might include mentoring or daily check-in/check-out, which involves students 
identifying a set of goals they want to work on (e.g., “I will ask a peer for help”), then checking in with an 
adult each morning to review strategies and checking out with the same adult at the end of the day to 
discuss how the student behaved. The goal is to teach them strategies specific to their challenges so that 
they can be successful and independent. The third tier targets a generally very small population of 
students who require the most intensive academic, behavioral, or emotional supports. At this level, 
interventions are often delivered through special education services or other individualized school-
based supports.   
 
In addition to its tiered framework, numerous elements of PBIS make it both effective and sustainable 
within the school context. For example: 

1. The effort is guided by a multidisciplinary team of trained school staff who are responsible for 
designing the system to meet the needs of the school community and to support all members of 
the school community in successfully engaging in the process.  

2. The framework allows us to build on existing educational structures, such as classroom 
instruction, rather than superimposing a new and separate system that may compete with the 
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learning process. Indeed, positive behavior and discipline are viewed as much through the lens of 
learning as they are as functions of school safety.  

3. Strategies and interventions are fully integrated, across all grade levels, into all aspects of the 
school experience, including the classroom, the lunchroom, the playground, and the bus.   

4. Everyone, students and adults alike, is on the same page. Behavioral expectations and the skills 
required to be successful, as well as the rewards for appropriate behavior and the consequences 
for misbehavior, are clearly explained, understood, and practiced by everyone within the school 
community. And, importantly, adults are expected to model the behaviors we want our students 
to display. 

5. All aspects of behavior are encompassed by the defined expectations, policies, and practices. This 
allows us to address specific, potentially chronic issues such as bullying within a construct the 
students understand. We can be strategic in preventing and mitigating the problem behavior 
rather than simply being reactive to individual incidents.  

6. The focus is on recognizing and reinforcing positive behavior more than on simply identifying and 
stopping negative behavior. We emphasize “catching” students doing the right thing as much as 
possible. 

7. Data drives all of our decisions. It is collected, monitored, and evaluated on regular ongoing basis, 
and used to adjust strategies as necessary and, for some students, move them up or down in the 
support tiers.  

 

At Cool Spring, our school-wide PBIS expectations are framed as “Penguin Pride—Respect Myself, 
Respect Others, and Respect Property.” The PBIS team focused on these three primary expectations 
after we (a) examined our discipline policies, (b) identified inconsistencies in behavior “rules” and 
practices throughout the school, and (c) reviewed data on the difficult behaviors that seemed most 
problematic or common across the student body. The team, which consists of a teacher from each grade 
level, the art teacher, a special education teacher, the school counselor, the assistant principal, our 
school psychologist intern, and myself, also determined the universal, secondary, and tertiary 
interventions that would most appropriately meet the needs of our student population.  

 

Penguin Pride is integrated throughout all aspects of the teaching/learning day. Behavioral expectations 
and related skills are taught within the classroom and reinforced on the morning announcements and on 
posters throughout the school. We teach the students what it means to show Penguin Pride in the 
classroom by modeling appropriate behaviors and providing direct instruction and examples on how to 
respect oneself, others, and property. At the beginning of the year, a school-wide assembly is held to 
review what it means to show Penguin Pride. Teacher- and student-made videos, skits, and games are 
used to teach and reinforce these expectations periodically throughout the year. Additionally, we hold a 
midyear school-wide assembly to review the behavioral expectations and reteach skills if necessary. 
Now, using Cool Spring’s Penguin Pride Pledge (“I respect myself, I respect others, I respect property”) 
prevention initiatives can be linked to the pledge and concretely taught to the students. Making these 
connections can help students as well as staff realize they are part of the school community and 
problem behaviors such as bullying need to be addressed as a school community. 

 
Central to this effort is the way we approach discipline. We no longer simply punish a student for 
misbehaving or remove them from the classroom. Rather, using Penguin Pride, we provide them with 
the behavioral supports and skill-building opportunities they need to be successful while staying in class 
and learning.   
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Also important is our focus on teaching and promoting preferred behavior rather than punishing 
nonpreferred behaviors. For this purpose, the PBIS team also established Penguin Pride recognitions for 
both students and teachers. Students are recognized for showing their Penguin Pride by receiving fish 
tickets. Once a grade receives a designated number of tickets, the students get an extra recess and, 
while the students are enjoying their recess, the teacher gets extra time for planning or reviewing 
lessons as well. I cannot overemphasize how important it is support and reinforce the teachers as well. 
Like all effective schooling, implementing PBIS well takes hard work and total commitment by the staff. 
At Cool Spring, teachers are recognized as a “Star Staff of the Week” and celebrated through peer 
recognitions. These acts of appreciation both help to reinforce the individual’s role within PBIS and to 
recognize that person for his or her best practice in teaching and contributions to successful learning.  

 

Use of Data With PBIS at Cool Spring ES 
 
As I mentioned, data-based decision-making is at the heart of our PBIS efforts. Behavioral data is 
collected daily by the teachers and analyzed on a monthly basis by the PBIS team. When a behavior 
infraction occurs, the teacher submits information on who was involved, the type of infraction (such as 
disrespect, defiance, harassment/bullying, disruption), when it occurred, where it occurred, and what 
strategies were used to address the infraction. These data are analyzed by the PBIS team to determine 
which students need additional supports and intervention, for what behavior, and in what context. Such 
supports include staff mentoring, check-in/check-out, group and/or individual counseling with a school-
employed mental health professional, and “check ins” with the school psychologist or other members of 
the Child Study Team. If the data indicate a consistent pattern of concern or severity, then the team may 
consider more targeted third tier supports that include functional behavior assessments and 
individualized behavior intervention plans. No longer are we simply sending a student to the office each 
time they misbehave, resulting in missed valuable instructional time. Rather, we are providing 
instruction on positive behavior in place of a purely punitive approach. Of course, there are times when 
the infraction warrants more significant disciplinary consequences, such as weapons violations, violation 
of the drug and alcohol policy, and other safety issues, but these are fairly rare in elementary school.   
 
Since the implementation of PBIS at Cool Spring 3 years ago, teacher perception of school climate has 
improved and there has been a decline in office discipline referrals, suggesting that students are 
spending more time in the classroom. Additionally, the school has used PBIS as a springboard for other 
initiatives, such as bullying prevention. The school counselors integrated bullying prevention principles 
into the Penguin Pride’s “I Respect Myself, I Respect Others, and I Respect Property.”   
 
Student Case Example 
 
I would like to share the story of a student as just one example of the difference PBIS can make in 
outcomes. This young girl was being raised along with her brothers by her grandmother. She and her 
brothers struggled with a variety of behavioral issues, but this girl in particular struggled with defiance, 
refusal to comply with adult directives, cursing, disrespect, stealing, and aggression. Because of her 
behavior, she missed a great deal of instruction, peers avoided playing with her, and she was generally 
unhappy and frustrated with school. As a school, we came together to figure out how best to support 
her in the classroom. This involved the principal, the grandmother, teachers, school psychologists, 
school social worker, and school counselor. As a team, we created behavior plans, worked with the 
classroom teachers on how to consistently implement the behavior plan, and how to work with the 
student. As she moved through the grade levels, she was placed with teachers who best fit her as a 
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student and would be able to meet her emotional and behavioral needs. For significant infractions, the 
principal worked directly with the student not only to address the infraction but to brainstorm with her 
on how to resolve the underlying issues. As she began to respond and learn how to navigate the school 
setting, she would receive praise and recognition for her efforts from staff. Now a fifth grader, she is a 
happy, successful student who is able to function well within the school setting. Her grandmother and 
the student see Cool Spring as a place that truly supports the whole student. In fact, the grandmother 
often reaches out to other Cool Spring families who have children struggling with behavior to encourage 
and help them to work with the school. 
 

PBIS at the High School Level 

 

While my primary focus here today is on our work with PBIS at Cool Spring, I would like to note that we 
use PBIS at Heritage High School, which I also serve. Though I am not on the PBIS planning team, I 
support PBIS programming through assessment and interventions at the second and third tiers. Our 
approach to discipline flows from PBIS and is grounded in the core belief that discipline is about 
changing behavior and positive behavior can be taught and developed. The staff, under the leadership of 
the principal, has also made a concerted effort to be visible, build relationships with students and their 
families, and create an atmosphere in which all members of the school community feel supported and 
safe. This attention to school climate is essential to successful PBIS implementation and to reducing 
problem behaviors that require disciplinary action.   

 

Importantly, the entire Heritage Cluster has moved forward to implement PBIS. As a result, students 
from elementary to middle to high school are learning the same skills and attitudes regarding positive 
behavior and being responsible contributing members of their school communities. This continuity and 
opportunity to learn over time will be equip students to take these essential skills to their postsecondary 
endeavors and into adulthood. 

 

EFFECTIVENESS AND SUSTAINABILITY DEPEND ON HAVING ACCESS TO SCHOOL-EMPLOYED 
MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONALS, COLLABORATION, AND TIME AND RESOURCES 

 

I firmly believe that the ability of schools to create safe positive school environments that utilize 
effective discipline policies and practices requires access to properly trained, school-employed mental 
health professionals such as school psychologists, school counselors, and school social workers. We are 
trained in mental health, teaching, learning, behavior, school systems, and school law. We understand 
the dynamics between behavior and learning and can help ensure that students feel safe and supported 
when they come to school. Central to this effort is an effective discipline framework in which all 
students are treated fairly and consequences are consistently applied to all students.   

 

It also is important to recognize that change does not happen overnight. School staff need time to 
implement and adapt strategies appropriately and link behavior, mental health, and learning. Changing 
the culture of a school is a whole-school effort that can take a couple of years to establish and begin to 
see improvements. To do this, leadership by the building administrators is key to the ongoing success of 
a school’s positive discipline and other MTSS efforts. At Cool Spring, the principal set the expectations 
and vision for the school and helped empower us as the PBIS team to build around this vision. To 
maintain and sustain its PBIS initiative, the team meets regularly to discuss data in an ongoing, evolving 
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process; the job is never done. It requires teams to collect information, analyze that data, and adapt 
practices to meet the ever-changing needs and challenges of a school. Because change of this nature 
takes time, it is important that teams acquire training to start down this road and further the goal of a 
positive school climate and its sustainability. There is just no way around the need for proper staffing 
and training.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The focus of education in American schools is to help students become productive citizens. To 
accomplish this goal, schools must create and sustain an environment that supports the academic, 
social, and behavioral growth of students. Imperative to this effort is the implementation of positive 
discipline policies that are effective, provide students with the supports they need, and—with the goal 
of keeping students in school—not to push them out. Meeting the behavioral and social needs of 
students is equally as important as meeting their academic needs. As students learn what it means to 
respect themselves, respect others, and respect property, they become more connected and contribute 
to the larger school community, which helps them to be more engaged, successful learners and 
ultimately more successful, productive citizens.   


